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Views on the discussion paper on 

EXPANSION OF THE COMMONWEALTH SCHOLARSHIPS PROGRAM 

 

1. Introduction 

The National Rural Health Alliance (NRHA) is the peak body for rural and remote health in 
Australia.  It is comprised of 27 national organisations representing consumers, health 
professionals, service providers, employer groups, health educators, researchers and students.  
  
The Members represent health consumers, healthcare professionals, service providers, health 
employer groups and education and research organisations.  The Alliance's vision is equal 
health for all Australians by the year 2020.    
 
The NRHA has a strong interest in education as it is a significant determinant of an individual’s 
health and is closely related to employability, financial capacity and social wellbeing.  
Education is also a key to regional development and sustainable rural communities which also 
help determine the health of people who live in rural and remote areas.   
 

2. Background 

Rural and remote Australians comprise 36 per cent of Australia’s population but their 
representation among tertiary students is only 17 per cent.  This under-representation indicates 
that rural residents are missing out on education and career opportunities, which impacts 
adversely on their potential for prosperity, career choices, health and wellbeing and also on the 
supply of professionals willing to work in country towns, such as teachers, nurses, doctors, 
dentists, veterinarians and accountants.  This is not just an equity issue for country people in 
terms of access to education but, if allowed to continue, will impede economic development in 
rural areas.  
 
Given the significant impact of education on health status and workforce productivity, 
improving participation in higher education among people from rural and remote areas should 
be given a high priority by the national government. 
 
Due to the relative isolation of many rural and remote areas, “giving all eligible Australians an 
opportunity to gain a first class education” will require substantial new investment in education 
for people living in rural and remote areas.  For example, given the real costs of attending 
tertiary studies away from home, a strong case could be made for increasing the value of the 
existing scholarships and the Alliance welcomes the proposal to double the number of 
Commonwealth scholarships by 2012.  The Alliance wants to see that at least half of the 
scholarships in the new categories are awarded to students from rural and remote areas because 
it is this population that is the most disadvantaged and in the most need.  (The scheme’s current 
focus is on “regional and remote areas” – notwithstanding the fact that some regional centres 
offer certain tertiary studies.) 
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3. Key issues 

The cost barrier1 

Naomi Godden’s report identified a range of barriers for rural students seeking higher 
education, including those relating to cost and the criteria and administration practices relating 
to Youth Allowance.  Cost is a major inhibitor for people from rural and remote areas 
[hereinafter ‘rural’] seeking to obtain higher education.  Rural families are faced not only with 
the direct costs of University education but also the cost of supporting students for 
accommodation, transport and living expenses while studying away from home.  These 
circumstances result in many families making significant financial sacrifices or going into 
serious debt, or in many students from rural areas simply not being able to undertake tertiary 
study. 
 
A related inhibitor is the re-direction or loss of interest in higher education that can result from 
deferral of studies.  Rural young people will often choose to work for twelve months before 
participating in post-compulsory education in order to generate savings and eligibility for Youth 
Allowance that will support their education away from home.  A number of these young people 
never re-enter formal education. 
 
Lower retention rates and smaller numbers in rural senior secondary schools lead to a narrower 
curriculum and less specialist teachers, thereby contributing to poorer results, less ability to 
handle Vocational Education Training (VET) and fewer choices and opportunities in higher 
education.  In addition to the Commonwealth scholarships initiatives, measures to ensure 
comparable rural participation in tertiary studies will also require greater investment in rural 
primary and secondary education. 
 
It has been estimated that the annual living cost for a regional student living away from home is 
between $15,000 and $20,000 – not including relocation and start-up costs of between $3,000 
and $6,000.   Those who choose to undertake paid work to address this financial stress are faced 
with the fact that the maximum income before payments are decreased is $236 a fortnight – a 
figure that has not changed since 1993. 
 
With the current rate of Youth Allowance set at 20 per cent below the poverty line, students 
may need to find paid employment, requiring them to work unduly long hours while studying, 
thereby risking poor health, including malnutrition, and less than optimal academic 
performance.  Many rural young people defer tertiary studies for one to two years so they can 
earn $18,525 in 18 months and thereby meet Centrelink’s Youth Allowance eligibility 
requirements for people under 25 years of age to be deemed independent through the Workforce 
Participation criterion.  
 
Another problem arises because of the significant time lag between applying for Youth 
Allowance and when the first payment arrives.  Most regional young people defer for one 
university year in order to qualify for Independent Youth Allowance, but they don’t begin 
receiving Youth Allowance payments until April or May in their first semester of study.  This 
is because the 18-month qualifying period begins from the last day of secondary school which 
is generally in November.  Even if they earn the amount before that time, payment cannot 
begin until the period has ended.  This makes no sense given that the most challenging 
financial period for rural students occurs when they first relocate to their tertiary education 

                                                
1 most of the data and assertions in this section are from Godden, Naomi, 2007, Youth Allowance and Regional 
Young People: Access to Tertiary Education, (Centre for Rural Social Research (ILWS), Charles Sturt 
University, Wagga Wagga. 
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institution. Costs are heaviest at the setup period before the payment begins.  It would be 
much more practical and supportive if the qualifying period were to be twelve months or even 
nine months, or a flexible period of between 9 and18 months. 
 
There are some who argue that this is an unreasonable criterion to apply to rural students in the 
first place.  It is noted that the requirement to earn a set minimum income in an18-month period 
does not apply to students who are unable to live at home because of extreme family breakdown 
or if they are at personal risk if they continue to live in the parental home.  Distance can be an 
equally prohibitive factor so consideration should be given to allowing rural students to be 
deemed ‘independent’ for the purposes of Youth Allowance on the basis of the distance 
between the family home and the educational institution 
 
The parental income test criteria for dependant status is an added disadvantage for rural 
students, with most rural farming families being asset rich and (in many cases at the current 
time) income negative.  
 
(The summary and key recommendations from Youth Allowance and Regional Young People: 
Access to tertiary education by Naomi Godden is at Attachment 2.) 

Positive impacts of scholarships generally 

The Alliance administers the Commonwealth-funded Rural Australia Medical Undergraduate 
Scholarship Scheme (RAMUS) for the Department of Health and Ageing, and sees RAMUS as 
a case study for demonstrating the value of scholarships generally. 
 
Scholarships help reduce the disadvantages for rural students (and their families) including the 
stresses and risks of living away from home and the unavoidable costs of establishing and 
running a new base in the city in which they will study.  Commonwealth scholarships are 
therefore a useful mechanism for potentially increasing rural student enrolment and 
participation rates in tertiary studies, reducing financial stresses on students and their families 
during courses and ultimately increasing the graduation rates of rural students. 
 
The greater representation of rural students in medical studies has clearly demonstrated the 
success of targeted rural medical scholarship schemes.  Figure 1 (below) shows the dramatic 
increase in the number of medical students from rural and remote areas since the introduction of 
the Rural Australia Medical Undergraduate Scholarship Scheme in 2000.  Figure 2 (below) 
shows the poor and deteriorating situation for students from dentistry, for which no rural 
scholarships existed.   
 
Rural students continue to be under-represented in the health sciences, and there is a high level 
of unmet demand for the existing rural nursing and allied health scholarships.  For example, 
there were in excess of 900 eligible applicants for the 65 places in the first round of the Rural 
Allied Health Undergraduate Scholarship scheme.  The Alliance is seeking an increase in the 
number of nursing and allied health scholarships for rural people and the introduction of 
undergraduate scholarships for students from rural and remote areas to study dentistry and 
courses in oral health.   
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Scholarships boost rural students in medicine  

Figure 1 Undergraduate commencement for medicine, 1 7–20 year olds from each area, 1997–2002  

 
Note that rural medical undergraduate scholarships were introduced in 1998.  

ASGC areas: MC = major city, IR = inner regional, OR = outer regional, R = remote and VR = very remote.  

Source: AIHW, Rural, regional and remote health: May 2005. 

Rural students under-represented in dentistry  

Figure 2 Undergraduate commencement rate for dentis try, 17–20 year olds from each area, 1997–2002 

 
ASGC areas: MC = major city, IR = inner regional, OR = outer regional, R = remote and VR = very remote 

Source: AIHW, Rural, regional and remote health: May 2005. 

 

Workforce benefits 

Scholarships should be seen more broadly as an important investment in rural communities, as 
rural origin is a key determinant of a professional person’s likelihood of pursuing a career in the 
rural workforce.  There is evidence that rural origin and positive rural experiences encourage 
health students to practise in rural areas once they are qualified.  There are also major economic 
advantages to the nation as investments in education bring returns in improved workforce 
productivity and savings in health costs.  Therefore, as well as assisting students in rural areas, 
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changes to the arrangements for Commonwealth Scholarships would also provide the 
opportunity to target all those professional groups in short supply.   
 
The Alliance’s view is that the medium-term demand for professionals in the nation should be 
met through a combination of strategic recruitment to the professions, productivity 
improvements, workforce redesign, structural reform and broader policy changes that will 
effectively reduce the burgeoning need and demand for the services of professionals.  The 
targeting of Commonwealth scholarships and other aspects of workforce planning should 
complement work in these other areas, including in the health sector.  

Special support for Indigenous students undertaking higher education 

Historically Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people have been overlooked in our 
nation’s educational and workforce policy developments.  They therefore represent a significant 
untapped resource, particularly in the fields of health and education.  Special support is 
warranted so that Indigenous students have equal access to educational opportunities.  
Indigenous students often suffer from a lack of planning and preparation for higher education 
and generally there is insufficient setting of educational and career expectations.   
 
By the age at which the possibility of higher education is raised, it is often too late for students 
to gain the necessary pre-requisite educational standards.  Indigenous children and families need 
far greater support from infancy through to the end of secondary schooling.  Thereafter there 
must be similar strong support and higher expectations for success in tertiary education. Some 
tertiary institutions waive HECS fees for Aboriginal health students, without which their 
numbers in those institutions would be much diminished. There should be a clear pathway 
through schools to universities and the professions. 
 
Abstudy is available for those who are eligible but it does not cover all the expenses associated 
with completing tertiary education away from home.  The financial burden on families is 
enormous, especially if there are other younger children at home.  There are stories of 
Indigenous students missing meals because they need money for text books and other 
requirements associated with their course.     
 
Support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students entering tertiary education should be 
formally adopted by all institutions and in all disciplines.  Most Indigenous students, like other 
rural students, are moving away from home and extended family support. Indigenous students 
face a range of inhibitors to success in pursuing further education.  Indigenous students face the 
impacts of low self-esteem, low expectations and fear of failure, but also a fear of success and 
accompanying sense of exclusion from their Indigenous culture.  If each campus had adequate 
Indigenous support workers with appropriate backgrounds to suit the courses offered, it would 
greatly help these students. 
 

4. Definition of priority disciplines for the new National Priority Scholarships 

Should the discipline areas above [such as nursing, teaching, medicine, dentistry, allied 
health, mathematics, science and engineering] be targeted as national priority disciplines 
for purposes of awarding National Priority Scholarships? 

 
The Alliance supports the focus on the health sector in the critical work-skill areas described 
in the Discussion Paper.  The Alliance is a strong supporter of special incentives for rural 
general practice and medical specialists, and has for some time been advocating greater 
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equivalence of support for the other health professions.  Therefore it is pleased to see the 
inclusion of nursing, dentistry and allied health in the priority disciplines proposed.  

 
Are there other disciplines which meet critical workforce needs which should be included as 
priority disciplines? 

 
Other health professions that have critical workforce shortages and should be included are 
health service managers, midwives, paramedics, oral therapists and hygienists, and mental 
health professionals. 

 
Should eligibility for National Priority Scholarships be expanded to include post-graduate 
qualifications in the national priority discipline areas where the post-graduate qualification 
is required for initial registration? 
 
The Alliance supports expanding eligibility for National Priority Scholarships to include 
postgraduate entry courses for professions requiring a postgraduate qualification for initial 
registration, eg audiology, psychology, midwifery, chiropractic and osteopathy. 

 

5. Definition of specialist courses for the new National Accommodation Scholarships 

Should eligibility for National Accommodation Scholarships be expanded to include 
students who do not meet the CAS eligibility requirements but have to travel intrastate as 
the course they want to undertake is not available in their home location? 

 
The Alliance agrees with the arguments presented in the Discussion Paper against targeting 
National Accommodation Scholarships only to students who move interstate.  Universities 
are Commonwealth-funded and cannot discriminate in selection based on home address. 
Therefore students are competing in a national pool for places to study.  Removing the 
anomalies associated with State borders would contribute towards the breaking down of 
State/Federal barriers. 
 
The Alliance believes it is reasonable to have a strong weighting towards students who are 
required to move to where their course is (ie rural students, students from NT wanting to 
study Medicine, Victorian students wanting to study tropical health, etc) in preference to 
metropolitan students choosing to study in other states courses that are also available close 
to where they live. 

 
The Alliance proposes the adoption of an eligibility criterion based on an arbitrary distance 
from home - perhaps 100 km - that has to be travelled by a student to the nearest available 
course in the profession of their choosing.  (The Alliance manages a very small scheme 
funded by the Department of Health and Ageing in which grants are awarded for attendance 
by medical students at selected conferences.  Administration of this small program 
includes such an arbitrary distance criterion as is suggested here.) 
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6. Allocation of scholarships to higher education providers and matching student 
demand 

°   Funding for Ordinary Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships is based on the 
same formula as Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships, with provision for 
additional weighting for the number of students enrolled from low socio-economic 
status background in regional and remote Australia. 

 
If the Commonwealth Scholarships are to generate the same benefits as shown in the 
RAMUS case study (see page 6) they will need to discriminate in favour of rural students.  
Given the need to increase rural student participation in tertiary studies, and the large unmet 
demand for the existing rural scholarships, the Alliance would like to see an additional 
weighting in the scholarships for students from rural and remote areas regardless of socio-
economic status.  
 

7. Use of the existing Commonwealth Scholarships program management framework for 
the new scholarships. 

(The Alliance has no comments on this point.) 
 

8. Next steps - key recommendations 

(1) The Alliance welcomes the proposal to double the number of Commonwealth 
Scholarships by 2012 and recommends that at least half of the scholarships in the new 
categories are awarded to students from rural and remote areas because it is this 
population that is the most disadvantaged and in the most need. 

 
(2) Given the need to increase rural student participation in tertiary studies and the large 

unmet demand for a variety of existing rural scholarships, the Alliance recommends 
an additional weighting in the scholarships for students from rural and remote areas 
regardless of socio-economic status.  

 
(3) In addition to the Commonwealth Scholarships initiatives, the Alliance recommends 

greater Government investment in rural primary and secondary education (and other 
means) to ensure comparable rural participation in tertiary studies.  

 
(4) The Alliance recommends special provision, though Commonwealth Scholarships and 

in other ways, of additional incentives, preparation and support for Indigenous 
children and their families to ensure increased tertiary participation by Indigenous 
students and to present a clear pathway through schools to universities and the 
professions.   

 
(5) Given the relative isolation of many rural and remote areas and the real costs of 

students attending tertiary studies away from home, the Alliance recommends an 
increase in the value of existing scholarships. 

 
(6) In view of the fact that the maximum income allowable before Youth Allowance 

payments are decreased has not changed since 1993, the Alliance recommends that the 
current cap be increased from $236 a fortnight to a level that takes account of actual 
living costs. 
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(7) The Alliance recommends removing the anomalies associated with State borders 
when determining eligibility criteria for National Accommodation Scholarships. 

 
(8) For the purposes of Youth Allowance and the new National Accommodation 

Scholarships, the Alliance recommends the adoption of an eligibility criterion for 
independent status that is based on a minimum arbitrary distance [perhaps 100 km] 
between the student’s family home and the tertiary institution at which they are 
studying.  

 
(9) In the absence of a distance criterion for independent status, the Alliance recommends 

changes to the current eligibility requirements for Youth Allowance that will enable 
rural students to receive their first payment at the beginning of the year in which they 
relocate to their tertiary education institution (when their set-up and start-up costs are 
heaviest) rather than six months into the year after they have met the current arbitrary 
18-month qualifying period. 

 
(10) The Alliance supports the inclusion of nursing, midwifery, dentistry and allied health 

in the priority disciplines for the purposes of awarding National Priority Scholarships. 
 
(11) The Alliance supports expanding eligibility for National Priority Scholarships to 

include postgraduate entry courses for professions requiring a postgraduate 
qualification for initial registration, eg audiology, psychology, midwifery, chiropractic 
and osteopathy. 

 
(12) The Alliance recommends the use of Commonwealth Scholarships, in conjunction 

with other activities related to workforce planning, to target professional groups in 
short supply, including health service managers, midwives, paramedics, oral therapists 
and hygienists, and mental health professionals. 
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ATTACHMENT 1 

 

Member Bodies of the National Rural Health Alliance  

 
ACHSE Australian College of Health Service Executives 

ACRRM Australian College of Rural and Remote Medicine 

AGPN Australian General Practice Network 

AHHA Australian Healthcare & Hospitals Association 

AHPARR Allied Health Professions Australia Rural and Remote 

AIDA Australian Indigenous Doctors’ Association 

ANF Australian Nursing Federation (rural members) 

APA (RMN) Australian Physiotherapy Association Rural Member Network 

ARHEN Australian Rural Health Education Network Limited 

ARNM Australian Rural Nurses and Midwives 

CAA (RRG) Council of Ambulance Authorities - Rural and Remote Group  

CRANA Council of Remote Area Nurses of Australia Inc  

CRHF Catholic Rural Hospitals Forum of Catholic Health of Australia 

CWAA Country Women’s Association of Australia 

FS  Frontier Services of the Uniting Church in Australia 

HCRRA Health Consumers of Rural and Remote Australia 

ICPA Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association  

NACCHO  National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation  

NRHN National Rural Health Network 

RACGP 
(NRF) 

National Rural Faculty of the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners  

RDAA Rural Doctors’ Association of Australia 

RDN Rural Dentists Network 

RHWA Rural Health Workforce Australia 

RFDS Royal Flying Doctor Service of Australia 

RGPS Regional and General Paediatric Society 

RPA Rural Pharmacists Australia—Rural Interest Group of the Pharmacy Guild of 
Australia, the Pharmaceutical Society of Australia and the Society of Hospital 
Pharmacists of Australia 

SARRAH Services for Australian Rural and Remote Allied Health 
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ATTACHMENT 2 

from Youth Allowance and Regional Young People: Access to tertiary education 
by Naomi Godden 

 
1.4 Summary and key recommendations  
Many regional families are ineligible for Youth Allowance, forcing regional young people to 
work long hours to financially support themselves while studying, and families to make 
considerable sacrifices and accrue significant debt. Financial stress, exacerbated by the drought, 
is common. However, regional young people receiving Youth Allowance still experience 
financial difficulties, with very low payments and an unrealistic income and savings cap. As 
one parent states ‘you don’t win either way’. The current Youth Allowance system violates the 
human right of regional young people to access tertiary education. 
 
Key Recommendation 1: That all regional young people are eligible for the full rate of 
Independent Youth Allowance if they must leave from home for tertiary education.  
 
Key Recommendation 2: That the Commonwealth Government conducts a major review of 
Youth Allowance eligibility criteria from a regional perspective, increasing the parental income 
and assets thresholds, and decreasing the Independent 18-month period and income amount.  
 
Key Recommendation 3: That all regional young people are eligible for a non-means tested 
Tertiary Access Allowance when they begin tertiary education, for start-up expenses.  
 
Key Recommendation 4: That Youth Allowance and Rent Assistance rates are increased to 
reflect real living costs.  
 
Key Recommendation 5: That in the Personal Income and Assets Test, the income cap of $236 
a fortnight, the savings threshold of $2500, and the income bank threshold of $6000 are 
increased, and annually indexed.  
 
Key Recommendation 6: That the Commonwealth government significantly increases funding 
to tertiary education, including increasing the number of Commonwealth Supported places, 
reintroducing a textbook subsidy and subsidising accommodation for regional young people.  
 
Key Recommendation 7: That the number and value of Commonwealth Scholarships are 
increased, and eligibility is extended to consider regional families who experience financial 
difficulties supporting young people but are ineligible for Centrelink benefits.  
 
Key Recommendation 8: That future Universities Australia Student Finances research 
differentiates regional young peoples’ experiences. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


