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ABSTUDY

This factsheet is about ABSTUDY, the Aboriginal Study Assistance Scheme, administered and delivered by Centrelink for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people at school or doing further studies.

Who is eligible for ABSTUDY?

To be eligible for ABSTUDY, you must be:
· of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent;

· an Australian citizen;

· enrolled in and studying full-time in an "approved course" or undertaking an approved testing and Assessment activity; 
· not receiving other government assistance to study.

· normally live in Australia

There are a number of different components available as part of ABSTUDY.  Which ones you can receive depends on your age and what course you are studying (including primary and secondary school). Please see the chart at the end of this factsheet for more information.
Each of the components have different eligibility criteria.  They will be paid at different rates depending on whether you are “dependant” or “independent”, and can depending on your own income and assets, and the income and assets of your partner or of your parents or guardians. 

· When am I "independent"?

You will be considered permanently independent for ABSTUDY, and do not need to provide your parents’ details if you:

· are 22 years or over;

· are married or have been married;

· have or have had a dependent child;

· have worked or been looking for work for three out the past four years, including any time in gaol or receiving a pension or benefit or a Community Development Employment Program wage;

· have been in gaol for a cumulative period of at least six months;

· are an orphan; or 

· are 15 years or over and are considered an adult in a traditional community.

You will be considered independent if you:

· are 16 years of age or older and have been living in a de facto relationship for least six months or you have a dependent child/student; 

· currently have the care or custody of another person’s dependent child or student;

· are 15 years of age or over and your parent(s) cannot exercise parental responsibilities; 

· are 16 years of age or over and living in an Aboriginal community after previously being adopted or fostered by a non-Aboriginal family for more than two years; or

· are of minimum school leaving age and it is unreasonable for you to live at home.

These independent criteria are reviewable and you will no longer be considered independent if you stop meeting the conditions described above.

· What is “away from home”?

If you are not classified as "independent" Centrelink will consider you "dependent", and can pay you at either the "away from home" rate or the "at home rate".

If you are a secondary or tertiary student, you will be eligible for the "away from home" rate if:

· your travel time to the place where you study is more than 90 minutes;

· conditions at home make study difficult;

· you are in State care and your foster parent isn't receiving foster care allowance;

· it's compulsory to live on campus.

For secondary students you will also be eligible for the "away from home" rate if:

· access to the place where you study is affected by conditions such as unreliable transport or flooding for at least 20 days per year;

· you are studying an approved special course;

· it would be unreasonable to make you stop your course;

· local school facilities are limited;

· you have a physical, medical, emotional or behavioural reason preventing your attendance at your local school;

· your parents or guardians move frequently;

· you are offered a scholarship at an independent school;

· you are subject to racial discrimination at your local school;

· you are excluded from your local school.

If you have problems, for example if Centrelink does not accept that conditions at your home make study difficult, you should get some advice and assistance about how to appeal (see below).

· What counts as studying "full-time"?

To receive Basic Payment (Living Allowance), School Term Allowance or the Pensioner Education Supplement, you must be studying full-time. If you study part-time you may be eligible for other allowances such as Incidentals Allowance and Away-from-Base Assistance.

You will be considered "full-time" if you:

· attend school daily, or the school advises you are full time
· are approved to study at home;

· are studying at least three quarters of the normal full-time workload for your course;

· are studying a HECS course with a HECS weighting of at least 0.375 a semester;

· have a "study load concession".

Centrelink will consider granting a "study load concession" if you:

· are studying two thirds of the accredited full-time workload because of the normal course requirements or the educational institute has recommended, or directed, in writing that you have a lighter workload;

· have a disability and provide Centrelink with a letter from your specialist, provided that your workload does not fall below one quarter of the normal full-time workload at any time;

· are receiving Parenting Payment (single), Disability Support Pension, Carer Payment, Special Benefit, Widow B Pension or Widow Allowance from Centrelink or Invalidity Service Pension, Carer Service Pension, Defence Widow/er Pension or War Widow/er Pension from the Department of Veterans Affairs and provided your workload does not fall below one quarter of the normal full-time workload at any time (for ABSTUDY PES only);

If Centrelink does not think you are studying full-time and you disagree, you can appeal (see below).

· What assistance can I get?

ABSTUDY may be able to help you with money for:

living expenses

· Living Allowance;

· Remote Area Allowance if you live in one of the defined remote areas;

· Additional Assistance in “exceptional circumstances”
accommodation expenses (rent, boarding fees, residential costs)

· Rent Assistance. You can't receive Rent Assistance if you live in Department of Housing accommodation, but you can receive Rent Assistance if you live in community housing, pay private rent or board, live in a hostel or share accommodation.
· You can receive Away From Base Assistance for fares and residential costs to participate in residential schools, field trips, work placements or testing and assessment programs;
· Under 16 Boarding Supplement can pay boarding fees direct to your institution;

· Residential Costs Option can pay the fees of your residential college or hostel direct to the institution.  If you choose this option you will receive a reduced rate of Living Allowance.
education expenses (school fees, books and equipment, incidentals, thesis costs)

· School Fees Allowance/School Term Allowance to cover expenses such as books, uniforms and other school costs;

· Incidentals Allowance for general course expenses associated with the commencement of studies (if you are a Masters or a Doctorate student, you can also receive additional incidentals allowance);

· ABSTUDY Pensioner Education Supplement to meet the ongoing expensed of study;

· Lawful Custody Allowance for the essential course costs if you are in lawful custody for more than two weeks;

· Thesis Allowance if you are undertaking or have completed Masters or Doctorate studies.
fares (to travel to study each term or semester if you need to study away from home)

· Fares Allowance for travel between your permanent home and place of study other than daily travel;

· Relocation Allowance to pay for removal costs and fares if you are moving to another town or city.
prescription medicines.

· Pharmaceutical Allowance to help with the cost of prescription medicines if you are temporarily incapacitated for study
Once you have lodged your claim form, Centrelink will process the claim and assess your qualification for the separate components above. More information about each of these components and supplementary payments is available in Centrelink's ABSTUDY Handbook which is available at your local Centrelink office, or by asking an Indigenous Contact Officer, either in person or by telephoning 132317. 

You should check that you are receiving your maximum entitlements, as Centrelink can often make mistakes - eg forgetting to pay you Rent Assistance.

· What happens if I stop studying altogether?

You need to tell Centrelink within fourteen days and change from ABSTUDY to another payment from Centrelink. You also need to tell Centrelink if you change courses or institutions.

If your study drops below 75% of the normal full time load, you should check whether one of the "workload concessions" applies to your situation which would allow you to continue receiving ABSTUDY.
· What happens if I earn money?

You can earn up to $236 gross (before tax) a fortnight without it affecting your Living Allowance. If you earn between $236 and $316, each $1 you earn over $236 will reduce your fortnightly allowance by 50c. Income over $316 a fortnight reduces Basic Payment by 70c in the dollar.

You need to notify Centrelink within fourteen days of any changes to your gross income. 

An income bank allows you to earn money during different times of the year, such as breaks from study, without it affecting your Basic Payment. You can accumulate up to $6,000 of any unused portion of your fortnightly $236 free area. 

You will also need to declare to Centrelink the income and assets of your partner, and of your parents unless you are classed as "independent" (see above).
· Can I get ABSTUDY overseas?

ABSTUDY can be paid overseas for up to 13 weeks of a temporary absence.  This can be extended if you are not able to return to Australia after 13 weeks due to circumstances beyond your control, such as illness.
Secondary School students can be paid ABSTUDY while studying overseas. If you are on an exchange the payment lasts for the period of your study. If you are studying overseas for any other reasons, the payment lasts for a period of 12 months. You may also be entitled to Living Allowance and Fares Allowance while studying overseas.

Non school secondary, tertiary, masters And doctorate students can be paid overseas when you are undertaking study approved by an Australian institution and the study will be credited to your Australian course.  ABSTUDY can be paid for any length of time provided “allowable time” conditions are met.

If you have to go overseas for medical treatment, for a family crisis or for a "humanitarian purpose" you should claim Special Benefit from Centrelink for the period you are away.

· How do I claim ABSTUDY?

ABSTUDY claim forms can be lodged at a Centrelink office. In remote areas, forms can be lodged with a visiting Centrelink Indigenous Service staff or applications can also always be posted to the nearest Centrelink office.

You will usually be required to provide documentation such as:

· Proof of enrolment;

· Proof of age;

· Proof of income;

· A Health Care Card; or

· Proof of Australian citizenship.

If you don't have any or enough documentation you can fill out a form called “Questions for customers with insufficient Proof of Identity” which contains questions which it is unlikely can be answered by other people.  

You may find it helpful to have an Indigenous Centrelink Customer Service Officer or the Indigenous Contact Officer assist you with the ABSTUDY claim form, either in person or by telephoning 132317. All Centrelink Customer Service Centres should have an Indigenous Contact Officer.  

· When will I get my first payment?

You will get a letter from your nearest Centrelink office telling you whether your claim has been approved. If you are eligible, the letter will tell you when your payment starts and how much money you will get. You can also ask Centrelink by phone on 132317 or in person.

If you think Centrelink has made a mistake assessing your qualification for any separate components of ABSTUDY (for example, you are not being paid Rent Assistance or Pharmaceutical Allowance), you should appeal.

· Debts and overpayments

It is easy to be overpaid by Centrelink - the system is so complex and things change all the time. However you should never just accept that you were overpaid. 

Always get independent advice before accepting that you must repay an overpayment.

You should check whether there really is an overpayment, and that the amount is correct, before paying off a debt, which Centrelink can do by making deductions from your payment. You also may want to get a copy of your file from Centrelink to check the facts.

There are rules to allow debts to be waived or written-off, so get some independent advice. Debts can be appealed to an Authorised Officer, to the Social Security Appeals Tribunal and to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (see below). 

· Appeal rights

If you disagree with a Centrelink decision you have the right to appeal against it. Appealing is easy and free. To appeal you should simply tell Centrelink that you are not happy with its decision and that you would like to appeal to an Authorised Officer. It is best to lodge an appeal in writing and you should keep a copy of your appeal letter. You can, however, lodge an appeal over the telephone. There is no time limit for appealing a decision about ABSTUDY eligibility or entitlement.
The Authorised Officer is a senior officer in Centrelink who has the power to change the original decision. Many people are successful at this level.

If you are not happy with the Authorised Officer's decision you can have it reviewed: 

· For a review of any decision affecting your entitlements, you should write to the “Group Manager, Income Support Group, DEEWR, GPO Box 9880, Canberra ACT 2601, LOC: C10MT5”, or you can put your appeal in writing by email to: studentincomesupport@deewr.gov.au.
· For a review of any decision to do with a debt such as asking to have a debt waived or recalculated, you should appeal to the Social Security Appeals Tribunal. You should appeal within 13 weeks of the date of the review officer's decision.

For "maladministration", such as when Centrelink have made a decision without investigating the facts, taking irrelevant factors into account, involving discrimination or have taken too long with a decision, you should make a complaint with the Commonwealth Ombudsman, who will impartially review and investigate your complaint. You can do this by telephoning 1800 133 057.

· Indigenous services and interpreters

If you would rather, you have the right to deal with Centrelink through an Indigenous Specialist Officer, who is an indigenous person who works for Centrelink. An Indigenous officer may not be available at all times, but appointments can be arranged through your local Centrelink office. If you live in a remote area can can’t access a Centrelink office easily, you can call the Indigenous Call Centre on 13 6380.

If you think you need an interpreter, or if you feel more confident with an interpreter, you should use one of the three free available interpreter services.

· Most Centrelink officers have interpreters available at regular times each week. Your local Centrelink office can tell you whether there is an interpreter available who speaks your language, and at what times they are in the office.

· You can telephone the Multilingual Telephone Information Service (MTI), which is part of Centrelink. MTI is staffed by Centrelink officers who are bilingual. You can ring them directly on 131202 and they can answer your questions for you.

· You can also call the Telephone Interpreter Service on 131450 and ask for an interpreter. This is a free service. You have the right to an interpreter in your indigenous language.
Please note:  This factsheet contains general information only. It does not constitute legal advice.  If you seek legal advice about your Social Security entitlement, please contact your local Welfare Rights Centre/Advocate.

Welfare Rights Centres are community legal centres, which specialise in Social Security law, administration and policy. They are entirely independent of Centrelink.  All assistance is free.   This factsheet was updated in February 2012.

www.welfarerights.org.au
	ABSTUDY COMPONENTS AVAILABLE UNDER EACH ABSTUDY AWARD

	Schooling A Award
	Schooling B Award
	Tertiary Award
	Part Time Award
	Testing & Assessment Award
	Masters & Doctorate Award
	Lawful Custody Award

	For full time secondary students who are 15 or younger and living at home (or not approved for away from home or independent rates);

OR

For full-time primary school students who are living at home and are 14 or more on 1 January in the year of study.
	For students who are at least 16, or who are at least 15 and in State Care. Students must either be undertaking an approved course of full-time primary studies, or full-time secondary school studies.

OR 

For students of any age who undertake full-time secondary non-school studies and meet the ABSTUDY progress and duration of assistance rules. Students must also have either reached the minimum school leaving age, or be granted an exemption to attend non-school studies.

OR 

For students under 16 who are either full-time secondary students or are approved for the away from home or independent rates of Living Allowance
	For full-time students doing a post-secondary course who have reached the minimum school leaving age or have provided evidence of being granted an exemption to attend a TAFE or another tertiary institution.

Students must be studying a full-time (including concessional) study-load and meet the ABSTUDY progress and duration of  assistance rules.
	For students who are studying a post-secondary course

OR 

For students who are studying a secondary course and are at least 18 on 1 January in the year of study. 
	For those seeking to enrol in an approved tertiary course or a higher degree at the Masters or Doctorate level, who are required to travel away from their normal place of residence to attend a selection test or interview to determine entry into the course. 

The test or interview must be a normal requirement for admission to the course unable to be assessed from previous study. 

Finally, students must not receive any other significant form of financial assistance for the test or interview.
	For students who are enrolled in a full-time or concessional study-load basis in an approved Masters degree or Doctorate (PhD) course and who meet the general eligibility criteria for ABSTUDY.
	For students in lawful custody for a period of more than two weeks who are studying a suitably approved course and meet the general ABSTUDY eligibility criteria. 

	Payments that can be claimed under these awards are listed below. Each have different qualification criteria. You should claim all the payments available under the award to test your eligibility!

	· Away From Base Assistance
· School Fees Allowance
· School Term Allowance
· Fares Allowance
	· Additional Assistance
· Away From Base Assistance
· Under 16 Boarding Supplement
· Incidentals Allowance
· Living Allowance
· Pensioner Education Supplement
· Relocation Scholarship
· Student Start-up Scholarship
· School Fees Allowance
· Rent Assistance
· Fares Allowance
	· Additional Assistance
· Away From Base Assistance
· Incidentals Allowance
· Additional Incidentals Allowance
· Living Allowance
· Pensioner Education Supplement
· Relocation Scholarship
· Student Start-up Scholarship
· Rent Assistance
· Fares Allowance
	· Away From Base Assistance
· Incidentals Allowance
· Fares Allowance
	· Away From Base Assistance
· Fares Allowance
	· Additional Assistance
· Away From Base Assistance
· Incidentals Allowance
· Additional Incidentals Allowance
· Assistance to pay student contributions or tuition fees
· Living Allowance
· Pensioner Education Supplement
· Relocation Allowance
· Relocation Scholarship

· Student Start-up Scholarship
· Thesis Allowance
· Fares Allowance
	· Away From Base Assistance

· Lawful Custody Allowance
· Fares Allowance
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