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Introduction

A healthy, viable and sustainable representative democracy requires the participation of its citizens. In particular, a flourishing democracy needs informed, appreciative and engaged young citizens, whose participation ensures that this democratic way of life in maintained. 

Australia’s young people are the explicit subject of this submission. Our research, comments and data relate to the cohort from 17 to 25 years of age.

Civic education is the formal and informal teaching about Australia’s political and social heritage, our system of government, democratic processes and values, public administration and the judicial system. It also includes international relations and the roles of citizens within multiple contexts. 

Electoral education is seen, for the purposes of this submission, as the processes whereby citizens learn how to become informed about and participate in electoral matters, particularly voting.

The following recommendations are responses to the issues raised in the Terms of Reference and are set within the framework of existing data about Australian schools and our current research project, The Youth Electoral Study (YES).

1. Current level of voter enrolment among young people

1.1 Voter registration amongst Australian youth

We are extremely concerned at the relatively low levels of voter enrolment by young people in Australia. Despite the context of compulsory voting (which is understood by all) and the possible sanctions of monetary fines (again well understood), it is all the more disconcerting that it appears nearly 400,000 young Australians (18-25 years) are not enrolled. This means, as seen in Table 1, a participation rate of some 81% in a context of compulsory voting.

Table 1: Participation rates of young people by state
	18-25 year cohort
	
	

	State by Counting by Age 
	
	

	Counting
	Revised ABS Estimate of Eligible Population
	Actual Federal Enrolment (Enrolment less State Only)
	Participation Rate (Enrolment as a % of Revised ABS Estimate) 

	State
	
	
	

	NSW
	648,195
	524,713
	80.95

	VIC
	489,770
	413,956
	84.52

	QLD
	397,917
	323,552
	81.31

	WA
	197,800
	150,761
	76.22

	SA
	153,055
	117,880
	77.03

	TAS
	47,378
	40,763
	86.04

	ACT
	40,483
	33,455
	82.64

	NT
	24,122
	15,033
	62.32

	Australia
	1,998,720
	1,620,113
	81.06


Source: Hallett (in press)

In 2004 YES conducted a national survey of Australian secondary schools, of which over 75% responded. The data reported here is based on the responses of 4855 students drawn from a proportionally representative sample of government, independent and catholic secondary schools nationally. 

YES included two questions to measure the extent to which a person intended to register if not 17 years of age, or who had registered if they were over 17 years.

· “If you are under 17 years of age, do you intend to register on the electoral roll when you become 17?”

· “If you are over 17, have you registered on the electoral roll?”

The responses to these questions, given separately for males and females, are found in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 indicates two important findings. Firstly, for both males and females, a higher percentage of under 17’s intended to register on the electoral role than the percentage of over 17’s students who had actually done so. Secondly, a higher percentage of females both intend to register (for the under 17’s) and have registered (for the over 17’s) than males. The differences are statistically significant.

1.2 Current level of youth enrolment in NSW

Using the most recent data available from the AEC and ABS, Figure 2 has been constructed to show NSW performance against the national average in terms of voter enrolment. 

Figure 2 clearly shows that NSW out performs the national average in the 19-21 years age group but falls behind in the 22-25 years section. Most significant is the 18 years age group that demonstrates the highest deviation below the national average at 3.41 percent.

This may reflect a residual trend based upon the active role of the NSW DET in promoting CCE in the upper primary (Years 5 & 6) and middle secondary years (Years 9 &10) through the federally funded Discovering Democracy program which was over the years 1998-2000, with consolidation from 2001-3. Primary school students aged around 12 years in 1998 would meet the minimal voting age by 2004. High school students at 15 years in 1998 would be 21 in 2004. It may, therefore, be possible to attribute some of enrolment to the residual effect of experiencing CCE in school programs.

Figure 2: Participation of young people in NSW and nationally by age


[image: image2.wmf] Source: Hallett (in press)
However, as the Discovering Democracy program was implemented nationally any difference between NSW and other states may not be due to the program but rather how the program has been implemented. This requires further investigation in order to make accurate judgements about the effectiveness of the program as well as the effectiveness of its implementation.

It is worth noting that this data also indicate Victoria and Tasmania, and often Queensland and the ACT, consistently outperform NSW in terms of the percentage of eligible voters enrolled on the electoral list. NSW is most often ranked 4th or 5th compared with the other states and territories, and further research into the reason for their consistently higher average may highlight electoral programs in operation within these states that NSW could also benefit from implementing. 

The data show a national pattern that indicates a generally rising level of enrolment from a low of 58.29% for 18 year olds to 89.08% for 25 year olds. Overall, NSW also follows this trend with 54.88% for 18 year olds to 88.03% for 25 year olds, despite more fluctuations than the national average. This pattern has been a trend for many years ie that young people do not enrol immediately on reaching the legal voting age and the percentage of the voting age which does register then plateaus in the early twenties.

1.3 Student preparedness to vote

Student preparedness to vote in elections might also contribute to the levels of participation amongst the young. Overall, our research found that only about half of the students in our sample felt prepared to vote. The pattern in Figure 3, which is based on the survey data (fig 4 from the report), makes it clear that many young Australians do not feel they are equipped with the skills required to participate fully in political processes like elections. Furthermore, this sense of preparedness differs between male and female students.

YES included four questions to measure the extent to which a person felt adequately prepared to participate in electoral activities. These questions gauged “Students who think they have sufficient knowledge to…” 

Figure 3
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· “Understand political issues”

· “Understand political parties”

· “Make a decision when voting”

· “Be able to vote”

The responses to these questions, given separately for males and females, are found in Figure 3 above.

Figure 3 clearly shows differences between males and females who think they have sufficient knowledge to vote in a meaningful way. For females, between 41 – 45.3 percent (less than half) thought they had sufficient knowledge in the various categories. For males, the percent ranged from 57.4 to 59.8 (slightly more than half). Males clearly feel more prepared to vote than females, yet young males claimed lower levels of intention to enrol, intention to vote and likelihood of voting if it were not compulsory. 

A final, more direct, question was asked of the students, “Do you feel personally feel prepared to vote in a Federal election?”. The female students responded “yes” or “definitely yes” at a rate of 37%, while the comparable figure for the male students was 56.4%. For this direct question the gender gap in confidence is even greater.

It is not clear at this stage why males should feel more prepared than females, though the pattern of responses is consistent across all related forms of knowledge associated with voting. We also found similar evidence of this trend surfacing in comments from discussion groups, which might reflect young males’ view of themselves as more certain or more in command. Conversely, young females although less confident of their preparedness to vote are more likely to participate in all forms of election processes.

2. The impact of Commonwealth reforms on voter enrolment

Until recently, national legislation made provision for people to enrol on the electoral list up to seven days after the issue of a writ timetabling the date for an election. The Commonwealth Government however, has recently changed the electoral act to coincide the issuing of writs and the closing of the electoral roll as well as introduced evidentiary requirements for enrolment. 

The changes to the Commonwealth Electoral Act were passed through the House of Representatives on 11 May after minimal debate and were subsequently approved by the Senate. The most significant change to impact young people will be the closing of the electoral roll at 8pm on the day the writs are issued and consequently removing the week’s grace previously available for new voters to enroll. Previously, on average, about 80,000 new voters would enrol in this grace period whereas now they will be unable to do so and the time available for enrolled voters to change their details will also be reduced from a week to three days (Sawer, 2006).


These changes have, in the past, been strongly opposed on the grounds that they were likely to reduce rather than enhance the accuracy of the rolls, the government’s stated policy objective in maintaining an accurate electoral roll. Since the House of Representatives does not have fixed terms, eligible but unenrolled voters may easily be caught unawares by the snap announcement of an election, the immediate issuing of writs and closing of the rolls. 

Our research has shown that undertaking the processes required to enrol on the electoral roll is, in comparison with other activities, a very low priority for young people (Fig 4 below). Often they require a trigger to remind them that they need to undertake this duty. In many cases, the most significant form of stimulus that prompts young people into action is the calling of an election and therefore the importance of the grace period becomes evident. The window of opportunity that allows for young people to enrol after the writs have been issued usually enables many young Australians between the ages of 18-25 years to participate in voting procedures by granting them some leeway in the enrolment process.

Figure 4: Youth rites of passage and voting
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Our research has shown that many young Australians need a ‘wake up’ to remind them to enrol and the most commonly cited event is the realisation of an upcoming election. Since there is no other uniform method of awareness raising (for example compulsory enrolment when sitting the School Certificate or applying for a TFN), then the removal of the grace period may have an extremely detrimental effect on the participation levels of young Australians. 

In light of this, our research also suggests that improved civic and citizenship education in schools would be an important means to address this potential problem. By teaching electoral education as a subset of a civic and citizenship syllabus, the NSW government should aim to address the threat to electoral enrolment by providing an alternative trigger for young people.

3. Strategies to maintain or improve enrolment

All students need to participate in electoral education in order to become competent citizens in a representative democracy. It has become abundantly clear that the family does not and cannot provide this educative experience, even though the students in our survey indicated that parents and TV were extremely important sources of political information for them (Print, Saha and Edwards, 2004).

Research has shown that senior students in Australian schools (those at or near voting age) have low levels of political knowledge, are generally not well prepared to become active citizens and exercise their responsibility, and right, to vote (Print, 1995; Print, Saha & Edwards, 2004).

3.1 Schools

In terms of school curriculum, electoral education could be considered a subset of civic education. Research (Niemi an Junn 1998; Finkel 2003) shows that studying civic education can make a difference to student civic knowledge, student civic values and student civic participation.

In Australia, civic education provides an opportunity to learn about many facets of governance in Australia and within this some attention is given to electoral education, although mostly in a general sense. At this stage, it appears elections might be discussed as part of the civics content but details of voting procedures, voting systems, counting procedures, and electorates remain mostly untouched. The significant variable in electoral education tends to be individual teachers who may decide to educate their students beyond the standard curriculum. 

Despite the valuable role of the Discovering Democracy program in raising student, teacher and school awareness of the importance of civic education, a thorough understanding of political issues and electoral matters were not central to the program. Indeed they were peripheral at best.

The important questions to be raised are; How much of the Discovering Democracy program was actually implemented in Australian schools? What subject matter did teachers actually teach? What subject matter knowledge did teachers have of politics to be able to teach effectively? Considering these variables, it is not surprising that little political and electoral content has been taught to date.

In reality there exists too many opportunities not to teach civics and electoral education. Here in NSW, we may consider the example of the introduction of civics in an embedded form within existing subjects (Geography and History in years 7-10). However large numbers of teachers have resented the inclusion of civics and citizenship education (CCE) within their subjects, especially some history teachers whose association vigorously opposed the curriculum changes. Obviously the degree of civics and electoral education these teachers actually address is problematic given the CCE outcomes are not specific syllabus learning objectives but only embedded within other course content. This embedding is a compromise solution to implementing CCE, a decision which weakened the possibility of meaningful student learning of the subject matter.

This example is best highlighted by the NSW Year 10 School Certificate as one of four sets of tests is called “Australian History, Geography and Civics and Citizenship”. Since the NSW Board of Studies (BoS) only reports a single test score for this exam we do not know what knowledge Year 10 students have about the civics and citizenship component of the test, but we could. It is a simple matter to identify the civics based knowledge items on the test and report them separately however, the NSW BoS has, in the past, refused to do so and hence our best source of annual data is unavailable. 

The issue with schools is about both which content or subject matter to teach and who receives this education. Should all students experience electoral education? If, so it should be explicitly linked with the compulsory schooling in Year 9 and 10 considering only about 70% of students continue on to complete secondary education nationally.

Alternatively, electoral education could be compulsory for Year 11 and 12 students, though currently only English is required. In practice many schools make it difficult for students to avoid studying maths or science subjects and potentially this is an option for CCE.

In NSW the formal curriculum offers three main opportunities within the years of compulsory schooling for student to engage with CCE.

Primary School – Stage 3 HSIE curriculum. 

This includes a subsection on electoral processes and although it is extremely important we must question how much learning is retained through to voting age.

Secondary School – Stage 4 & Stage 5 History and Geography

This focuses on embedded understanding of civics and in both syllabuses teachers could include electoral education, or they could ignore it.

Real opportunities exist within the informal curriculum in schools for young people to acquire knowledge and practice. This potential exists in the form of student elections for representation on student councils and other forms of student government. Our research documented the importance of these student elections. For example, students who had participated in these elections were more likely to say they would vote in Federal elections when they became 18 years old (Saha, Print and Edwards 2005). To take advantage of this opportunity would require the formalisation of student governance and student elections in terms of perceived importance by educators, school teacher support and recognition by the educational systems.

Extra curricula programs outside school are problematic due to their voluntary nature and potential for teaching electoral bias. 

3.2 TAFE

Apart from informal learning acquired through participation in student elections, we have found no evidence of electoral education taking place in TAFE institutions. Our research on TAFE students however, was limited.

3.3 Universities

Wide ranges of political science subjects are available across Australian universities. Many entry-level units are popular and provide a good introduction to politics and electoral education although these units are only studied by a small proportion of the total student body.

Students participate in student council elections on Australian university campuses and a very small percentage are actively engaged in student politics.

3.4 Appropriate age for electoral education

On the grounds of maturity, recency and potency related to first voting experience, we would argue that young people should learn electoral education in schools during Year 10 to 12, that is, at the end of compulsory schooling to the completion of secondary education.

At the upper primary level, the Year 5 to 7 curricular experience is undoubtedly helpful in the total education of the child but it is not significant in terms of detailed knowledge and the knowledge base needs re-learning at later stages.

A more appropriate age to introduce electoral education is closer to the age of voting, most likely Year 11 and 12. This should be linked closely with school elections for student representatives to student councils, prefects and school parliaments. All of these activities deserve greater support within the education system.
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		Age		NSW%		National %

		18		54.88		58.29

		19		77.88		74.44

		20		84.02		81.65

		21		86.36		86.05

		22		84.67		85.57

		23		85.88		86.97

		24		88.35		88.81

		25		88.03		89.08

		Age		State		Percentage		Eligible		Actual		Rank

		18		NSW		54.88		85795		47082		5th

		19		NSW		77.88		84809		66048		2nd

		20		NSW		84.02		82429		69256		3rd

		21		NSW		86.36		82330		71100		3rd

		22		NSW		84.67		80426		68097		=5th

		23		NSW		85.88		79253		68063		7th

		24		NSW		88.35		77060		68086		5th

		25		NSW		88.03		76093		66981		=5th

		18		National averge		58.29		261927		152687

		19		National averge		74.44		261373		194559

		20		National averge		81.65		256903		209751

		21		National averge		86.05		256157		220421

		22		National averge		85.57		249831		213768

		23		National averge		86.97		243892		212112

		24		National averge		88.81		236210		209773

		25		National averge		89.08		232427		207042
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