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This edition of Informed focuses on an aspect
of community support and emergency relief
that community and welfare organisations
provide to their clients – education support.
Families experiencing financial stress juggle
priorities on a day-to-day basis. Most of the
time, they manage to keep their head above water. One of the busiest
emergency relief (ER) periods however, is the time between November
and the start of the school year. As families settle back into the cycle of
competing priorities, one of the biggest costs they face is that
associated with going back to school. While we recognise that most
school support has already been provided late last year or early this
year to families, we decided to publish this themed version of Informed
to enable agencies to profile the support services that they provide and
enable those who don’t to consider and replicate these models if they
currently don’t provide any particular support.
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The articles in this edition of Informed provide an overview of the policy
environment in the context of the cost of education, and particularly, the
impact these changes may have on low income families. This edition
also highlights the great work done by CISVic member agencies in
addressing disadvantage. Through their Back to School programs,
CISVic agencies aim for the child’s experience of education is positive,
rewarding and one which assists them to fulfil their potential to
contribute and participate in their community’s social and economic life.
We acknowledge and thank all contributors: Paula Grogan, Jane
Stanley and Jessica Murrowood provide us with the broader policy and
sector contexts. We also thank contributors Anne Coughlin, Lisa Elliot,
Leanne Petrides and Colin Macklin for providing us with insight into their
communities and the Back to School programs that their agencies
provide. The contribution from Maria Groner from Travellers Aid also
puts clarity on the changes to their Pathways to Education program.
We particularly want to acknowledge and thank our contributor to the
article ‘A working mum’s perspective’ who talks about her experience as
a single working mother and a CISVic agency worker. Case story
contributors are also highly appreciated, because it is only through
these that much of what we read and digest becomes real and tangible.
Government policies do impact on lives. In an election year, we hope
that this does not get lost in the rhetoric.
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Overview
By Minh Nguyen, Sector Development Officer, CISVic
Amongst Community Information & Support Victoria (CISVic) member
agencies1, 85% deliver ER, and of these, 55% also provide education
support in one form or another. These programs are in direct response
to families experiencing financial stress due to the increasing costs
associated with going back to school each January/February. In 2004,
the Victorian Council of Social Services (VCOSS) and Emergency Relief
Victoria (ER Vic) published The rising cost of ‘free’ education: a survey
of Emergency Relief clients presenting at Victorian Community
Information Centres January – February 2004 as a result of “increasing
anecdotal evidence that families have been seeking emergency relief
for assistance in meeting the costs of ‘free’ education.”2 Nearly a
decade down the track, education and the cost of education is again a
major policy issue in the 2013 election year. The Gonski Review is the
first significant review of school funding arrangements in almost 40
years. While we wait for Federal and State governments to respond in
concrete ways to the review, changes to both government payments
designed to support families with education costs is creating confusion
and concern among parents and schools.
Changes to government support for school costs in 2012 have added to
the low income families’ financial stress, with the biggest change being
that of reduced payments under the Education Maintenance Allowance
provided by the Victorian Government. This, coupled with the moving of
families and single parents from the Parenting Payment to Newstart is a
cause for increased stress to the most vulnerable families in our
communities. The impact of these policy changes are outlined in the
1

There are 38 full member agencies, and 23 associated members. These figures relate
to full member agencies only.
2
M Weaving, G Lloyd, C Atkins & A Savage, The rising cost of ‘free’ education,
Emergency Relief Victoria, p.4
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contributions by Paula Grogan, Senior Policy Advisor at Victorian
Council of Social Services, Jane Stanley, Executive Officer at the
Council of Single Mothers and their Children. A more personal
perspective of these changes is provided by a worker from a CISVic
agency, who is also a single mother and who was moved onto Newstart
from the Parent Payment as at 1 January 2013.
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The Federal Government’s Social Inclusion agenda highlights the role of
education in achieving a socially inclusive society, as it acknowledges
that a good education provides a pathway out of disadvantage.3 Across The cost of education
the developing, where disadvantage and structural inequality can be
insurmountable barriers to those born to poverty, education is seen as a As the cost of education climbs, families are finding it increasingly
key tool for the disempowered and marginalised to overcome these difficult to meet these costs. ABS data indicates that in the period
between 1985-1986 to 2005-2006, Australian households’ expenditure
systemic and structural inequalities.
on education services increased by a total of 59%, averaging 2.3%
According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Survey of Income increase each year. This is higher than expenditures on rent, health,
and Housing 2009-2010, households with low economic resources are utilities, food and clothing and footwear (see Table 2 below).
twice as likely to spend more money than they get, and five times as
of real household consumption 1985-1986 to
likely to seek financial assistance as other households (see Table 1 Table 2. Components
6
2005-2006
below). In these households, the beginning of the school year is often
the time of greatest financial stress as households struggle to meet the
cost of buying books, uniforms and pay fees. In addressing entrenched
disadvantaged and marginalisation, community and welfare
organisations recognise the need to provide more than the band-aid
solution of ER. Access to quality education and training are key to
breaking the cycle of poverty. Education enhances an individual’s
capacity to participate in the social and economic life of their
community, and in turn contribute to economic growth and social capital
of our society. Through education support programs, agencies tangibly
help children for whom education attainment provides this promise of
transformation and life-long change.
Table 1. Selected Indicators of Financial Stress4 by economic
resources 2009-20105
Low economic
resource
households(b)
%

Other
households
%

Spend more money than we get

24.4

12.5

househol
%
ds
14.9

Unable to raise $2,000 for something
important in a week
Could not pay
gas/electricity/telephone bill on time
Could not pay registration/insurance
on time
Pawned or sold something

43.3

7.0

14.4

31.0

7.9

12.5

12.3

3.2

5.0

8.1

1.3

2.7

6.3

0.8

1.9

Household experience

Unable to heat home

All

3

http://www.socialinclusion.gov.au/resources/education-pathways-and-skills accessed 20
Feb 2013
4
Household situation over the past 12 months
In 2012, the Australian Scholarships Group, a not-for-profit, member5 People in the two lowest quintiles for both equivalised adjusted disposable household
based organisation “specialising in education scholarship programs that
income (adjusted to include imputed rent) and equivalised net worth. Source: ABS 200910 Survey of Income and Housing, accessed
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4102.0Main+Features10March+Qua 6
accessed at
rter+2012#expenditure 20/02/13
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/D0622C7EF9F637E8
CA25732F001CA075/$File/41020_Trends%20in%20household%20consumption
_2007.pdf 20/03/13
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enable parents to provide their children with greater education
opportunities” surveyed 14,000 members about costs associated with
their children’s education. The following table is an estimation of
projected schooling costs for children starting preschool in 2013. Over
the life of a child’s education, it is estimated that it will costs parents
around $65,000.00 to send their child to a government school, and
$502,000.00 to send their child to a private school in Victoria (see Table
3 below).

Table 3. Total projected schooling costs for children starting
preschool in 2013*
Area

Region

School type
Government
Catholic
ACT
Metro
$48,096
$209,880
ACT
Regional $47,192
$150,054
Australia Metro $60,836
$218,077
Australia Regional $47,290
$160,331
NSW
Metro
$64,786
$220,826
NSW
Regional $47,192
$150,054
NT
Metro
$52,116
$209,946
NT
Regional $38,807
$175,719
QLD
Metro
$57,214
$233,835
QLD
Regional $49,559
$186,307
SA
Metro
$50,418
$200,020
SA
Regional $37,500
$166,321
TAS
Metro
$52,116
$209,946
TAS
Regional $38,807
$175,719
VIC
Metro $65,484
$206,692
VIC
Regional $50,923
$147,053
WA
Metro
$56,072
$213,509
WA
Regional $43,255
$156,067

Private
$367,590
$303,433
$448,034
$294,439
$535,842
$303,433
$344,717
$208,122
$355,525
$325,262
330,246
$197,200
$344,717
$208,122
$501,643
314,372
$358,385
$245,020

Information Support Service provides education support by partnering
with Highett Bendigo Bank as it became increasingly clear that families
in the Bayside area were experiencing difficulties with meeting their
children’s educational costs. Similarly, Diamond Valley Community
Support combine their Department of Families, Housing, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) emergency relief allocation
with proceeds from their highly successful Community Market and
OpShop to fund their education support program. Similarly, Cranbourne
Community Information Support Service and Mornington Community
Information & Support Service build relationships with philanthropies,
schools and stakeholders to support families under stress. CISVic
agencies are reaching far and wide in responding to the needs of their
communities. In this tight funding environment, and even in a policy
arena where one of Prime Minister Julia Gillard’s greatest legacy is the
focus and potential reform to our education system, vulnerable families
are still struggling to provide their children’s basic needs when it comes
to education. Partnering with philanthropies, moving to an operating
model of ‘business for good’, becoming more accessible and
collaborative in approaching community problems are some of the
measures that CISVic agencies are employing to ensure that vulnerable
children do not miss out on a chance at educational attainment.

Supporting families to overcome disadvantage in
access to education
In addition to education support programs from community based
agencies, schools, philanthropics and larger welfare agencies
implement a programs aimed at low-income families, providing support
to families and children in meeting education costs and overcoming
barriers education.

The Home Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters (HIPPY)
was delivered in 50 communities across Australia in 2012. Introduced
in 1998 in a single-site trial by the Brotherhood of St Laurence (BSL),
the program was expanded over the next 10 years, targeting
communities that experience various forms of disadvantage. The
combined home and centre-based early childhood enrichment program
supports parents in role as their child’s first teacher. The HIPPY
program “aims to ensure children start school on an equal footing with
Education support: CISVic member agencies
their more advantaged peers, as well as to strengthen communities and
Community information and support services in Victoria provide a range the social inclusion of parents and children.”8 The evaluation report of
of community information and support to members of their local the program found that HIPPY was both effective, and cost-effective
communities. An important core of CISVic member agency services is when compared with other programs in Australia and overseas.
the provision of emergency relief (ER) in the form of material aid and
once-off financial support to vulnerable and disadvantaged individuals The Brother of St Laurence’s Saver Plus program assists families on
and families. A large number of agencies also provide education low incomes to develop saving habit, build assets and improve financial
support, programs that deliver financial and other assistance to families capability. Working with the ANZ Bank, the program was set up in 2003
at the beginning or during each school year to assist families to pay to encourage saving for educational expenses, and is offered in almost
60 communities across all states and territories. Under the program,
school fees and other costs associated with their children’s schooling.
participants set a saving target, and when that is achieved, the ANZ
Education support varies widely across CISVic agencies, depending on bank will match their savings, dollar for dollar. The program has since
community needs and resources available. The articles in this edition of expanded and is currently delivered in partnership with Berry Street,
Informed provide a glimpse of this diversity. Thus, Bayside Community
*Data: Australian Scholarships Group, in an online survey (over 14,000 responses)
conducted among its parent Members where they are asked to estimate costs associated
with schooling. NB: Total schooling costs include one year of kindergarten, seven years of
primary school and six years of secondary school. The figures include fees, extracurricular
activities, clothing, necessities, and computer and internet costs. Kindergarten costs are
based on national figures of 15 hours per week.7

8

7

Sourced from http://www.theage.com.au/data-point/blogs/the-crunch--datapoint/education-cost-estimates--get-the-data-20130124-2d8sj.html

M Liddell, T Barnet, F Diallo Roost & J McEachran, Investing in Our Future: An
evaluation of the national roll-out of the Home Interactive Program for Parents and
Youngsters (HIPPY), Final Report to the DEEWR, 2011, p.vi
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The Benevolent Society and The Smith Family and other local • Assessing existing funding models for schooling in Australia, by
community agencies. Funded by the ANZ and FaHCSIA, the program Deloitte Access Economics
has been acknowledged internationally as one of the most successful • Feasibility of a national schooling recurrent resource standard,
matched savings schemes.
by The Allen Consulting Group
•
The State School Relief (SSR) have been supporting students Schooling challenges and opportunities, by a consortium led by
experiencing financial hardship for over 80 years. A not-for-profit The Nous Group which includes the Melbourne Graduate School of
charity, the SSR provides government school students with financial Education at The University of Melbourne and the National Institute of
assistance for uniform and footwear and other basics so that children Labour Studies at Flinders University.
can attend school feeling confident and comfortable. All students are The aim of the review is “to identify arrangements that will achieve a
eligible for SSR support, and application must be made by the principal, funding system which is transparent, fair, financially sustainable and
assistance principal or welfare coordinator at the school.
effective in promoting excellent educational outcomes for all Australian
The Smith Family, a children’s charity with a focus on education as a students. Integral to this is ensuring the funding that is available is
pathway out of disadvantage. The Learning for Life program supports equitably distributed among schools; that is, directed to where it is
disadvantaged young people from pre-school to tertiary education. needed most so that students are supported to overcome barriers to
Through sponsorship and donation, the program provides ongoing, achievement, regardless of their background or where they go to
school.”9
wholistic support to children:
• through Learning for Life Workers, who connect children to learning
opportunities in their local community and also encourage them to
fully participate in their education;
• by enabling access to Smith Family literacy programs and mentoring
support;
• and through financial assistance to help families afford the cost of
their children's essential education items.
Travellers Aid Australia, an emergency relief service that provides travel
assistance to people in need, supports disadvantaged students and
families through their Pathways to Education program. The program
assists young people experiencing financial difficulties and who are at
risk of disengaging with education because of their financial situation.
The program is currently offered in a limited capacity. Additionally,
Travellers Aid Australia provides a No Interest Loan Scheme (NILS) to
provide interest-free loans for half-yearly and yearly student travel
passes for families on low income (primary and secondary school
students only). Information about both services can be accessed via
their website at http://www.travellersaid.org.au/our-services/pathwayseducation.

Government policy and response

In an election, as in every election year, education and health dominate
the policy agenda. Although much of the policy discussions so far are
focused on the action (or inaction) following the Gonski Review, it is the
concrete changes that have an impact on low-income families which
have the most impact on community and welfare services. On 1 January
2013, the Federal Government introduced the Schoolkids Bonus,
replacing the Education Tax Refund. Payments are made in two
instalments, January and July, with each payment at $205.00 for
primary school child and $410 for secondary school child. Payments
are automatic, and are paid to eligible parents directly into their bank
accounts (eligible parents are those receiving Family Tax Benefit Part A
for dependent child in primary or full time secondary education).
The challenge for many families is that the costs of fees, books, clothes
and other necessities far exceed the amount covered by the Schoolkids
Bonus and the reduced Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA)
provided by the State Government. The changes to EMA have also
resulted in schools not being allocated any money. It was claimed that
the reduction in EMA will be “partially offset by the redirection of equity
based funding to some schools. These payments will be directed to
schools with higher proportions of students from a lower socio-economic
background, in recognition of the additional challenges faced in
supporting these students to reach their potential.”10 However, many
schools have traditionally relied on EMA funds to provide much needed
extra-curricular education programs. At Emerald Secondary College, an
estimated loss of $40,000.00 which, coupled with the school’s
experience of 40% of parents not paying school fees, will mean that the
school will need to cancel its QuickSmart literacy and numeracy
program, martial arts program (targeted at at-risk students) and a
leadership course.11

Across the world, national governments are restructuring education
systems to provide high quality workforce to deliver education outcomes
that is equitable and inclusive. In Australia, the Federal Government
commissioned a review of Australia’s education system, and tasked the
Panel to consult and consider a new funding system for schooling in
Australia. This was achieved by a process of listening tour and invited
submissions, publication of a review, community consultation, research
and analysis. The Review of Funding for Schooling: Emerging
Issues Paper (The Gonski Review, 2010) was followed by four 9 Review of Funding for Schooling: Emerging Issues Paper, p.8 accessed at
commissioned reports to support the panels deliberations. These http://www.betterschools.gov.au/review
10
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, accessed at
reports are:

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/principals/finance/pages/ema.aspx?Redirect=1 on

• Assessment of current process for targeting of schools funding 21/02/13
to disadvantaged students, by the Australian Council for 11 ‘Schools set to suffer as budget cuts hit hard’ by Jewel Topsfield, The Age 30 January
2013 accessed at http://www.theage.com.au/national/education/schools-set-to-suffer-asEducational Research (ACER)
budget-cuts-hit-hard-20130129-2dizq.html on 21/02/13
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Useful Resources:
PRACTICE

POLICY
Gonski Review

Brotherhood of St Laurence

http://www.betterschools.gov.au/

HIPPY program

http://www.betterschools.gov.au/docs/australian-education-bill-2012

http://www.bsl.org.au//Services/Refugees-andsettlement/Employment/HIPPY

http://www.betterschools.gov.au/new-way-funding-schools

Saver Plus scheme
http://www.bsl.org.au/Saver-Plus
- listing of Saver Plus providers in Victoria:
http://www.bsl.org.au/where-you-can-join-saver-plus#Victoria -

http://www.betterschools.gov.au/docs/better-schools-national-planschool-improvement
http://www.betterschools.gov.au/docs/more-help-students-who-need-itmost
translated factsheets http://www.betterschools.gov.au/fact-sheets

State Schools Relief

Schoolkids Bonus

http://www.ssr.net.au/about-us/faq's.aspx http://www.ssr.net.au/

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/families-andchildren/benefits-payments/schoolkids-bonus

The Smith Family
http://www.thesmithfamily.com.au

‐ information brochures can be downloaded from this link
‐ information in other languages are available

School costs Information Kit for Parents
http://www.goodshepvic.org.au/page/146/school-costs-information-kitfor-parents

Education Maintenance Allowance
http://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/principals/finance/Pages/ema.as
px

- this link gets you to the updated 2013 Kit for Parents. This is a
fantastic resource, setting out in clear language all the information
parents needs to understand their obligations and rights with school fee
payments. It has been updated to reflect the changes to the EMA and
School Kids Bonus.
http://www.goodshepvic.org.au/resources
- this is a link to the 2009 Education Costs Kit: A Resource for
Community Agencies. Although some of the information needs
updating, there are still relevant information that includes:
• agency process and ideas for helping with school costs
• reducing school costs
• speaking out on school costs: some tips
Travellers Aid
http://www.travellersaid.org.au/our-services/pathways-education
- link to the brochure about No Interest Loans Scheme for half-yearly
and yearly passes for primary and secondary school children

HANDY TIP
Free education is the law. This includes resources, supports and administration required
to teach the standard curriculum. However, parents do pay for some education costs.
Schools should indicate clearly the voluntary and non-voluntary components of
school fees.
Schools should:
 send early requests for payment e.g. a
minimum of 6 weeks before the end
of the school year
 clearly identify whether each payment
is for an essential, optional or
voluntary item
 ensure payment items are accurately
costed
 provide details of how the funding
collected will be spent by the school
 provide a copy of the school’s policy
on payments to all
 parents
 provide a receipt for payment
immediately
 be sensitive to individual financial
circumstances offer payment options
(e.g quarterly)
 give students an alternative option if
they do not participate in a camp or
excursion
 keep details of payment and nonpayment confidential
 ensure all payment requests are
fair, reasonable, and kept to a
minimum

Schools should not:
 treat students differently or refuse
teaching if parent payments are not
made
 deny advancement to the next year
level if payments are not made
 expect payment before the start of the
school
 year
 pressure or demand parents to sign
over their EMA to the school
 use or threaten use of debt collectors
 harass or coerce students or
parents/guardians about payments
(Note: schools can send a
 statement about essential education
costs not more than once a month)
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Strengthening access to education for all
Australians
By Paula Grogan, Senior Policy Advisor,
Victorian Council of Social Service
(VCOSS)

The Victorian Government has recognised that ‘strong education
outcomes support improved social outcomes – a more cohesive society,
improved health, and reduced crime and welfare reliance’.1
The Government has also noted that a big part of meeting those goals
is to get more students finishing Year 12 or its equivalent.2 But despite a
decade-long focus, there has been little improvement in student
completion rates since 2008. More worrying are the poorer completion
rates of students from lower socio-economic and non-metropolitan
schools.3
Much reform is underway in Victoria to address access, retention and
completion issues, particularly for vulnerable students. While some of
stated aims of the policies are sound, VCOSS is concerned that they
are being jeopardised by a range of spending cuts in some areas.
Policy context
Towards Victoria as a Learning Community
The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development’s
(DEECD) Towards Victoria as a Learning Community position paper is
based on a number of themes:

The policy considers issues related to student behaviour and alternative
education settings and notes that schools need to work in partnership
with other schools, the local community and business to improve
outcomes for students.
As a first step to implement this vision, the Government is developing a
Compact to outline the respective responsibilities of schools and
DEECD.5
Reforming support to vulnerable young people
VCOSS was concerned about the decision to cease funding for School
Focused Youth Services (SFYS) from July 2013. SFYS is a state-wide
service that supports 10-18 year olds who are at risk of self-harm,
disengagement from school, family or community. A key strength of
SFYS was building partnerships between schools and community sector
organisations. We have been working with DEECD to ensure that these
strengths are incorporated into any future program developments.
We welcome the release of a DEECD discussion paper, Reforming
support to vulnerable young people, that seeks comment on new
approaches to supporting all young people in learning, specifically those
that have disengaged or are at risk of disengaging from education
settings’.6
This work incorporates the ongoing evaluation and development of the
Youth Partnerships program which is currently underway in seven
demonstration sites across Victoria. VCOSS believes that the program
needs to be extended for a further 12 months to build on the momentum
created and to support the transition towards ongoing reform.
In addition, VCOSS believes Victoria needs a school system that
recognises that students learn in different ways, particularly when they
have experienced difficult issues in their lives. The Government has
made some positive steps to improve the flexibility of the school system,
including the recently released Disengagement Guidelines, moves for
funding to follow the student as they move schools, and in piloting
effective models for re-engaging disengaged students. These initiatives
need to be extended, and further work is required to prevent young
people from disengaging.
What more can be done

• Support for Victorians from all social-economic and cultural
backgrounds to be successful life long learners.
• Partnerships between education providers, families, communities
and business to help meet current and future needs.
• Early childhood, education and training providers and schools able
to design good quality local solutions to meet local needs.
• Strong local pathways so Victorians can move more easily between VCOSS is concerned about a number of decisions which will impact on
vulnerable students and we are advocating for some specific changes
levels of education and work.
across the education spectrum, from kindergartens to Vocational
The paper recognises that strong educational outcomes are good for Education and Training.7
both individuals and the state in driving economic growth, increasing At the school level, of significant concern are the changes made to the
workforce participation, improving life chances for individuals and Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) in the 2012-13 State Budget.
increasing social cohesion.4
While the parental component of the EMA increased marginally (see
box), that does not compensate for the cuts to the school component
and to the School Start Bonus.
1 Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, Towards Victorian as a
Learning Community, Melbourne, 2012.

5 The Compact consultation paper is available at
As a signatory to the National Partnership on Youth Attainment and Transitions, the
http://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/department/thecompactdraft.pdf
Victorian Government has committed to the target that 92.6 per cent of 20- to 24-year-olds
6 Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, Reforming Support to
will have attained Year 12 or equivalent certificate by 2015.
33 Victorian Auditor General, Student Completion Rates, November 2012, Melbourne, p.9.
Vulnerable Young People: A discussion paper, Melbourne, 2013.
2

4 Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, Towards Victoria as a
Learning Community, Melbourne, 2012.

7 For more detail see Victorian Council of Social Service, Delivering on the Promise:
VCOSS state budget submission 2013-14, Melbourne, 2012.
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Increase in parental component of EMA
Prep:
Years 1-6:
Year 7:
Years 8+:

$117.50 to $200
$117.50 to $150
$235 to $300
$235 to $250

The Government has directed equity funding to ‘disadvantaged’ schools
which have more students from a lower socio-economic background
based on the Student Family Occupation (SFO) funding model. VCOSS
is concerned about what additional support will be offered to low income
students who attend more ‘advantaged’ schools and what will be done
to ensure additional funding for ‘disadvantaged’ schools is quarantined
to support individual students.
We know this support is critical for families struggling to meet the
costs of education:
• 36 per cent of people receiving emergency relief from the
Salvation Army could not afford their children’s participation in
school outings and activities and 43 per cent go without up-todate school books and new school clothes.8
• requests for clothing and footwear requests from State
Schools’ Relief have risen 46 per cent over the last 4 years.9
• about 20 per cent of children living in households relying on
Parenting Payment or Newstart Allowance lack up-to-date
schoolbooks and uniforms and 16 per cent miss out on school
activities and outings because their parents cannot afford
them.10
The VCOSS 2013-14 State Budget Submission calls for the full
reinstatement of the EMA and the School Start Bonus, along with
additional resources for the State Schools Relief Committee.

DEECD and the Victorian Community Sector 2010-201412. This
agreement recognises the community sector as an important
partner to the Department in the development of policy, the delivery
of services and the improvement of outcomes of all Victorians,
particularly those who are vulnerable or experiencing disadvantage.
It commits the Department and the community sector to increased
collaboration, consultation and engagement. VCOSS is also actively
engaged around key reforms across DEECD, including as a
member of the Youth Partnerships External Advisory Group.
Critical to the work of VCOSS is feedback from organisations such as
Community Information and Support Victoria, as we use this information
to help shape strategic priorities and to build the case for reform.

The impact of policy on single mothers and
their families
By Jane Stanley, Executive Officer,
Council of Single Mothers and their
Children

The Council of Single Mothers and their Children (CSMC) has been
committed to improving the circumstances of single mothers for over 40
years. Run by and for single mothers, CSMC provides information,
support and advocacy on the many issues that impact on the lives of
single mothers and their families.

The beginning of the year is always a difficult one for single mothers. In
addition to the continuing financial challenges associated with low
Advocacy
incomes, high housing costs and increasing costs of living, at this time
VCOSS is working to address the barriers that vulnerable young people CSMC hears from many mothers who struggle to afford the costs of
sending their children back to school.
face in learning through our advocacy:
• via our State Budget Submission which has a focus on education
and learning
• In partnership with other organisations such as through the Equity in
Education Alliance.11
• Through direct engagement with government. For example, VCOSS
signed (on behalf of the sector) the Partnership Agreement between

Salvation Army Australia, The Economic and Social Impact of Cost of Living Pressures
on People Accessing Emergency Relief, The Salvation Army Australia Southern Territory,
Territorial Social Programme Department, 2012.
8

9

This is not surprising, as single parent families are one of society’s most
financially disadvantaged groups, with one in every five living in
poverty13. Single parents also report the highest incidence of financial
stress and are most at risk of experiencing social exclusion14. With over
82% of single parent households headed by a woman15, it is
overwhelmingly single mothers who are faced with raising their children
on such low incomes.
2013 is shaping up to be much, much worse for these parents as a
direct result of policy changes at both Federal and State levels.

Information provided by the State Schools Relief Committee, 2012.

Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), Who is missing out? Material deprivation
and income support payments, ACOSS Paper 187, Sydney, March 2012, p4.
10

The Alliance is made up of VCOSS, the Brotherhood of St Laurence, Centre for
Multicultural Youth, Good Shepherd Youth and Family Service, Berry Street, Melbourne
Citymission, Ardoch Youth Foundation, MacKillop Family Services and the Council of
Single Mothers and their Children.
11

12 DEECD & VCOSS, Partnership Agreement Between the Department of Education and
Early Childhood Development and the Victorian Community Sector, Melbourne, June
2010. 2010–2014.
13

Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research, Household,
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2012
14
ibid
15
ABS Census 2011
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On January 1 changes to the eligibility for Parenting Payment Single
announced in the May budget came into effect. These changes affect
the parents who were ‘grandfathered’ when the Howard government
introduced the Welfare to Work measures in 2006 - those parents
already in receipt of Parenting Payment Single (PPS) were able to
remain on this payment until their youngest child turned 16 (subject to
other eligibility). New claimants were only eligible for Newstart payments
once their youngest child turned eight. The latest changes have
removed the ‘grandfather’ provisions, so any single parent with a child
eight years or older is, as of 1 January 2013, no longer eligible for PPS
and is eligible only for the significantly lower Newstart Allowance.
The effect of this change has been significant. Parents reliant on
income support payments have experienced income cuts of up to
$60 per week; perversely those who are already working will face
cuts of up to $110 per week. Quite a number have lost eligibility
for payments altogether – meaning the loss of concession cards
and the benefits associated with it. And these cuts have been
imposed on those who were already struggling financially, at a
time of year when there are significant additional costs.
The government argues that these changes will encourage single
parents back into the workforce – however PPS recipients already had
participation requirements and this legislation has no new requirements
or supports to assist workforce participation. Indeed two thirds16 of
single mothers already work (many of who will experience the greatest
income cuts under the changes). We know from the women we speak to
that for those who don’t work it is not from a lack of motivation, rather a
range of barriers that make paid employment difficult, including a lack
of affordable and flexible childcare, lack of secure, family friendly jobs,
and the health and other special needs of them and their children.

•

$470 less for Year 7 student

•

$220 less for Year 8-10 student

EMA is only paid to those with a pensioner or health care card – so
many of those most affected by the cuts will be those also affected by
the federal government changes. And as others lose entitlement to a
concession card they will no longer be entitled to the remaining amount
of EMA.
At the Council of Single Mothers and their Children (CSMC) we have
grave concerns about how families will cope with the combination of
these cuts. In common with the many community agencies that provide
emergency relief to vulnerable Victorians we already experience a spike
in requests leading up to the new school year. At this time we hear from
parents who are unable to afford the books, uniforms and fees children
are required to have at the start of the term. Mothers talk to us about
how their children feel different or excluded, unable to fully participate in
the curriculum, or, at worst, feel unable to attend school if they don’t
have the correct supplies. Other parents describe the financial sacrifices
they make to meet these costs – including postponing paying bills or
even going without food.
We anticipate significant increase in demand for emergency relief
(ER) services, particularly as we understand that Centrelink has
been directing people to ER providers if they are concerned about
their financial situation. This is at best a stop gap measure,
particularly as ER providers are already over stretched. How these
families will manage over the longer term is a serious concern, and one
that will only be addressed by raising the appallingly low level of
Newstart allowance and developing policies that recognise the realities
of parenting alone and seriously address the systemic barriers to
employment, rather than locating the problem with individuals. We
encourage everyone to support the current campaigns against the cuts
to Parenting Payment Single and to increase Newstart Allowance
(www.acoss.org.au Stop Cuts to Sole Parent Payments! & $35 a day is
not enough!).

Despite enormous community outcry against these changes, and a
Senate inquiry and a Joint Parliamentary Human Rights Committee both
recommending that these changes be postponed, they came into effect
on 1 January, giving many women only a matter of weeks notice about
the dramatic cuts to their income. Not surprisingly many women have
contacted us extremely distressed about how they will now manage. To contact CSMC for information, support phone (03) 9654 0622 or
They wonder how they will pay their rent or mortgage and fear email csmc@csmc.org.au.
homelessness, and how to pay for food, bills, child care and school
costs.
Financial Hardship Triggers and the Emergency
Compounding these cuts are the State government changes to the
Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), also coming into effect at the
beginning of 2013. While there has been a slight increase in the
amount of EMA paid to families, the schools component (paid to assist
with costs for individual students) has been abolished, as has the
School Start Bonus for students starting Prep and year 7. The net effect
of this means a family will receive:

16

•

$335 less for a Prep student

•

$85 less for Year 1-6 student

Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research, Household,
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2012

Relief Sector

By Jessica Murrowood,
Sector Development
Manager, Emergency Relief
Victoria
The emergency relief (ER) sector supports many disadvantaged and
vulnerable families and individuals experiencing crisis. There are many
drivers to some of those crisis situations that may occur. Some of those
drivers may be due to financial hardship where clients have a reduced
capacity to pay for utilities bills, rent, food, transport, medicine, and/or
education costs. Although the main form of assistance from ER
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services to those experiencing financial hardship may be material aid,
ER agencies have experience in understanding the issues and drivers
behind people seeking their help. This includes the unanticipated or
unexpected costs that have occurred which have led them to seek help.
ER agencies would also be well aware of the peaks and dips in demand
on their services, which may be matched to a number of triggers to
financial crisis at different points of the year. Families experiencing
financial pressure due to school costs during the early part of a new
year may be one of those times where ER agencies experience a peak
in demand for their services.

If you are interested in understanding more about the ER sector and ER
Victoria, the peak body for the ER sector in Victoria, please contact us
direct. Our Member’s Network meetings are a valuable source of
information and networking opportunities. It’s easy to become a
member of ER Victoria and it’s free to join!
ervic@cisvic.org.au
www.cisvic.org.au/er-victoria

Pathways to Education Program 2013

Regarding support to those experiencing hardship due to education
costs, ER agencies in Victoria may have varied approaches to the type By Maria Groner, Social Policy Adviser, Travellers Aid
of support they may assist with, and many agencies would certainly
Australia
understand that significant back to school costs may be one of those
Travellers
Aid
Australia’s
triggers to clients seeking ER. Some agencies have capacity to provide
Pathways to Education Program
food vouchers or parcels and/or assistance with transport such as a
Myki Daypass, which in turn can free up a family’s household income to has provided student travel passes to young people who are
experiencing financial difficulties since 2004 to enable them to travel to
be put towards those educational costs.
school or other forms of training and education. A substantial increase
The other practical support that ER agencies tend to provide is referral, in demand over the past years combined with a lack of secure ongoing
which can be a helpful option for people seeking assistance with funding made it necessary to review the program. The review took place
education costs. ER providers can have good connections and in 2012 in consultation with schools, referring services, government,
knowledge of other types of support that may be accessed from existing funding bodies and organisations involved in policy advocacy. While we
support services and programs dedicated to assisting families during continue to have a clear commitment to those experiencing transport
the back to school period. However, it is also identifying the disadvantage we had to make changes to eligibility criteria and funding
microfinance options of low interest loans and savings programs to models in order to manage the high demand for the program.
clients which can play a significant factor in increasing the capacity of
families and parents when managing their children’s education costs We acknowledge the support of V/Line and the Department of Families,
over a longer period. Indeed it is also financial counselling which plays Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA), as
a key role in assisting the most complex of financial issues which may well as the philanthropic trusts and foundations who are mostly longbe impacting on the capacity of families to manage their children’s standing supporters of the program.
educational costs.
Like many other triggers to financial crisis, there may be trends and Eligibility Criteria
cycles that can be identified when an agency is making decisions about
how to best support the vulnerable in their communities with the From January 2013 assistance is limited to students who attend
resources that are available at their ER agency. There will also be an secondary education in an alternative setting, namely community
schools and secondary education at a tertiary institution. Referrals
understanding of what other supports may be available nearby.
must be made by the schools.
Tracking the ebbs and flows of the types of issues that may be identified
when a client presents to an agency over a year gives an agency the Contributions
opportunity to anticipate when extra resources may be needed at
particular times of the year. There may be implications to families and The yearly student travel pass is $489, the half-yearly student travel
the ER sector when changes occur to government support; however, pass is $255. Families are required to contribute $100 to the yearly
ER providers enhance their resilience by tapping into the experience student travel pass. Where a family is not able to contribute the school
and learnings from the gateway environment they operate.
or another agency can cover the contribution.
One of the key opportunities for the ER sector is to take a closer look at
what creates financial crisis in certain areas of Victoria. By identifying
cycles, we may also identify the breadth of, or gaps in, services in
particular regions, and most importantly, a track of the benefits and/or
challenges according to when particular payments (be it
Commonwealth, State, or local) occur. There is great value to the wider
community sector, governments, and other key stakeholders in
understanding this type of information.

Procedure
1. Call Travellers Aid and talk to the Emergency Relief Officer
Because of the high demand for the program schools are encouraged to
call us first before they make a referral to discuss availability of funds.
Our phone number is 9670 2873, Monday to Friday 9:30am to 4pm and
Saturday/Sunday 12 noon to 4pm.
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A referral can be made for students where the student/their family
cannot cover the cost of travel to and from school and this has a major
impact on the student’s attendance at school. Attendance has to be
monitored, and only students whose attendance is satisfying after they
received assistance in form of a half-yearly or yearly student travel pass
are eligible for future assistance. A thorough assessment of the
student’s/their family’s financial situation has to accompany the referral.
Referral letters can be faxed to 03 9600 1174, emailed to
er@travellersaid.org.au or posted to Travellers Aid, Emergency Relief,
Level 3, 225 Bourke Street, Melbourne 3000.
We then place students on our waiting list and contact you or the
student (whatever is preferred) when funds become available.
2. Student Concession Application

Forms can be faxed (03 9600 1174) or emailed
(er@travellersaid.org.au). Contributions can be paid in cash to
Travellers Aid at Southern Cross Station, via EFT (please advise the
ER Officer on 03 9670 2873 once this has occurred) or via cheque
to Travellers Aid Australia. Please contact us if you require an
invoice.
• Upon receipt of Travellers Aid Application Form and payment,
Travellers Aid issues a cheque made out to Metro Trains and sends
it to school contact. The school can then get the student concession
cards and student passes issued at the local metro train station.
Alternatively, the cheque can be collected from Travellers Aid
Australia and processed at Southern Cross Station. Please note:
cheques will be cancelled if not used within two weeks of being
issued. If used after this time the school will need to cover the
amount. Please inform us if there is a specific reason why you are
not able to use the cheque within the two weeks.
• Students/their families will need to pay $9 for the student
concession card.

Once assistance has been approved, the student/their parents need to If there are only one or two applicants from one school, or the school is
complete the
unable to follow the above process alternative arrangements can be
Victorian Public Transport Student Concession Card and Student Pass made with the Emergency Relief Officer. These involve:
Application Form which needs to be signed and stamped by the school.
The form can be obtained at any premium Metro station. It can also be • School makes a referral.
downloaded from ptv.vic.gov.au.
• Individual families contact Travellers Aid directly to make a time with
the ER Officer.
To be eligible for a Victorian Public Transport Student Concession Card • Parent/student present for appointment with completed Victorian
students need to be
Public Transport Student Concession Card and Student Pass
Application Form.
• Attending a normal course of full time study at a school / institution • Complete Travellers Aid Student Application Form.
registered with the Victorian Department of Education & Early • Pay $100 contribution.
Childhood Development as shown in the Victorian Public Transport
• Receive a cheque made out to Metro Trains to present to ticket
Approved Schools and Approved Courses in Tertiary Institutions
office at Southern Cross Station where the student concession card
Register.
and student pass is processed. Parent/student to pay $9 to Metro
• A citizen or permanent resident of Australia, a student with refugee
Trains for student concession card.
status, a student studying as part of an approved overseas
• Hand back receipt for cheque payment to Travellers Aid.
exchange program, or a student with an Australian Development
Scholarship (proof such as a letter from your school/institution is 4. Evaluation
required)
We encourage students as well as referring schools to complete our
evaluation form, which we send out at the end of the financial year. This
Please refer to the Victorian Public Transport Student Concession Card helps us to improve our services, and also to underline the importance
Application Form for further details.
of the program to funding bodies.
3. Appointment at Travellers Aid

Our contact details are:

If there are a number of applicants from one school the preferred Travellers Aid Australia
process is:
• School obtains a copy of the Travellers Aid Application Form and
assists students to complete this. School ensures that every student
has a complete Victorian Public Transport Student Concession Card
and Student Pass Application Form.
• School collects $100 contribution per family and submits Travellers
Aid Application Forms and payment to Travellers Aid Australia.

Postal address
Level 3, 225 Bourke Street
Melbourne Victoria 3000
Travellers Aid at Southern Cross Station
Located under the Bourke Street footbridge opposite the luggage hall
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Phone 03 9670 2873.
Fax 03 9600 1174
Email er@travellersaid.org.au
Operating hours Monday to Friday, 9:30am – 4pm
Saturday/Sunday 12noon to 3pm

Working with community to provide education
support: BayCISS Education Support Program

By Anne Coughlin, Manager,
Information & Support Service

Bayside

Community

The BayCISS Education Support program was launched in late 2007 as
a joint initiative between BayCISS and the Highett Branch of the
Bendigo Bank. At the time it was recognised that many families in the
Bayside and Kingston communities who accessed emergency relief
support from BauCISS were struggling to meet the rising costs of
education .
Many people are unaware of the level of need in the Bayside area, but
as well as the affluent suburbs, the Highett, Hampton East and
Sandringham areas have one of the highest concentrations of public
housing in Victoria. Many schools were struggling to keep young
people at school, deal with the transient lifestyle of many vulnerable
families and provide full educational opportunities for all students.
BayCISS established a protocol with the Principal or Well Being CoOrdinator in local schools to identify students in need and at risk of not
participating in school activities. In the first year, the program assisted
130 students in 12 schools. Funding was provided for purchase of
books, uniforms and for the costs of school camps, excursions and
swimming lessons. Focus was, from the beginning on funding activities
that most students would access without difficulty but that those from
low income families may be excluded from for financial reasons. Funds
are paid to the school or service provider on recommendation of the
school contact and student and family privacy is maintained.

completes an application for funding and a checklist which covers what
has been done to meet the costs such as use of Education Maintenance
Allowance, payment plans, second hand books and uniform etc,
applications are assessed by a small committee and funds are usually
made available to the school within three days of the request.
As the program has grown, we have had increased difficulty in
maintaining our funding levels. Highett Branch of Bendigo Bank
continues to support us with $20,000 per year. The Rotary Club of
Brighton has designated the program as one of its preferred charities to
receive funding from its Annual Great Australia Day Swim and in 2012
which in 2012 provided $25,000. Other organisations have provided
support over the years, but it is a constant challenge to meet the
identified needs. Many small donations are received from individuals,
schools (including several high profile private schools) and other
organisations, and these are highly appreciated. Other than a small
component taken from donations for administration, all funds donated to
the program are used specifically for the program.
At the end of 2012 we requested schools to provide an estimate of their
requests for the coming year and these estimates amounted to almost
$80,000. We informed schools that we could not meet this level and in
2013 would focus funding on camps, excursions and swimming lessons
as for many of the families we service, such activities could not be
accessed other than through the school. The BayCISS Committee took
this decision in light of the Federal Government provision of the School
Kids’ Bonus which would largely covers costs of books and uniforms.
Some things that have impacted on families’ inability to pay for activities
is the request by schools to have all activities paid for up front and the
high costs of textbooks, school camps and excursions. Parents now
receive a financial statement generated by the school which lists all
payments due and are expected to pay before the end of the previous
school year. This list often includes an excursion levy, a sport levy etc.
past these activities were paid at the time of the activity and spread
across the year.

As well as providing funding support to our families, we also
provide assistance in working them through the paperwork
schools provide to confirm enrolment and explaining what they
have to pay and how to go about negotiating payment plans with
schools. Many believe that they have to pay curriculum levies and
schools rarely tell them that these are voluntary levies. Many also
The program was initially funded with $20,000 through the Bendigo believe that they have to buy everything on the booklist from one
Bank Community Enterprise Foundation and facilitated by their Highett supplier and we explain how to reduce these costs.
Branch. Further funds were provided in 2008 by several Rotary Clubs One of the by- products of the program has been the relationship
and a fundraising golf day. In 2008, the program expended $25,480.
BayCISS has developed with schools. Many of the schools do regular
Since 2008, the Education Support Program has grown rapidly as the food collections, some an annual fundraiser and one a Christmas gift
costs of education soar and the inability of families to meet the costs collection which provide tangible assistance to our clients. I have been
continue to increase. In 2012, the program had expanded to 18 asked to speak at several schools as they are eager to ensure that
schools, assisting 290 students at a cost of $65,000. Importantly, the students are aware of the need in our community.
essence of the program has not changed. We still work directly through
the schools and take no requests that have not been supported by the
schools. The Well Being Co-Ordinators and School Leaders know
which students are in need and their knowledge is vital, as is
maintaining a level of anonymity for families. The school contact
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BayCISS Case study
Sixteen year old girl identified by the school for poor attendance. It
was found that she was living with alcoholic father in a boarding
house some distance from the school. The girl was very defensive
of father and condition and the school was concerned that if they
tried to change the living conditions, the girl would simply leave
school and assistance could not be given. BayCISS purchased
Met Ticket to ensure that the girl could remain in the stability of the
school while other issues were worked through.
Family of three primary school children from refugee family
dependent on government payments due to disability of father and
illness of mother. BayCISS paid for swimming lessons and school
camps which they could otherwise not have been able to access. It
was considered that these experiences were essential for these
young people.

financial problems. We try to put them back on their feet by reducing
their problem and the stress associated with it, which should then allow
them to manage their finances (and their lives) in a more ordered
manner. This can involve supplying food vouchers on a weekly basis
where the client has a very low or non-existent income. In an ideal
world, we should help someone once in this way and never see them
again but we are working with people who are living in a harsh world
where a puncture can blow the budget as well as the tyre!
One of the most rewarding areas of assistance through our Crisis Fund,
and an area that is also close to the hearts of our benefactors at The
Ross Trust, is financial assistance towards education costs. This year
(2013) we are once again getting our heads around the Federal
Governments Schoolkids Bonus. Also, with single mothers receiving a
reduced payment, we are waiting for the repercussions to flow through
with an expectation that more families will be seeking financial
assistance. Last financial year we supported families, single people and
schools with around $12,000 worth of assistance.

Our support of local schools comes in different forms. Mornington
Park Primary School is located in an area of Mornington that has
the highest level of residents from low socio-economic families.
Partnering with philanthropy to provide a hand Such is the high need in this area that the school runs a breakfast
program daily. This program is not a luxury to families but a
up: Mornington Community Information &
necessity for children who would otherwise begin their day without
Support Centre
breakfast. The woman who runs this program, Heather Christie, is
quite amazing (and humble) and it is because of our faith in her work
and her ideals that we invest food vouchers every month to provide food
for this program. An observant teacher in a primary school is able to
see which children have been provided with a lunch each day and
Heather also provides lunch to children who don’t have any. So, our
food vouchers, directed through Heather, are feeding local primary
By Lisa Elliot, Manager, Mornington Community Information school children breakfast and lunch every school day. Heather does do
a lot more with a view to changing patterns that form within generational
& Support Centre
impoverished families, such as teaching children to cook, growing their
own vegatables etc.
The Mornington Community Information & Support Centre provides
support to around 6,000 families and single people a year through our It is not so easy to provide financial support directly to these children
Emergency Relief/Material Aid program. This assistance can be in the once they arrive at the local High School. A high school student doesn’t
form of food vouchers, food, material aid and Telstra vouchers. Most easily declare their lack of food or support from home. These can be
recipients are people on disability pensions followed by families embarrassing declarations for a teenager and they most likely will keep
including sole parents. If other larger bills are to be paid, clients may be this information to themselves. On a few occasions over the past few
referred to the Crisis Fund. Health related matters have been the years we have been honoured to have met and supported young adults
biggest problem for clients, followed closely by housing. Costs of to finance their education while they are living independently from their
groceries, utilities and petrol coupled with high rents have also made it families. These kids initially approach the office of the school with their
difficult to live within a restricted budget.
invoice in their hands, showing concern for how they will pay them.
From here the office staff identify that these kids are actually having to
It is now eight years since our Crisis Fund was born, through the
fund their own education. They are then referred to us for assistance. I
generosity of the R.E. Ross Trust. In the past financial year, we have
have met quite a few of these young adults and I have always made it
been able to assist 70 families and $33,000 was distributed. We have
my business to speak to them personally and let them know how we are
found this project a most rewarding experience for everyone concerned
able to help. I encourage their determination to break away from the
and we are very pleased that the R.E. Ross Trust will continue to
cycle of poverty by educating themselves through financial hardship and
support us.
in most cases, no family support.
The underlying focus of our Crisis Fund is simply to, ‘make a difference’
in the life of someone undergoing temporary (or sometimes on-going)
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Mornington CISS Case Study 1
I received call from a teacher at the local high school who was
wanting advice for a student. The student, a young woman of 17
years was returning to high school to complete Year 11 after she
had taken a year off to have a baby. She was living with her aunt
and uncle, with the baby, in a 3 bedroom house with 7 people. Her
mother had committed suicide a week before the baby was born
and her father had died many years before. I met with the young
woman and discovered from her that she wanted to provide for her
daughter in the future by completing her education no matter how
difficult this would obviously be. After making enquiries we found
that her pathway would be much better supported through the
TAFE system and we were able to provide funds to support this.
Also, after some advocacy, she was able to move in with her
grandmother so that the housing situation was much more peaceful
and supportive to her needs.

Mornington CISS Case Study 2
I received a call from the receptionist at the local high school. I was
told that a young man was showing anxiety over his outstanding
fees. He came down to the centre to speak to me. I found out that
this young man had been in a serious accident only 2 years before
and that the damage done to his leg had had him reliant on
addictive prescription painkillers. The effects of these drugs, the
depression caused by post-traumatic stress, as well as constant
nerve pain/damage in his leg, had made him aggressive at home
and his mother and step-father had eventually locked him out of the
house. The shock of this situation caused him to decide to make
changes in his life that would be positive for his future. Although he
was in constant pain, he took himself off the medication, he rented
a bungalow near the school and he returned to school. His plan
now is to become a paediatrist, he is determined that this is what
he wants for himself. He was looking far into the future and I was
honoured to be able to help him to reach this goal. We paid for his
books, fees and some uniform needs – around $1,800.

Beyond the band-aid: Cranbourne ISS Back to
School program

By Leanne Petrides, Executive Officer, Cranbourne
Information & Support Service Inc
In 2005, the Cranbourne Information & Support Service Inc (CISS)
established its first Back to School (BTS) program with a small amount
of money ($2,500). This was in response to a growing number of
families in the Casey South region attending the service for emergency
relief (ER) between the months of December and February as they were
juggling their everyday expenses along with their children’s education
expenses.
Since that time we have partnered with The Salvation Army Cranbourne
who contribute money every year, and with whom we have a formal
referral agreement. The R.E. Ross Trust approached us about five
years ago to ask us to submit for funding and has financially supported
the program ever since. Additional funds come from generous local
individuals and community groups (such as the Cranbourne Arthritis
Support Group).
During the BTS program period of 2011-12 (November to March), a
total of 262 families were assisted with a total of $40,123. These
families consisted of 579 children (108 being VCE students),
attending 56 schools. Of the 262 families seen, 104 were new to
the program, and 99% of families were in receipt of Centrelink
payments. In most cases, the money is used to assist families
with the cost of items such as non-voluntary fees, textbooks,
stationery, shoes, uniforms, and sundry items like lunch-boxes
and bags, etc.
CISS did not want this to simply be a band-aid program that handed out
money, but that the program also try to educate both schools and
families about poverty, and the importance of keeping children and their
parents connected with the education system. We also felt it was
crucial to provide information to parents about allowances, schemes,
and their rights and responsibilities.
To this end, we adopted a three pronged approach –
1. The actual provision of assistance – parents bring in book and
uniform lists; discuss their other school related expenses, and
then decide which way we could best assist from our limited
budget. Some parents choose vouchers for uniforms shops,
others funding towards secondary school text books, and others
choose store vouchers where they can go and purchase shoes,
uniforms, or even lunch boxes or stationery.
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2. We engage parents in a discussion about their rights and
responsibilities with regard to costs (e.g., voluntary fees), and their
relationship with the school. We acknowledge that our connection
with the family is a very short-term, often crisis-driven relationship,
and that more benefit can come from parents feeling connected to
teachers and their school community for the long term. We also
provide detailed information (both verbally and in the form of an
Information Booklet) about allowances and schemes such as the
School Kids Bonus, EMA, and the SaverPlus program. We make
sure our workers are fully informed about changes to payments
and allowance so that they can inform parents when they attend
their appointment. We have been surprised at the number of
parents who heart this information for the first time from us.

It’s hard to work out exactly how long ago the Back to School Program
started. I asked a few of our long term volunteers and the consensus
was at least 20 years. Although this is not unique to our organisation, I
know that BANSIC in Heidelberg also does it, this program goes some
way to providing some assistance at the start of the school year. We
find that the two busiest times of year for assistance are leading up to
Christmas and between Christmas and the commencement of School.
We have access to hampers, toy programs an additional ER at
Christmas, and the Back to School Program helps at our other busiest
time.

With the funding from the R.E. Ross Trust, we have also delivered an
“Education Assistance Program” (EAP) for the last few years, which is
designed to assist families with ongoing costs throughout the year (e.g.,
clothing, camps and excursions).

In August each year we write to all of the schools in our ER area
and also those bordering, as even if the schools aren’t in our area,
the clients may be. Some schools publish the information in their
newsletters and/or pass it on to welfare coordinators. We have a
good relationship with a number of local schools.

The program supports local families for the payment of school books,
uniforms, stationery and other school related items. We give out up to
$80 per child, with a maximum of $400 per client. This year we will give
3. We engage in conversations with the local schools in our out around $20,000. Of this about $9000 comes from a FaHCSIA Grant
community about the program we were running and their and the rest from our own generated funds. We are fortunate that we
experiences of poverty. We offer to attend staff meetings and to have a Community Market and an Op Shop to help fund our services
offer outreach services from some schools.
and programs.

More importantly, we have built relationships with key workers
from a number of local schools and work together with them to
minimise stress on low-income families. Some schools (and
individual employees within schools) had a steeper learning curve than
others in relation to their knowledge of poverty within their school
community, and challenges remain as new schools open in this growth
area, and new staff come on board. We have also received some
great feedback from parents who have reported feeling more
informed and more empowered, and therefore more able to join in
their school community. This can only reap benefits for their
children who see their parents participating, and therefore feel
more connected themselves.

The clients we get aren’t always our regular ER clients, many see us
once a year just for Back to School assistance. We do however tell
regular ER clients about the program when they are interviewed. The
schools ring us regularly to say they are sending clients over. It is
usually to check eligibility.

Like the rest of our ER Services, we do not schedule appointments.
Clients turn up when it suits them. We roster extra volunteers on at the
commencement of the program, which is November for text books and
January for other items. Leading up to the start of the program we liaise
with most of the suppliers so they are well informed of the processes.
Once a client has been interviewed and assessed for Back to School,
The geographic area we cover is one that has been identified as having they are provided with a cheque to one or more suppliers. The cheque
low educational retention and attainment, high rates of teen pregnancy, is stamped ‘School Items only’ and an accompanying letter is attached.
high levels of family violence, and low socio-economic status. We know
For some years this program has been a regular in our ER Assistance
we have a long way to go, but we feel emboldened that at least we are
Program. As the cost of education increases, the program, albeit small,
trying to respond to a growing need in what is hopefully a socially
provides some help at a time where expenses are high. The program
inclusive way that moves “beyond the band-aid”.
relies on both internal and external funding. With the development of our
Op Shop, our Committee of Management will look at the possibility of
Business for good: Diamond Valley Community expanding this and other Emergency Relief Activities within our region.

Support

By Colin Macklin, Executive
Officer, Diamond Valley
Community Support

A working mum’s perspective
I am a single mum who is currently working part-time in the community
sector. I was invited to contribute an article that speaks of my own
experience, both as a single mum and as a worker in a CISVic agency.
I am 48 years old, and I support my 15 year old son. Whilst receiving
Parenting Payment Single I was able to earn a maximum of $176.60 per
fortnight, for every dollar earned over this amount my payment was
reduced by 40 cents in the dollar.
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As of 1st January 2013, I was moved onto Newstart Allowance for
single principal carers, my maximum earning capacity has been
reduced to $62 per fortnight, with every dollar earned over this amount
being reduced by 40 cents in the dollar. As a result of this my income
has been reduced by $243.00 a fortnight. Having also just recently
received notifications of increases to my utility bills and rent I've had to
recalculate my fortnightly budget to account for these changes. I have
always had to prioritise payment of bills etc. (often a case of robbing
Peter to pay Paul) It will be now even more difficult to make ends
meet.

How CISVic agencies help
As mentioned, I also work as a volunteer co-ordinator and casework
assistant in a CISVic agency. We have information on the State
Schools Relief Program, it is my understanding the client is required to
contact this service themselves, however we would definitely advocate
on their behalf if required.

We can also contact the school’s social worker/support person or
Principal as most schools have access to a fund for vulnerable families
(unsure of the name of it) In my experience this is usually more
successful if a caseworker/support worker advocates on the client’s
Government education support
behalf. Each year we receive donations from various sources for our
There have been some changes to the way the government supports Christmas Hampers; this often includes books and stationery items. We
families with school-aged children. I do receive the back to school keep these aside specifically to assist with back to school expenses.
bonus. In my case our secondary school requests that fees are paid
There may be occasions where we may assist with a cheque to the
prior to the beginning of the new school year, so having this certainly
appropriate school/organisation; this would include consultation with the
helps with this, whatever is left over will go toward uniforms and books. I
Manager if we were unable to assist with any of the options mentioned
will receive a portion of the first instalment of EMA, however as my son
above. We also ensure that our clients are aware of the payments they
turns 16 in May, I will be no longer eligible for this assistance. Once
may be entitled to e.g. EMA, Kids Bonus and Centrelink advances,
again I will have to review my budget and try to accommodate these
where applicable. ER funds are also available to support clients
changes. On a personal level I am happy with the way education
struggling to meet the costs of their children’s schooling. The
support is provided, as I am used to budgeting I am able to prioritise
demographic of clients receiving education assistance are
and use the support effectively.
However, as a worker in an
predominantly single parents approximate age group of 22 – 45.
emergency relief agency, I do have concerns about the way it is
provided. In my role I see many people who for various reasons are I have recently become aware that Hanover is able to provide
unable to budget effectively, as these payments are paid directly into educational assistance, however it is my understanding this is only
bank accounts the onus is on the parent to use the support responsibly available via referral from an appropriate support person, e.g.
and prioritise educational expenses.
caseworker/case manager etc.
Unfortunately there are cases when this does not happen. Financial
literacy, mental health issues, lack of income are some of the factors
that impact on the lives of our clients which causes them to come to our
agency and seek education support.

We anticipate increased demand across the board and will offer specific
budgeting support to parents struggling with managing their payments.
We continually explore partnership arrangements with other agencies to
see how we meet the needs of our clients, particularly those
experiencing hardship in meeting their children’s education needs. In
In regards to EMA, I do acknowledge that at 16 children should be
the coming year, we do expect an increase in requests for support. We
becoming more independent, but the parents are still responsible for
will be monitoring this throughout the year and also look at potential
paying their school fees, books and uniforms, and this becomes more
partnerships with other schools/organisations.
expensive in the later years of secondary school and moving into
tertiary education.
As a single mum myself, and as a worker who is at the front-line
servicing clients experiencing financial hardship, I am often left
Issues for single mums
wondering how are you supposed to come off benefits and be financially
I hope for my son to have the best opportunities available to him independent; when the earning capacity for single parents continues to
regarding his education. However, I don’t believe I will be able to meet be reduced? I just don't get the logic with which these decisions are
the ongoing educational costs on my current budget, however I am made.
trying to negotiate more hours at work, as you are aware it comes down
to available funding, but if I cannot get these hours I will have to take on
another job in order to meet ongoing expenses.
I am not aware of any other options for assistance; I can only plan to put
away a small amount each fortnight to budget for next years school
expenses. Alternatively I could approach the school to ask if they have a
lay-by system where you can make regular instalments in advance.
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Other CISVic Case stories
Gender & Age: 13 year old female
Family composition: Child lives with maternal grandmother
Complex issues include:
•
•
•
•

Abandonment by parents
Parental drug use
DV
Homelessness

Client history:
Child has been living with her maternal grandmother for 18 months due
to neglect and drug use by mother who was in a DV relationship with
partner (mother and daughter had been homeless prior to relationship).
Ongoing supports include:
•
•
•

Financial aid for school related costs
ER
Emotional support

Resources used: client initially was provided with a food voucher by a
volunteer prior to referral to CW. Brokerage funds were sourced in
conjunction with other housing providers to assist the client to secure
rent in advance and bond since she could not qualify for bond
assistance through DHS due to an old debt. The client was assisted
with ongoing financial support whilst Centrelink payments were
finalized.
Successful advocacy and support strategies include: The CW
contacted the Centrelink engagement officer and ongoing liaison
resulted in appropriate payments for both the client and applications for
disability payments for her son. The client was assisted to set up centre
pay arrangement for both her rent and utilities once she had secured
the new property. The client was assisted with budget advice on how to
manage her income once in the property. Advocacy with St Vincent de
Paul assisted the client with furniture and bedding that was needed.
Ongoing support included: The CW continued to support the family
once in the property with information and referrals around education, job
support, health, tenancy issues and legal issues pertaining to a court
case

General comments:

General comments: Many clients become so overwhelmed that it
affects their mental health and they are not clear on how to manage a
crisis on their own. The situation then continues to deteriorate. A Case
Worker can work with a client to make the presenting issue
‘manageable’ by working with them step by step and also provide the
information needed so the client can hopefully prevent similar situations
presenting again.

More and more families struggling with increasing school costs

Particular Issues for this client:

Successful advocacy and support strategies include:
•
•
•

Liase with school to reduce fees
Liase with school to get uniform from state schools relief
Offer of counselling for grandmother/child if feels need

Female 43 years
Family composition: Single parent with 2 children aged 17 and 15yrs.

•
•
•
•

Client’s mental health and emotional wellbeing deteriorating
Son not attending school
Risk of homelessness
No income being received for children

Issues: risk of homelessness, financial insecurity, parenting, education, Assistance provided for this client:
employment
• Access to budgeting tools including Centre pay
• Financial assistance
Client History: client was referred to the Case Worker (CW) with a
• Practical support
number of complex issues. She had recently become primary carer for
both her children but was ‘staying’ with a friend and looking for
• Access and referral to legal advice regarding tenancy
accommodation for the family. This situation was very stressful, the kids
• Access and Referral to housing brokerage
in one room and she was sleeping on a couch. The client was in receipt
• Liaison and referral to Centrelink engagement officer to
of newstart and struggling to obtain the correct welfare payments for her
identify correct payments
family. Her son was enrolled at a special school but was currently non• Access to Community information and resources
compliant with attending. Her daughter had a history of sexual abuse.
• Information on alternate educational supports
The family had prior involvement with DHS. The client had limited
• Information on employment
furniture to furnish a property and limited access to funds to pay for rent
in advance or bond. The client had health issues that were affecting her Outcomes
mental health and was overwhelmed both financially and emotionally
• Improved financial literacy and education
with presenting issues.
• Improved emotional stability
• Secure housing
Agencies referred to: WAYSS, StVdeP, Peninsula Youth Connections,
Centrelink engagement officer
• Stabilized finances
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Contact Us:

INFORMED is a publication of
Community Information Victoria (CIVic)
Suite 209, Level 2
343 Little Collins Street
Melbourne VIC 3000
T: 03 9672 2000
F: 03 9672 2099
admin@cisvic.org.au
http://www.cisvic.org.au
Articles in this publication do not necessarily
reflect the views and policies of CIVic or its
staff members. Articles may be reproduced if
full acknowledgement is given.
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CISVic FULL MEMBERS
Banyule Support & Information Centre Inc
Bayside Community Information & Support Service
Bayside Community Information & Support Service
Bayside Community Information & Support Service
Box Hill Citizens' Advice Bureau
Camcare Inc - Ashburton
Camcare Inc - Camberwell
Casey North Community Information & Support Service
Chelsea Community Support Services
Cobram Citizens Advice Bureau
Coburg Community Information Centre
Community Information Centre Hobsons Bay
Community Information Glen Eira
Cranbourne Information & Support Service
Community Support Frankston
Dandenong Community Advisory Bureau
Darebin Information, Volunteer & Resource Service
Diamond Valley Community Support
Doncare Community Services
Essendon Citizens Advice Bureau
Goulburn Valley Community Care & Emergency Relief
Information Warrandyte
Knox Infolink
Lilydale & District Community Information Centre
Living Learnin Pakenham
Maroondah Citizens Advice Bureau Inc - Croydon
Maroondah Citizens Advice Bureau Inc - Ringwood
Maryborough Community Information Centre Inc
Mentone Community Assistance & Information Bureau Inc
Monash Oakleigh Community Support & Information Service
Monash Waverley Community Information & Support Centre
Mornington Community Information & Support Centre
Mt Alexander Community Information Centre
Port Phillip Community Group Inc - Port Melbourne
Port Phillip Community Group Inc - South Melbourne
Port Phillip Community Group Inc - St Kilda
Prahran Citizens Advice Bureau
South Gippsland Citizens Advice Bureau Inc
Southern Peninsula Community Support & Information Centre
Springvale Community Aid & Advice Bureau
Sunraysia Information & Referral Service
UnitingCare East Burwood Centre
Western Port Community Support
Whittlesea Community Connections
CISVic ASSOCIATE MEMBERS
Ardoch Youth Foundation
Australia Help
Bendigo Family and Financial Services
Countrywide Community Mission Victoria Inc
Diamond Valley Foodshare
Dingley Village Community Advice Bureau
Eastern Emergency Relief Network
Endeavour Ministries
Healesville Interchurch Community
ER Victoria
Jesuit Social Services
LINC Church Services Network Yarra Valley
North East Region Volunteer Resource Centre
Somali Australian Council of Victoria
Swags for Homeless
The Gianna Centre
The Migrant Hub
Transworld Aid
United Way Ballarat Community Fund
Victorian Youth Mentoring Alliance
Volunteer West
Volunteering Geelong
Wimmera Information Network Inc

Heidelberg
BRIGHTON
Hampton East
SANDRINGHAM
BOX HILL
ASHBURTON
CAMBERWELL
FOUNTAIN GATE
CHELSEA
COBRAM
COBURG
ALTONA
GLEN HUNTLY
CRANBOURNE
FRANKSTON
DANDENONG
PRESTON
GREENSBOROUGH
EAST DONCASTER
Moonee Ponds
SHEPPARTON
WARRANDYTE
BORONIA
Lilydale
PAKENHAM
CROYDON
RINGWOOD
Maryborough
MENTONE
OAKLEIGH
MOUNT WAVERLEY
MORNINGTON
CASTLEMAINE
PORT MELBOURNE
SOUTH MELBOURNE
ST KILDA
Prahran
LEONGATHA
ROSEBUD
SPRINGVALE
Mildura
EAST BURWOOD
HASTINGS
EPPING

9459-5959
9596-7283
9555-6560
9598-0422
9285-4801
9809-9100
9831-1900
9705-6699
9772-8939
5871-0924
9350-3737
9398-5377
9571-7644
5996-3333
9783-7731
9791-8344
9480-8200
9435- 8282
9841-4215
9370-4533
5831-7755
9844-3082
9761-1325
9735-1311
5941-2389
9725-7920
9870-3233
5461-2643
9583-8233
9568-4533
9807-9844
5975-1644
5472-2688
9209-6350
9209-6830
9534-0777
9804-7220
5662-2111
5986-1285
9546-5255
5023-4025
9803-3400
5979-2762
9401-6666

www.bansic.org.au
www.bayciss.org.au
www.bayciss.org.au
www.bayciss.org.au
http://www.whitehorse.vic.gov.au/Community-Directory.html?id=473
www.camcare.org.au
www.camcare.org.au
www.caseynorthciss.com.au
www.chelsea.org.au

St Kilda
NARRE WARREN STH
BENDIGO
EPPING
Greensborough
DINGLEY VILLAGE
MITCHAM
ENDEAVOUR HILLS
HEALESVILLE
MELBOURNE
RICHMOND
YARRA JUNCTION
HEIDELBERG
HEIDELBERG WEST
KNOXFIELD
BENDIGO
Werribee
Narre WarreN STH
Ballarat
Melbourne
ALTONA
Geelong
HORSHAM

9537-2414
428366220
5441-5277
9408-8299
9432-8274
9551-1799
9874-8433
9700-4944
5965-3529
9672-2005
9427-7388
5967-2119
9458-3777
9459-6333
9764-9422
5442-4644
9731-7877
0411 714 885
5331-5555
423929601
9398 1233
5221-1377
5382-5301

www.ardoch.asn.au
www.australiahelp.org
www.ourcommunity.com.au/directories/listing?id=28346
www.ccmv.com.au
www.ourcommunity.com.au/banyulegives/donate/org_details.form?orgId=1583
dvcab.org.au
www.easternemergency.org.au
www.andrewscentre.org.au

www.cige.org.au
www.cranbourneiss.org.au
www.frankston.net
www.dcab.org.au
www.divrs.org.au
www.dvsupport.org.au
www.doncare.org.au
www.informationwarrandyte.org.au
www.knoxinfolink.org.au
www.llinc.com.au
www.mcab.org.au
www.mcab.org.au

www.monashwaverleycis.org.au
www.morninfo.org.au
http://users.vic.chariot.net.au/~cic/
www.ppcg.org.au
www.ppcg.org.au
www.ppcg.org.au
www.sgcab.org.au
http://humanservicesdirectory.vic.gov.au/SiteDetails.aspx?SiteID=40951
www.scaab.org.au
www.vicnet.net.au/~sirs
www.uebc.org
www.wportcomsupport.org.au
www.whittleseacommunityconnections.org.au

http://www.cisvic.org.au/er-victoria
www.jss.org.au
www.lincnational.org.au/affiliates.html
www.volunteersofbanyule.org.au
www.swags.org.au
www.gianna.org.au
www.transworldaid.org
www.unitedwayballarat.com.au
www.youthmentoringvic.org.au
www.volunteerwest.org.au
www.volunteeringgeelong.org.au
wimmerainfo.org.au
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