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Foreword
The Whitlam Government’s ground-breaking 
policies creating equal access to quality education 
in Australia – particularly tertiary education – are 
well known and today wistfully remembered by 
many who were beneficiaries of this access and 
whose futures, and families’ futures, changed 
as a result. As the first woman in my family to 
attend university, I count myself as one of them.

But in addition to providing opportunities and 
access to new worlds, how does access to 
tertiary education affect a person’s sense of 
expectations, identity and sense of connection, 
community and place? How does it empower 
and enable them to share that knowledge 
and skill acquisition to improve their lives, the 
lives of their families and communities? 

In this thought-provoking essay our 2020 
E.G.Whitlam Fellow, Dr Alexandra Coleman, draws 
out the experience of young people in western 
Sydney to help us better understand this set of 
questions, as well as offering some policy options 
for us to consider how we can ensure a person’s 
tertiary education experience and academic 
achievement enriches themselves, their lives and 
communities, rather than alienating them from their 
roots or forcing them to choose between them.

I know this essay will generate some 
wonderful and challenging discussions and 
give air to fresh perspectives. I welcome all 
who read it to join us for that discussion.

Leanne Smith
Director
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Whitlam’s “quality of life” agenda
My Dad, a fitter-welder, recently moved into 
his own workshop, a medium-sized plot in the 
industrial pocket of St Marys, a suburb in Western 
Sydney, Australia’s manufacturing heartland. On my 
first visit, Dad gave me the “Grand Tour”. The site 
was previously occupied by an Egyptian tradesman 
who planted the Holy Trinity of the Mediterranean 
– prickly pears, figs, and olives – amongst the tar, 
iron, and ungodly smell of garbage compactors, 
the bread and butter of Dad’s trade. Dad was as 
proud as punch, in disbelief at his luck, “How good 
is this?”. It’s his castle. His “Babylon”. Dad showed 
me his office: it was mostly empty except for two 
pre-loved tables and chairs, and two pine bookcases 
filled with 20-or so empty lever-arch folders, my 
old folders, variously labelled with the name of a 
French sociologist, “Bourdieu”, but also “Higher 
Education”, and “Class”, amongst other things 
– folders I’d forgotten about when I moved out 
of the family home, folders out of place amongst 
the grit and grease of the workshop floor. “Bloody 
hell, Dad”. Dad grinned. The folders are a prop for 
workshop banter. “What’s this ‘B-bourd...’?”. “A 
fine wine”. But the folders are more than a stir, 
more than a conversation starter – they are part 
memento, part trophy. Like the workshop itself, 
which my parents have worked long and hard for, 
the folders pay homage, however ironic, to his and 
my Mum’s other achievement: their three daughters 
made it to university. 

My parents, like most, wanted my sisters and me 
to have a good life. Education, for them, was the 
key. The future, though, was never about class 
escape or escape from place – it was about a 
more open existence, more choice, and access to 
jobs that are kinder on the body. Dad was never 
interested in going to university. It was never in his 
field of desirable possibilities. He enjoyed working 
outdoors, with his hands, on machinery. Mum, the 
daughter of working-class migrants from Malta, 
had hoped to go after school, to study fine arts and 
art history, but that possibility was deferred to earn 
money and a different type of freedom. Completion 
of Year 12 was the most, at the time, that could be 
achieved for a newly settled family in 1960s and 
1970s Australia. This was in Gough Whitlam’s wake 
and in his heartland. Whitlam raised educational 
horizons and radically altered what, until that point, 
everyone thought was possible, but the means 
to those futures weren’t available for all – yet. 
When Whitlam first represented Werriwa – a vast 
electorate that once spanned the Sutherland-
Narellan-Campbelltown-Northmead-Toongabbie 
quadrangle – it was home to the largest population 

of young men and women in Australia, but few 
of these young men and women finished Year 12, 
and even fewer still attended university. Western 
Sydney’s schools were overcrowded and under-
resourced, particularly systemic Catholic schools 
(attended by my parents), and there was no 
university in the region. 

Whitlam and his government began a process 
of equalising educational opportunities “to 
every child at every level from preschool to 
tertiary” (Whitlam 1973, 5). Whitlam (1985, 314) 
understood that Australia’s education system was 
not straightforwardly a “great instrument for the 
promotion of equality”, but that it predominantly 
functioned as “a weapon for perpetuating 
inequality and promoting privilege”. And he fought 
vigorously for an education system that ameliorated 
societal inequalities, not one that entrenched and 
reproduced class privilege. Class, religion, and 
geography, Whitlam (1969, 2) argued, should place 
no restrictions on the educational horizons of all 
Australians. Education was central to Whitlam’s 
policy platform of radical social change and, as 
leader of the ALP, he initiated a series of reforms 
to education: he established the Australian Schools 
Commission and Technical and Further Education 
Commission, distributed funds to schools based on 
need, removed university and technical education 
tuition fees, and assumed full financial responsibility 
for tertiary education – which was previously a 
state responsibility (Whitlam 1985, 315). The 
Whitlam government’s approach to education was 
all-encompassing and involved the transformation 
of educational structures, and by extension, 
the transformation of individual capacities and 
dispositions, “to ensure that parental income 
and attitudes placed no restrictions upon the 
educational opportunities of any child” (Whitlam 
1985, 315). 

Whitlam’s approach to education was regionally 
focussed too and part of his commitment to urban 
and regional development. Despite popular opinion 
that Western Sydney’s citizenry was better suited 
to a practical education, Whitlam promised that 
the next university would be established in the 
region (Hutchinson 2011). Young people coming of 
age in Werriwa in Whitlam’s time, people like my 
Mum, may have missed out on higher education, 
but Whitlam’s policies and legacy ensured the next 
generation would get their chance. Education 
was part of the Whitlam government’s “quality 
of life” agenda. For Whitlam, all Australians, no 
matter where they lived, should have access to the 
same social, cultural, and economic opportunities: 
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“Equality and quality of opportunity, equality 
of life and more quality in life, go together” 
(Whitlam 1969, 2). And quality of life, Whitlam 
wrote: “depends less and less on things which 
individuals obtain for themselves and can purchase 
for themselves from their personal incomes and 
depends more and more on the things which the 
community provides for all its members from the 
combined resources of the community” (Whitlam 
1985, 3). For Whitlam, then, a good quality of life 
was dependent on the equal distribution of services 
in the community, provided by the community, 
for the community, which in turn fostered 
community life in Australia’s regions (Meggarity 
2017). Whitlam’s version of social democracy, thus, 
involved fostering a sense of community, possibility, 
and security – what anthropologist Ghassan Hage 
(1997) has called the building blocks of a viable life, 
or “the accumulation of homeliness”. 

Embedded in Whitlam’s “quality of life” agenda 
is a valuing of diverse ways of being. Whitlam 
recognised, against conventional and enduring 
understandings of Western Sydney as a site of lack 
and stagnation, that, for its residents, Western 
Sydney could be the site of “a good life”, a place 
they could live out their version of the Australian 
Dream. But Whitlam also understood that Western 
Sydney’s residents experienced a poorer “quality 
of life” than their neighbours in Sydney’s east. 
Whitlam (1985, 372) could “speak with some 
experience on this matter”: he was the first Labor 
leader to live and raise a family in Western Sydney’s 
post-war suburban sprawl at 32 Albert Street, 
Cabramatta. His wife Margaret, too, was employed 
in the region as a social worker – pulling shifts at 
Parramatta Hospital alongside ordinary folk, like 
my Nannu Tarciscio, one of the hospital’s cleaners, 
and my Aunty Maria, who translated conversations 
between Margaret and other newly arrived Maltese 
migrants still grappling with our nation’s official 
tongue and foreign institutions. The Whitlams 
experienced firsthand the region’s educational 
disadvantages, as well as the region’s lack of basic 
amenities and services. In a speech to the Federal 
Labor Women’s Conference in September 1968, 
Whitlam (1985, 372) explained:

I have lived in those areas for 21 
years. I have raised four children 
in those areas. We have built two 
houses in them. We have never 
been connected to the sewer […]. 
Furthermore, when we have gone 
to those places, there was no high 
school within 12 miles. My children 
have always had to travel 20 
miles to a high school, except our 
daughter, of course, as there is a 
high school about a mile away now. 

When they were swimming, and 
two of them have been very good 
swimmers, at first they had to go 
12 miles to a swimming pool. They 
now have them closer at hand. There 
were no municipal libraries. There 
were no paved roads within a mile 
of where we were. There are still 
no paved footpaths. For telephones 
you would wait four years. There 
is more hepatitis in our region than 
anywhere else. The only community 
facilities when the children were 
young were baby health centres. 
There was nothing else at all. 
And, accordingly, I feel with some 
experience and conviction that more 
has to be done in these areas!

Whitlam (1985, 371-372) knew the equal provision 
of these services was not utopian: he spent his 
childhood living in suburban Canberra where “every 
home had access to kindergartens, parks, schools, 
shopping centres and health centres” – and later a 
university. Whitlam, with his “quality of life” agenda 
for Western Sydney, enlarged the Australian Dream 
to include much more than homeownership and the 
quarter-acre block fantasy, but education too. 
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Where are we now?
Since Whitlam’s time, the policy landscape has 
radically transformed. Whitlam’s version of social 
democracy has been supplanted by neoliberal forms 
of governance that privilege the individual over 
collective forms of existence (Yeatman 2016). The 
individual, for example, is now understood to be the 
primary beneficiary of a university education and this 
has justified the reintroduction of university tuition 
fees. Graduating students, as Whitlam (2004, 1-2) 
commented, “are no longer indebted to the nation 
but deeply indebted to the Australian Taxation 
Office”. “This”, he went on to say, “is no way to 
improve the quality of education”. No longer can 
people expect the government to provide them with 
“equality of life and more quality in life” – a sense 
of community, possibility, and security – but they 
are instead encouraged to be self-sufficient and 
entrepreneurial through their investment in higher 
education. “The new citizen”, sociologist Nikolas 
Rose (1999, 161) writes, “is required to engage in 
a ceaseless work of training and retraining, skilling 
and reskilling, enhancement of credentials and 
preparation for a life of incessant job seeking: life 
is to become a continuous economic capitalization 
of the self”. Higher education has, indeed, become 
a dominant way hope for a good life is distributed. 
This marks a move away from a “politics of 
expectation”, and a valuing of diverse ways of 
being, towards a model of “aspirational citizenship”, 
where the capitalising middle-class citizen is the 
“aspirational target” (Raco 2009, 438-439). 

Whitlam’s vision for a university in Western Sydney 
has since been met – thanks to regional lobby 
groups and a state Labor government led by Neville 
Wran whose cabinet was dominated by MPs from 
Western Sydney – and Australia’s higher education 
system is now more accessible, but the sector 
continues to entrench class inequalities. In Whitlam’s 
time, Australian universities had a semi-equal status, 
but that changed with “Dawkins Reforms” led by 
a federal Labor in the 1980s. The Dawkins Reforms 
abandoned Whitlam’s visions for higher education 
and transformed the operating conditions of the 
sector into one of wild competition for funding and 
students (Marginson 2007). The Dawkins Reforms 
also transformed some colleges of advanced 
education (CAEs) into universities, such as Western 
Sydney University, and these newer universities 
have struggled to accumulate the prestige and 
recognition attached to Australia’s much older 
universities, such as the Group of Eight (Watkins 
2020). And according to Whitlam (2004, 1-2), 
the “plan to turn CAEs into universities achieved 

the reverse of turning too many universities into 
CAEs”. The Group of Eight, for example, attract 
the top students who are disproportionately from 
more privileged class backgrounds, and these 
students maintain a monopoly in elite disciplines, 
like medicine and law (Watkins 2020). Graduates 
from the Group of Eight are also more likely to 
secure first jobs matching their qualifications, and 
graduates who are employed full-time can also 
expect to earn 10 per cent more than non-Group of 
Eight graduates (Norton and Cherastidtham 2014). 
The rewards of higher education are unevenly 
distributed. It matters where you go to university. 
Your class background still matters too. 

Western Sydney now has a growing population of 
degree holders – a quarter of Sydney’s total – yet 
the region continues to be spatially disadvantaged, 
particularly in those sectors where graduates 
are seeking work, which are concentrated in 
Sydney’s east, not west (O’Neill 2017). Successive 
governments have invested in higher education 
in Western Sydney, but they have not invested 
in the relocation of graduate-level jobs to the 
region (O’Neill 2017). Statistical research on 
Western Sydney’s graduates reveals that they 
are “staying put” in the region – despite spatial 
disadvantages (O’Neill 2017), but what these 
trends don’t reveal is why they are staying put and 
how staying put might further entrench class and 
geographical inequalities. My qualitative research 
on the experiences of working-class students and 
graduates from Cranebrook and its surrounds in 
the Penrith region (outer Western Sydney) also 
reveals that students and graduates are “staying 
put”. Out of the 26 participants I interviewed, 10 
participants continue to live in Cranebrook and its 
surrounds, 10 live elsewhere in the Penrith region, 
and six moved away. Out of the six who moved 
away, two moved within Western Sydney, one to 
the lower Blue Mountains, one to Newcastle, one 
to Logan, and one to London. So, why are Western 
Sydney’s graduates “staying put” and how might 
their anchoring in the region work to reproduce 
or challenge class and spatial inequalities? In 
what follows, I examine the experiences of three 
graduates from Western Sydney University who 
have “stayed put” in place. Western Sydney, 
as Whitlam recognised, can be the site of “a 
good life”, but what constitutes a good life can 
become more complex and ambivalent through 
the experience of going to university – and this 
complexity and ambivalence can be related to an 
inequality of “quality of life”. 
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Three case studies: The pull of home
Elise: Giving up 
Elise is the daughter of a tradesman (heavy metal 
fabrication) and receptionist. She has a Bachelor of 
Communications and now works for a marketing 
agency in Sydney’s CBD. She describes herself 
as being “local, homegrown”, said she “loved” 
living in Penrith, and talks about Western Sydney 
University nurturing the region’s talent: “Isn’t that 
why Gough Whitlam and stuff started it? Because it 
gave Western Sydney an opportunity? And there’s 
so much talent out here”. Elise is a proud graduate 
and marketing professional, but she is ambivalent 
about her current workplace. The commute to her 
workplace is long (three hours a day from Penrith), 
overtime is the norm, and her colleagues often 
make wounding jokes about Penrith: “I feel like 
behind every joke is a little bit of what they really 
think”. They once commented that she wasn’t, 
“like a... typical... Penrith girl. Like they picture a 
Penrith girl as like lots of makeup, skanky”. They 
also ridiculed Western Sydney University, “Oh, 
when I first got there they’d just joke. Like oh you 
know, ‘Do they wear trackies to their classes?’ Just 
like typical stuff but they would actually say it in a 
joking way, being nice, but, like, you just get that 
feeling”. Here, antagonistic visions of Western 
Sydney and Western Sydney University threaten the 
recognition offered by Whitlam. 

Elise is on the lookout for a new job in Penrith, 
“even like admin”, work that does not necessarily 
use her qualifications, but is closer to home:

Elise: To this day, not that my 
employer’s going to listen to this, but 
to this day, we are totally trying to get 
me a job back here. [...] And if I ever 
have a bad day, which to be honest 
is most of them lately, get stressed 
out, Dad will say, “Oh, you know, ‘F’ 
the city. You don’t need to be with 
them. Come back”. You know? –

Alex: Yeah –

Elise: Like he really wants me to work 
out here and we’ll often get into like 
little arguments. And I’ll say like, “No. 
Everything I’ve worked so hard for is 
out there. There’s nothing here for me. 
I can’t use my skill out here. Which I can 
in other ways. And so, he hates it. He 
really hates it. And he calls them “pen 
pushers”, “city slickers”, “silver spoons”. 

He hates it. And whenever I tell him 
that, “Oh, they bagged out Penrith 
today”, he goes off! He just hates it. 

Elise’s father wants her to “come back” to Penrith. 
The city, for him, is undesirable, unsafe, and 
unfamiliar. He thinks Elise can have a good life and 
a better quality of life in Penrith: “my Dad is very, 
very much an advocate of the West. [...] He’s very 
much a typical Westie. He loves where he’s from. 
Born and bred. Loves to stay there”. For Elise’s father 
too, Elise can achieve economic success out west. 
Her father, who works in metal fabrication, boasts 
about earning more money than “pencil pushers” 
in the city, but she is a “pencil pusher” and media 
and marketing work is located in the city. She wants 
to “come back” too but is uncertain. Elise oscillates 
between “we are trying to get me a job back here” 
and “we’ll get into little arguments”. Elise is torn 
between the pull of home, the pull of her career, 
and their perceived incompatibility: coming back 
home involves letting go of her career in marketing.

Elise talks about shifting and reorientating her 
visions of a good life. What constitutes a good life 
can become a site of “personal and social tension”, 
and in these instances, disappointment can lead to 
reorientation (Ahmed 2010, 31). Elise said, “I’ve 
realised that it’s not all about like...career. Like...I 
always want to work hard and use my profession 
and things like that... but it’s about family as well 
and making sure you have a life”. Reorientation, 
as Elise’s pauses reveal, doesn’t foreclose feelings 
of uncertainty, but it does lead to a prioritisation 
of place, home, and family over her career. This 
is what sociologist Georg Simmel (in Wolff 1950) 
calls the inertia of “faithfulness”. Faithfulness, or 
the “inertia of the soul”, describes the forces that 
ensure the continuation of social relationships. It is 
what gives continuity to life: “Without this inertia 
of existing sociations, society as a whole would 
constantly collapse, or change in an unimaginable 
fashion” (Simmel in Wolff 1950, 381). This 
reorientation, though, is not just about struggling 
for, and turning towards, what is homely, but is also 
about effacing class and geographical differences 
– what we are not, where we do not belong, the 
unhomely. Our social being and social identities are, 
indeed, “defined and asserted through difference” 
(Bourdieu 1984 [1979], 171-172). The pull of home, 
and its dual logic of recognition-misrecognition, 
reorients Elise’s movements in the social world and 
her desire to find work locally in non-graduate 
employment works to curb her experience of 
upward social mobility. 
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Courtney: Waiting 
Courtney completed a Bachelor of Arts and 
Master of Teaching (Primary), and two years after 
graduation, is still waiting to secure a permanent 
position as a teacher so that she can reproduce 
her version of a good life in Western Sydney. 
Despite teaching being perceived as a secure 
career choice, it is an increasingly precarious one. 
The teaching profession has been much better at 
keeping precarity at bay than other occupations, 
but there is an oversupply of schoolteachers in 
Western Sydney and the region now has the 
largest casual employment list for work in NSW 
government schools (13,000), compared to 
Sydney’s eastern suburbs (9,000) and inland NSW 
(4,500) (Deehan 2014). I asked Courtney what 
she needed to do to get a permanent job: “I 
think it’s just being in the right place at the right 
time”. She explained that casual work may lead 
to permanent work, but that casual work was 
very difficult to secure. Most of her peers work 
casually, one friend no longer teaches at all, and 
two friends were “lucky” to secure blocks of 
teaching. Courtney has only had one teaching 
block (three weeks) and receives one to two days 
casual teaching a fortnight. 

Courtney said that her Nan warned her about the 
difficulties new teaching graduates face: “Like 
my Nan used to say to me, when I was at, in my 
final year. She goes, ‘Like I keep hearing stuff 
on the news about the lack of jobs’”. Courtney 
would tell her Nan that the staff at university said, 
“There’s plenty of jobs coming”, particularly as 
“baby-boomers” retired. She said, “I was always 
like, ‘No, no, like I’ll get a job straight out of uni”. 
Her lecturers and tutors constructed Western 
Sydney as a region of great challenges, but also 
one of great opportunity: “So, I’m like, ‘The uni’s 
told me I’m, you know, you’re gonna get a job 
if you’re willing to work in this area’. Which I 
am! We come from here! I would want to live 
here! Like I’ve got no problem with me working 
here”. For Courtney, the promise of university is 
tied to the promise of the region as a place of 
opportunity – the site of a good life where there is 
room to grow. Yet, Western Sydney, here, is also 
pathologised, if you’re willing to work in the area, 
and Courtney is pathologised through her inability 
to secure permanent employment in a region 
where there is supposedly plenty of work if you’re 
willing to work in the area.

Courtney is desperate to secure permanent 
full-time work and would like to leave her other 
place of employment, a supermarket, where she 
works casually:

Alex: So, did you work at the 
supermarket through uni?–

Courtney: Yeah, yep [laughs]. 
I’m still there! [laughs]–

Alex: Yeah, that’s good– 

Courtney: No, it’s horrible. 
I hate it. I want to go. I’ve 
been there 8 years now–

Alex: Oh yeah–

Courtney: So, I started in Year 10 
and then... it’s good, it’s gotten me 
through uni and when... also, now 
when I don’t have casual work, 
like I’ve still got the supermarket 
[...]. I’m like “Oh, I’m done”. I 
need a full-time teaching job. 
Get me out of here! [laughs]. 

Courtney feels like she is a burden to her partner 
and parents. Courtney and her partner (who is 
an automotive electrician) would like to buy their 
own home in Penrith and Courtney feels that she 
is slowing them down. Courtney also worries that 
her $30,000 university debt will “hinder” them 
when they apply for a home loan: “I’m more 
worried about it now”. Courtney’s parents and 
partner don’t understand why she can’t secure 
more work in schools. She said, “Yeah, like I’ve tried 
to explain to them [pause] that [pause] there’s no 
jobs kind of thing [laughs]”. Courtney also fends 
off queries from friends who ask why she is “still 
at the supermarket”: “And one of the boys on my 
boyfriend’s soccer team... Oh, cause they asked if 
they were gonna go out that night but I had to go 
work at the supermarket. And one of his friends 
goes, ‘Oh, are you still at the supermarket? Why 
aren’t you like teaching?’”. Courtney said she was 
teaching but that there just wasn’t enough work: 
“And I was embarrassed then cause I was kinda 
like well I can’t get a job like... I was kinda like... 
So, when people say it to me I’m kinda like, ‘Aww’ 
[laughs]”. Although Courtney recognises that the 
issue is structural, it is still personal, and as she says, 
it makes her “embarrassed”. 

Courtney regrets attending university: “Cause I 
feel like I was 17, I was like, ‘Yeah, I’ve got this big 
dream! Yeah, I want to be a teacher!’ And now 
I’m like, ‘Oh’. And it’s not exactly what I expected 
to be”. The job itself is difficult: “It’s a lot more 
paperwork to teaching”. Courtney was also “upset 
and angry” about her career prospects, although 
her pay rate as a casual teacher provides some 
consolation, as is reflected in this quote: 
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I have like.... not like a breakdown... 
I have... I was really like upset 
and angry and that a few weeks 
ago. And I was like, “why did I 
do this?!”. And I said... I actually 
said to my mum, I kind of wish I 
didn’t get that acceptance into uni 
because then I would have done 
something else and I’d have a 
job and you know. Even though I 
wouldn’t have the opportunity an’ 
like the money an’ stuff coming in 
that I have now... I’d have a job. 
And you need a job to survive 
so yeah, I’m kinda in two minds 
about it... about whether or not it’s 
kinda been a good idea or not. 

Courtney, here, oscillates between having an 
opportunity and having a job. Her university degree 
works like an imaginary bank account that Courtney 
has but cannot access, though it does offer some 
consolation, particularly as she assesses whether 
or not going to university was a good idea. This 
opportunity, or hope, is one of both fantasy and 
surrender, and Courtney is ambivalent about what 
to do next: to hold on or let go. Economic realities 
and university debt, however, prevent Courtney 
from retraining for another career: 

In a way, I’m kinda like, do I just do 
something else? But then I’m like, 
well I’ve already got this HECS debt. 
Do I go back to uni and increase that 
HECS debt to do something else that 
at the end of that I could be in the 
same position anyway or do I go to 
TAFE? And again, TAFE is also really 
expensive as well. So, I’m like do I do 
the same thing and still end up in the 
same position after that with no job?

Courtney remains attached to teaching not because 
she feels particularly hopeful, but because she feels 
she has no other choice: “I’m just kind of floating”. 
To float is to drift. It is a relation of suspension. 
Courtney’s story is one of optimism followed by 
disillusionment. There is very little agency here – 
increased consciousness and economic realities 
produce a radical disenchanting and sense of 
powerlessness. 
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Jenny: Giving back 
Jenny also talks about Western Sydney as the site 
of a good life but, unlike Elise and Courtney, was 
able to secure graduate employment in the region: 
“I’m always a great believer in, you know, you can 
make something of yourself and you can make 
something of where you live”. Jenny completed a 
Bachelor of Economics/Bachelor of Laws, worked as 
a paralegal in Parramatta, and eventually secured 
a role at an “ivory tower law firm” in Sydney’s 
CBD. She describes the “ivory tower law firm” as 
an “old boys’ club” where she was ridiculed for 
her postcode and inexpensive suit: “I’d give it back 
to them and say to them, ‘I’d rather live on my 
700 square metre block out in Western Sydney than 
in your shoebox […]. Sorry, but I’ve got a barbeque 
and a blade of grass’ [laughs]”. Jenny left the “ivory 
tower law firm” soon after she married: “I knew it 
wasn’t going to be conducive that if I had children 
[…] being on the train three hours every day”. 
Rather than move closer to the city, she decided 
to “stay put” in Penrith and find a job locally. She 
wanted to raise a family where there was room 
to “throw a soccer ball around”. This represents a 
gendered form of return: the desire to start a family 
pulls her back to place. Jenny is now “the only 
female [specialisation] lawyer in Penrith”. She said, 
“I’m actually quite proud of where I’ve come from 
and where I’ve gone”. 

Jenny, as mentioned, talks about “making something 
of where you live”. This is more than self-betterment 
and involves a collective sense of betterment for 
Cranebrook and its surrounds in the Penrith area. 
Jenny’s sense of belonging to Cranebrook (the 
place, the people, the school) created feelings of 
“gratitude” towards people and place. Gratitude, 
as Georg Simmel (in Wolff 1950) explains, emerges 
from the act of receiving a gift. The very act of 
receiving a gift is the recognition of one’s humanity, 
and “this act in its consequences, subjective 
meanings, and psychic echoes, sinks into the soul 
through gratitude” (Simmel in Wolff 1950, 388). 
Gratitude is productive: it moves the receiver to 
reciprocate the exchange. It is, however, more than 
the act of reciprocation: “gratitude actually consists, 
not in the return of a gift, but in the consciousness 
that it cannot be returned” (Simmel in Wolff 1950, 
392). Georg Simmel (in Wolff 1950, 388) writes, 
“It is an ideal bridge which the soul comes across 
again and again, so to speak, and which, upon 
provocations too slight to throw a new bridge to the 
other person, it uses to come closer to him”. Jenny 
tells students, students like herself from Penrith, 
not to listen to teachers who say their dreams are 
unrealistic. Jenny, to paraphrase Georg Simmel (in 
Wolff 1950), “throws” a “bridge” to others: 

Um, and, and I do go back to 
the University [Western Sydney 
University] now and I speak to a lot 
of the kids from around this area 
because the University has that 
Fast Forward program. Um, and 
they’ve got the program where all 
the kids come in from Years 10, 11, 
and 12 and they hear about a career 
in law or a career in policing, and 
then you get some of these people 
together. That’s one of the first 
things I say to the kids, especially 
the ones that come from, you know, 
Chifley College, Cranebrook High, 
Cambridge Park High, Kingswood 
High, or any of those. And I say to 
them, don’t let anyone ever tell you 
that you can’t do anything. [...] 

I actually, when I first started 
doing the Fast Forward program, 
Cranebrook High was actually in 
the audience and, um, I told the 
story about the teacher that told 
me that I’d never make anything of 
myself. I love talking to the students 
because, and I swear at them, too, 
and they love it because I’m real, 
I’m normal, I’m down-to-earth, I’m 
not their teacher. And, you know, 
I said, you know, I’d love, I’d love 
to go to the teacher and roll my 
practising certificate and shove it 
right up, right up her arse [laughs]. 
Um, the kids, the kids actually then 
take, take note, and they actually 
listen, I think, a little bit more.

Jenny prides herself on being like her audience, of 
Cranebrook. She may now be a lawyer, but she is 
still real, normal, and down-to-earth. Recognition, 
here, is not just one way. The audience’s recognition 
of Jenny as one of them, evinced by their laughter 
and engagement, provides Jenny with a sense of 
continuity and coherence. But like Elise, this desire 
for continuity and coherence comes at a cost. 
Jenny’s decision to leave the “ivory tower” law 
firm and reproduce her version of a good life in 
Western Sydney, works to reinforce the insulated 
class privilege of the workplace she left behind. The 
pull of place, then, can work to reproduce class 
inequalities while providing room to grow – but 
within limits. 
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Whitlam’s contemporary relevance 
Over two decades ago, Whitlam (1997, 3) stood 
before an audience at the launch of the Trade Union 
Education Foundation and asked, “May I suggest, 
ladies and gentlemen, despite the vast changes at 
home and abroad, for all the great achievements, 
and setbacks, the themes of 1969 retain a 
resonance and relevance for 1999?”. Five decades 
on, writing this essay from my home in outer 
Western Sydney, the themes of 1969 – Whitlam’s 
“quality of life” agenda for the region and his 
radical reforms to democratise education – continue 
to retain a resonance and relevance. Against 
outsider and critical understandings of Western 
Sydney, Whitlam recognised that the region, for 
its residents, could be the site of “a good life”. 
Decades on, “a good life”, for my participants, 
also involves “staying put”, but Western Sydney 
continues to be spatially disadvantaged and its 
residents continue to experience a poorer “quality 
of life” than Sydney’s other regions. 

This means that not everyone can reproduce 
their version of a good life. There are insufficient 
graduate opportunities, and as Elise and Jenny’s 
experiences show, relations of faithfulness and 
gratitude to people and place can pull one back to 
place, give continuity and coherence to social life, 
but simultaneously work to reorient or curb social 
mobilities. If we want real and lasting reform, we 
cannot focus on widening participation alone, but 
need to take a regional and structural approach 
to the redistribution of opportunity – as Whitlam 
once did. We also need to redistribute recognition 
between universities so that a degree from one 
university isn’t worth more than a degree from 
another. Unless we do this, as Whitlam recognised, 
higher education will continue to be a “weapon” 
for the reproduction of societal inequalities, not an 
“instrument” for the promotion of equality. 

Dr Alexandra Coleman

Policy recommendations 
The recommendations below are drawn from my 
larger doctoral research (Coleman 2019) and are 
modest in scope – politicians, policymakers, and 
scholars of education have variously made similar 
recommendations for decades, both nationally and 
internationally. Whitlam, for example, recognised 
that to democratise and equalise higher education, 
we need to democratise and equalise education 
at all levels – from pre-school to tertiary. This was 
the primary policy objective of his Government 
and it continues to be relevant today. The 
recommendations span the macro, meso, and 
micro of policy – from structural concerns related 
to the uneven distribution of graduate employment 
opportunities, to experiences of belonging in 
place. The “small policy” recommendations, such 
as the need to better equip and support university 
students with professional career advice in the 
immediate period before and after graduation, are 
achievable. 

The “big policy” recommendations, such as 
those related to the removal of university prestige 
hierarchies, could be described as utopian – but 
they, too, are possible. As mentioned previously, 
not too long ago, Australian universities had a 
semi-equal status, but that changed with the 
marketisation of the sector (Marginson 2007). 
Whitlam (1997, 4) argued that, “the current 
Western orthodoxy sanctifies the market and 
demonises the public sector” and that it was “our 
task to challenge prevailing orthodoxies”. The 
recommendations, though, are not just about 
higher education – they are also about place, 
specifically Western Sydney, and ensuring that all 
Sydneysiders have equal access to opportunity and 
what Whitlam (1969, 2) called “a quality of life”. As 
part of the E.G. Whitlam Fellowship, I have offered 
these policy recommendations as a starting place 
for a Policy Roundtable that will follow publication 
of this essay.
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Findings Recommendations 

University participation does not necessarily involve 
a desire for class escape or escape from place.

We need to move away from policy discourses 
that position working-class participation in higher 
education in terms of class escape.

University is one of many means to a good life, 
and for the research participants, this good life was 
embedded in Western Sydney.

We need to recognise that visions of a good life are 
class-differentiated and embedded in place.

Many graduates struggle to find graduate 
employment in the immediate period after 
graduation.

Working-class students are less likely to have the 
“insider knowledge” and the social capital needed 
to navigate the graduate labour market.

Working-class students are reliant on universities 
for knowledge about labour markets and are more 
reliant on their local networks to secure graduate 
employment.

Graduates are now expected to have “experience” 
and unpaid internships are increasingly required for 
entry into most forms of graduate employment.

We need to better equip and support university 
students with professional career advice in the 
period before and after graduation.

Universities should continue to embed internships 
in programs of study and provide other 
opportunities for students to gain industry-valued 
“employability skills”.

The rewards of higher education are unevenly 
distributed based on degree awarded and 
institution attended.

We need to remove university hierarchies that 
position some institutions as legitimate and others 
as lacking.

We need to safeguard the most disadvantaged 
institutions against processes of educational 
segregation that result from wild competition.

Democratising and equalising higher education 
involves democratising and equalising education at 
all levels – from pre-school to tertiary.

Graduate employment opportunities are 
concentrated in Sydney’s east, not west.

We need to redistribute and relocate graduate 
employment opportunities to Western Sydney.

We need to invest in public transport to better 
connect Western Sydney to Sydney’s CBD.
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