Discrimination is not the answer, Brendan
The NSW Catholic Education Office (CEO) sought an exemption from the Sex Discrimination Act 1984, to enable them to discriminate in favour of male students in the offering of teacher education scholarships.

On March 3 2005, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) decided not to grant the exemption.  In deciding not to allow sex discrimination in teacher education scholarship selection, the Commission found:

· The reasons for the lower number of male than female primary teachers are varied and complex. In fact, the Boys: Getting it Right report said significant factors … included "the status of teachers in the community, salary, career opportunities and child protection issues". It also found "salary progression and promotional opportunities for teachers do not keep pace with the opportunities available outside teaching"; 

· The CEO provided insufficient evidence to show that the underlying causes of the gender imbalance in the primary teaching profession might be addressed through a scholarship scheme; 

· The CEO did not identify any reason why the scholarship scheme could not be provided on a less discriminatory basis (for example, the proposed scheme could have provided equal numbers of scholarships to male and female primary teaching students). 

· There is insufficient evidence before the Commission to support a finding that the gender imbalance in the primary teaching profession will have adverse social or educational effects or will detrimentally affect school culture or the education of boys enrolled as students in primary schools. 

HREOC urged the CEO to look for non-discriminatory ways to increase the number of men in the teaching profession.  It is clear from their findings that a significant improvement in salaries and status for all teachers would be one such measure.

Federal Education Minister Brendan Nelson rushed to issue a media release expressing his disappointment at HREOC’s decision.  Despite the lack of evidence linking the gender of teachers to outcomes for students, and HREOC’s finding that in any case, teacher education scholarships for men would not address the underlying reasons for gender imbalance in the teaching profession, Dr Nelson persists in prescribing the same snake oil cure – teacher education scholarships for men.

“The situation becomes even bleaker”, he said, “when one considers the number of men currently in training to be primary teachers.”

The AEU urges the Minister to read the decision.  HREOC says that more discrimination is not the answer.  If Nelson and his advisors can’t think of any ways to increase the salaries and status of teachers without discriminating against women, they should vacate their offices and let someone with more imagination have a turn.

Linda Gale
AEU Federal Industrial Officer 

The full HREOC decision is available at www.hreoc.gov.au 
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