Ms Kate Thwaites, Chair

Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters
Parliament House

Canberra, ACT 2600

May 2024

Dear Ms Thwaites
Submission to the Inquiry into civics education, engagement & participation in Australia

| write to thank each of the fourteen members of the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters for
initiating and supporting this timely inquiry. | appreciate this opportunity to make a submission on a topic

affecting all of us.

This submission is made by Democracy Matters, a non partisan organisation using the power of
education and training to grow democracy between elections. Each of the Terms of Reference will be
addressed. In particular, this submission comments on the structural and cultural drivers weakening

civics education, engagement & participation in Australia. In turn, this undermines Australian democracy.

1. The effectiveness of formalised civics education throughout Australia and the various approaches
taken across jurisdictions through schools and other institutions including electoral commissions,
councils, and parliaments; the extent to which all students have equitable access to civics education;

and opportunities for improvement.

Formalised civics education happens across Australia - in schools and by electoral commissions,

councils and parliaments. It happens very unevenly however, for the following reasons:

- Civics education has been politicised by elected representatives, government departments, lobby
groups and ‘shock jock’ media outlets. The politicisation makes educators, librarians and other
public service providers wary and uncertain about delivering civics education because they fear
being the target of a public controversy. In 2023 the NSW Department of Education circulated
information about the referendum under the Controversial Issues Policy. As a result, the
management in some public schools directed teachers not to talk about the referendum in their
classrooms. This is inappropriate and counterproductive to the goals of education - students
need role modeling on how to participate respectfully in discussions about the big issues being
considered by a referendum, plebiscite or election. Especially in a world saturated by social
media, young people need to see how to listen deeply to different points of view and understand

how to ‘agree to disagree’.
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- Primary and secondary teachers do not universally receive civics education during their teacher
training at universities or teacher colleges, so many lack the skills and confidence to deliver civics
education.

- Civics education in some states is not connected to Australian history education, which provides
a vital context for analysing democratic issues as they arise. The 2023 referendum starkly
demonstrated the need for being able to draw on an evidence base to assess comments
broadcast over many months.

- Even though we have mandatory voting, our electoral commissions do not receive sufficient
funding to work with educators based in schools, councils or migrant support services to reach
the population of new voters - both young people and new citizens who are often adult migrants -

to help them understand the Australian system of democracy.

These factors combine to create an unsupportive environment for civics education which in turn impacts

on engagement & participation.

For example, during the 2023 Voice to Parliament referendum - a fabulous, historic opportunity for civics
education - local councils, their librarians, youth workers and community engagement teams were
tentative about offering entry level, non partisan referendum education, for fear of offending constituents
or because there was lack of direction by their elected representatives or general managers. It was very
disheartening to walk into council libraries in electorates with large multicultural populations, for example
in Western and South Western Sydney, to find no referendum resources for voters in the final month

before referendum day.

Further, some service organisations with non-partisan membership bases, such as Rotary, opted not to
engage in referendum education when some members argued the referendum was a ‘political’ issue
rather than a ‘civic’ issue. The referendum booklet, written by MPs and distributed by the AEC,
discouraged engagement because the polemic tone of the No case was so at odds with the Yes case,
that undecided voters were further confused. Subjecting future referendum booklets to fact checking is
an opportunity to increase engagement and participation in national civic discussions. Ideally, any future

Truth in Political Advertising legislation will also cover referendum booklets.

Most scholarship that uses the phrase ‘civic education’ investigates deliberate programs of instruction
within schools or tertiary/vocational institutions. As political philosopher Amy Gutmann points out,
school-based education is our most deliberate form of human instruction.” Inquiring into the merits of

civics education in schools is a worthy topic of public debate.

" https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/civic-education/
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In 2008 the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young People?, signed by all Australian
education ministers in 2008, agreed three goals:
Goal 1: Australian schooling promotes equity and excellence.
Goal 2: All young Australians become:
- successful learners
- confident and creative individuals

- active and informed citizens.

Ministerial declarations before and after this have not been as explicit about civics education. Without a
determined, long term commitment to civics education that is above politics, Australian democracy will

be subject to the domestic and foreign influences seeking to weaken it for their own gain.

Germany has reflected on its modern history and concluded the need for widespread and reputable civics
education. All secondary students must complete a set number of hours and students can also take it as
an elective subject with increased hours. One example | strongly encourage JCSEM members to look at is
the Politics and Society curriculum in the Bavarian region. It covers topics such as ‘Understanding

politics as a means of shaping coexistence’ and ‘Reflecting on basic social values and social norms’.

Finland arrived at a similar conclusion, following Russian interference in its national elections and opted
for media literacy education. As a result, the Kavi Institute® took responsibility for training teachers,
students, journalists and public servants on how to identify and respond to mis and disinformation as well
as where to find verifiable and reliable information. The New Literacies Development program® runs from
pre-primary and primary school school education. The Media Education and Audiovisual Programmes
Unit at KAVI serves as an expert in the development of children’s media environment, promotes research
related to the field, tracks international developments and provides information on matters related to
children and the media. With more than 13 million euros funding by the ministry, New Literacies has been

the most significant single media education investment in Finland.

| urge JCSEM members to reach out to German education authorities and the Kavi Institute in Finland to
hear their insights and benefit from their years of implementing robust and ongoing civics education

programs.

Opportunities for a more evenly distributed and equitable civics education in Australia include:

2https://lwww.acara.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/melbourne_declaration_on_the_educational_goals_for_you
ng_australians_2008.pdf
3 https://kavi.fi/len/about-kavi/

4 https://kavi.fi/len/media-education/new-literacies-development-programme/
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e The Commonwealth Government mandates ten hours of civics education in secondary schools
for students 14 and 15 years of age (young people can enroll with the AEC from the age of 16).
The content and skills should be guided by research on thick democracy (covered later in this
submission) with a goal of giving learners the skills and confidence to actively participate in
democratic processes. How the mandatory hours are delivered should be a school based
decision, eg within a curriculum area, through a program organised by year coordinators, as part
of end of year, post exam program or as a school based action research project. Funding should
be tied to delivering the ten hours and ACARA should evaluate and report on civics education
outcomes.

e Teacher training institutions should ensure that civics education is a foundational requirement of
all teaching degrees, regardless of the subject. The critical thinking, interpretation and problem
solving skills required to be a well informed voter and an actively engaged citizen draw from all

subject areas, as is shown by the New Literacies program within the Kavi Institute in Finland.

2. The vast array of informal mechanisms through which Australians seek and receive information about
Australia’s democracy, electoral events, and voting; and how governments and the community might
leverage these mechanisms to improve the quality of information and help Australians be better

informed about, and better participate in, the electoral system.

Governments and the community will be better able to leverage the vast array of informal mechanisms if

the following structural changes are introduced:

e Federal parliament passes a suite of legislation aimed at improving electoral integrity,
transparency and accountability. For example, the Truth in political advertising Bill should be
adopted nationally, and ideally at state/territory levels, based on the positive experience in South
Australia. The Accountability of grants, investment mandates and use of public resources
amendment (End pork barrelling) Bill 2024 is an example of legislation seeking to reinforce our
democratic processes. Acts such as these strike a chord with the community who respect our
democratic institutions but have falling confidence in the ability of elected representatives to
leave the institutions in a better state than they found them.

e Ethics training becomes a standard feature of induction and ongoing professional development
for elected representatives so they understand the duty of care they owe as custodians of
governing institutions. The Royal Commission into Robo Debt shows how vulnerable government
bodies and the public are to maladministration. While local councils have a strong culture of
ongoing professional development training across a term of council, the same cannot be said at
state and federal levels. Members of the community are dismayed by the vindictive behaviour

elected representatives show towards each other. For example, in a recent federal election a
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candidate’s campaign signs were stolen, doctored and were then relocated to a cemetery where a
family member had been buried a few weeks earlier’. What is it about our party based system that
gives permission for such detesteble behaviour? Australians want elected representatives to
respect our electoral system which allows people from many walks of life to stand for election.
On the other side of the election, community members want the values, principles and protocols
of representative parliament to be respected. They want elected representatives to find ways to
work together in the public interest and apply the principles of administrative law to their decision
making.

e Australia needs media literacy to be a core skill taught from early primary to upper secondary
years of schooling, so that individuals can critique the merits and veracity of the vast array of
mechanisms available regarding Australia’s democracy, electoral events, and voting. We can draw
on the experience of Finland as well as on the research base developed by academics such as
Associate Professor Tanya Notley at Western Sydney University and the RMIT Fact Check team.

e Accountability mechanisms for elected representatives and public servants need to reviewed and
updated, based on an emerging culture of impunity, shamelessness and a ‘no apology, no
consequences’ creed which was a major theme of the Robodebt scheme from its inception in
2014 to the delivery of the Commissioner’s report in 2023. This period showed how easily
government systems can stray from public expectations and how vulnerable Australian
democracy is without appropriate and actionable accountability mechanisms. Establishing a
standard of civics education helps to communicate to future leaders that accountability is valued

in Australia.

3. The mechanisms available to assist voters in understanding the legitimacy of information about
electoral matters; the impact of artificial intelligence, foreign interference, social media and mis and
disinformation; and how governments and the community can prevent or limit inaccurate or false

information influencing electoral outcomes.

As outlined earlier in this submission, the Kavi Institute in Finland offers an excellent example of the
importance of media literacy as a guardrail that protects democracy from the impact of artificial
intelligence, foreign interference, social media and mis and disinformation. The Kavi's work has created a
society of media literate users and content creators. These skills transfer so individuals become well
informed voters. An opportunity exists for the JCSEM to establish an exchange with the Kavi Institute to
understand the positive benefits for civics education, engagement and participation in democratic

systems.

5 To avoid any further distress to the candidate involved, | ask the Inquiry Secretariat to black out the
italicised text at the top of this page before web publishing this submission. This example does need to be
shared with the members of the Joint Standing Committee, however.
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The AEC’s Stop and Consider campaign, disinformation register, disinformation online
misinformation/disinformation complaint service and Electoral Integrity Assurance Task Force are critical
measures that are to be applauded. In combination, they safeguard Australian elections against

deliberate efforts to mislead members of the public at key decision making moments.

The Australian E-Safety Commissioner is also an important part of our democratic machinery, equipping

young people with media literacy skills which they can transfer to election periods.

Each of these mechanisms must be underpinned by media literacy education based in formal education

institutions across Australia.

4. Opportunities for supporting culturally diverse, geographically diverse, and remote communities to
access relevant, appropriate, and culturally suitable information about Australian democracy, electoral

events, enrolment and voting to promote full electoral participation.

A number of structural opportunities exist for supporting communities with specific needs:

Culturally diverse communities would be better served if federal and state/territory electoral commissions
developed voter education resources for new citizens. At citizenship ceremonies, many participants are
enrolled by the AEC, however they do not receive information about our parliamentary system, the
requirements of our electoral system eg mandatory voting or how to make your vote count. Research
shows that a proportion of adult migrants move to Australia because of frustration with the democratic
standards in their own country and a sense that our system of democracy is more trustworthy. Some

migrant services seek to fill this gap by creating their own resources, but this doesn’t reach all new voters.

Geographically diverse and remote communities would benefit from electoral enrolment practices that
acknowledge they may not have a fixed residential address. Any requirement that creates an extra hurdle

for people living in geographically diverse or remote locations should not be considered.

I'd also like to mention supporting prison populations. In the lead up to the referendum | spoke to some
adult men who had been incarcerated in their late teens/early 20s and believed that meant they could
never vote again. People leaving prisons need to know they are eligible to vote and the process to follow

the next time there is an election they are required to vote in.

The most appropriate way to meet the needs of people living in culturally diverse, geographically diverse,
and remote communities is to spend time speaking with them to understand their particular needs and

the barriers to full electoral participation they experience. Taking a human centered design approach is
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the best way of ensuring electoral events, enrollment and voting opportunities making voting as
straightforward, equitable and enjoyable as possible. Equitable electoral processes are an important

driver of social cohesion.

5. Social, socio-economic, or other barriers that may be preventing electoral participation; and ways

governments might address or circumvent these barriers.

| was dismayed when, in recent years, Coalition MPs suggested that voters must present personal
identification to be able to vote. This is an ideological attack on voters experiencing homelessness or
mental health issues who may have lost their personal identification or had it stolen. | have a sibling who
lives with a mental health condition which makes it difficult to keep track of their ID. They, however, are
entirely engaged in the election process. They care about voting, follow issues and arrange to vote at
pre-poll with their support worker. Elections are a collective moment in which my sibling feels connected
to the wider community. This positive experience sits at the heart of the electoral process which is
managed with utmost integrity by our electoral commissions. The experience of everyone feeling

welcome to vote should not be jeopardised by intentionally divisive political policies.

The checks and balances put in place by the AEC and their state/territory counterparts, eg the questions
asked of voters in polling booths (name, address, DOB, have you already voted in this election) are
sufficient to identify an individual and communicate an expectation a single vote per person. | have
worked at local, state and federal elections and the pattern | have observed is voters take the voting

process seriously and act honestly.

In my mind, electoral participation means voters engaging with the question of who they will vote for with
an open and informed mind. The practice of political parties, or third party actors, manipulating voters by
spreading disinformation needs to be addressed by legislative mechanisms. For example during the
referendum in 2023, a whispering campaign led Indian and Chinese community members in Western
Sydney to believe their children would miss out on selective school places which would be filled by
Aboriginal students, if the Yes case was successful. Business owners in these communities were told
they would have to pay rent for land to local Aboriginal people. Muslim people were told if they voted yes,
future family reunion visa applications would be rejected under a future Coalition government. Non
partisan voter education, including skills for detecting disinformation, are required to resist targeted voter

manipulation.

6. Potential improvements to the operations and structures that deliver electoral events to support full

electoral participation.
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Voters in Australia are extremely fortunate, in comparison to other countries, that elections are held on
Saturdays when the majority of people don’t work and schools are closed so can be used as polling

places. The opportunity to pre-poll is also a significant strength of our electoral system.

Electoral events could be made more voter-centric by dropping the specific criteria for pre-poll voting.
Funneling the majority of voters to the final Saturday of an electoral period works in favor of political
parties seeking to make significant announcements in the final few days of their campaign. How does
this benefit the voter? Sometimes major policy announcements with significant detail are made in the
final 48 hours, giving voters insufficient time to fully understand the implications of the proposed policy.
This is a manipulative practice, lacking in transparency. Trends in recent elections show that voters want
to vote early. Making pre polling open to all voters would make pre polling more fit for purpose. It would
also reduce the length of time voters wait on the final Saturday, reducing pressure on polling staff and
potentially reducing procedural errors that disqualify a vote, eg polling staff incorrectly completing a

declaration vote envelope.

Regularly asking ‘are our electoral processes fit for purpose in the current social context?’ is a positive

democratic habit.

Thick or thin civics education?

Civics education means many things to many people. Borrowing from the discussion about democracy
education, ‘thin’ civics education is characterised by a passive consumption of knowledge, individual
rights and a focus on a representative, election based system. ‘Thick’ civics education takes a
relationship based approach where individuals see how their actions impact on others. It values a critical
thinking approach where individuals have the skills, confidence and ability to see themselves as actors
participating between elections to make our democratic system work better for all. Thick civics education

delivers a ‘more democratically literate, engaged and inclusive society’.®

Deep, or thick, democracy goes beyond just the formal institutional framework that outlines or governs how
society should function and is a set of structures, concepts, habits and practices that reach out to the
community as well as to the very core of individuals. There is an element of interconnectedness with the
community in which people are able to voice their opinions freely and learn from others about creating
spaces for social transformations by including the under or disenfranchised and not merely focusing on the
needs, aspirations and prosperity of the select few - the elites (Green, 1999).”

6 Democracy will not fall from the sky.” A comparative study of teacher education students’ perceptions of democracy in two
neo-liberal societies: Argentina and Australia by D.Zyngier, M.Delia Traverso and A. Murriello (2015) in Research in Comparative
and International Education (P 1-25)

7 Green quoted by D.Zyngier, M.Delia Traverso and A. Murriello (2015)
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Thick democracy must be about ‘voice, agency, inclusiveness and collective problem solving’ that is rooted
in the capacity to see oneself reflected in the cultures of society’ (Howard and Patten, 2006), and not just in
the freedom to pursue one’s own individual self-interest.®

School based (thick) civics education, supported by teachers trained to deliver it, is necessary so that
future generations can become active and informed citizens. Civics education based on critical thinking
also supports the other goals - active citizenship fosters equity, inclusiveness and a sense of agency.
Feeling there is a place for you, in your democratic system, allows people to feel secure and confident,
and to be creative, rather than uncertain, marginalised and excluded. A robust democracy connects all of
us, supports all meaningful endeavours and carries people to a better place, especially young people who

are our foundation for the future.

Students in schools and universities today will have to solve complex issues like maintaining a planet that
can support human life, the ethical use of Al technologies, population growth that stretches planetary
limits, a growing number of stateless people and globalised non-state actors. They will need to
collaborate, work across differences, keep lines of communication open, play a long game and

understand the contribution they can make to the democratic system at a given point in time.

At this point, I'd like to make a case for using the term democracy education, rather than civics education.
The purpose of this inquiry is to find ways to educate Australians so they can engage and participate in
our system of democracy which we know has been threatened in the past and will be in the future. We

should not shy away from speaking up for democracy education.

In my experience delivering democracy education, | have witnessed such an appetite from voters of all
ages to better understand the system of democracy affecting them and the people they care about.
Participants want to know how to engage with the system. They want their vote to count. They want to
know who to speak to when they see something they wish to applaud and when they see something tha
goes against their values. These interactions remind me of American philosopher John Dewey'’s

observation that ‘Democracy is a skill, a habit.” Democracy education equips us to practice it.

Conclusion

Anne Applebaum is a Pulitzer prize winning historian and journalist who writes about writes about
authoritarianism, democracy, and Eastern Europe, and has authored a valuable text called the Twilight of
Democracy®. She warns against thinking about democracy “...like water out of a tap - (that) we don't have
to do anything about it, democracy will keep coming. We turn on the tap and it comes out..” Applebaum asks

important questions - what if we have neglected democracy? Are our institutions modern and fit for

8 Howard and Patten quoted by D.Zyngier, M.Delia Traverso and A. Murriello (2015)
% Adelaide Writers Week 2021, Anne Applebaum, Twilight of Democracy
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purpose? Are we keeping up with the pace of change? Are we protecting them? In an interview,
Applebaum states “We didn’t think about the possibility of an anti-democracy backlash...” and the events of

January 6th 2021 in the US White House were unthinkable until they happened.

Applebaum observes “if we find ourselves in the habit of thinking of democracy as something professional
politicians or people over there do, while ‘we’ go on doing our own thing...” then we are leaving ourselves
open to a high level of disillusionment. Our democratic institutions and practices will become increasingly

vulnerable.

Australia has mandatory voting but without mandatory civics education in schools and teacher training

institutions, we are just paying lip service when we say we value our robust democracy.

Yours sincerely

Sandy Killick

B.ED, M.Ed, MLLR

Managing Director

Democracy Matters
sandy@democracymatters.com.au
Sydney, NSW

About Democracy Matters
Democracy Matters is a hon partisan social enterprise. We use the power of education to make democracy grow

between elections. Democracy is a skill and it is possible for all of us to be better informed and more confident to
participate in democratic opportunities.

Voting is mandatory in Australia yet electoral education tends to end in early high school years. Our purpose is to
raise the standard of electoral education by offering education and professional development to elected
representatives, new voters and the teachers that inspire our elected representatives and voters.
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