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The Independent Schools Council of Australia (ISCA) is pleased to have this opportunity to comment on the draft Indigenous Education Action Plan 2010 – 2014.

About ISCA

ISCA is the peak national body covering the independent schools sector.  It comprises the eight State and Territory Associations of Independent Schools (AISs).  Through these Associations, ISCA represents a sector with 1,100 schools and around 530,000 students, accounting for 15 per cent of Australian school enrolments.

Independent schools are a diverse group of non-government schools serving a range of different communities.  Many independent schools provide a religious or values-based education.  Others promote a particular educational philosophy or interpretation of mainstream education.  Independent schools include:

· Schools affiliated with larger and smaller Christian denominations for example, Anglican, Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Lutheran, Uniting Church, Seventh Day Adventist and Presbyterian schools

· Non-denominational Christian schools

· Islamic schools

· Jewish schools

· Montessori schools

· Rudolf Steiner schools

· Schools constituted under specific Acts of Parliament, such as grammar schools in some states

· Community schools

· Indigenous community schools

· Schools that specialise in meeting the needs of students with disabilities

· Schools that cater for students at severe educational risk due to a range of social/emotional/behavioural and other risk factors.

About the independent school sector

1.
Independent schools are not-for-profit institutions founded by religious or other groups in the community and are registered with the relevant state or territory education authority.  Most independent schools are set up and governed independently on an individual school basis. However, some independent schools with common aims and educational philosophies are governed and administered as systems, for example the Lutheran system.  Systemic schools account for 16 per cent of schools in the independent sector.

2.
Independent Catholic schools are a significant part of the sector, accounting for 10 per cent of the independent sector’s enrolments. These schools have been included in the figures above.
3.
There are a significant number of independent schools outside of the cities and larger regional centres. While 69 per cent of independent schools in Australia are located in metropolitan areas, 28 per cent are in provincial areas and 3 per cent are in remote areas. 

Indigenous students in the Independent Sector
4.
In 2009, there were more than 8,600 Indigenous students in the independent schools sector, representing 5.6 per cent of the Indigenous student population. Many of these students are in rural or remote areas.  There are 36 independent schools with Indigenous enrolments of 50 per cent or more.
5.
The majority of Indigenous students in the sector are located in Queensland (33 per cent), New South Wales (21 per cent), Western Australia (16 per cent), and the Northern Territory (15 per cent).

6.
Within the independent sector Indigenous students are educated in a diverse range of settings and types of independent school.  The sector is committed to working with Indigenous communities and parents to meet the specific educational needs of Indigenous students.  Some students are enrolled in local independent schools, others attend schools that provide special programs for Indigenous students, some students attend boarding schools, while others attend Indigenous schools or Indigenous community schools that cater exclusively for Indigenous students. Some schools provide boarding scholarships. 

7.
Schools and the state and territory AISs work together to provide a range of programs to assist Indigenous students. These include Australian Government and state/territory government funded programs which provide assistance to Indigenous students when starting school, and through additional classroom support, tutor assistance, homework centres, teacher and principal networks and other initiatives. 

8.
In Western Australia there are 14 Aboriginal Independent Community Schools across the state with nine in the Kimberley and Pilbara, and five in south eastern and far south of the state. The independent sector has been funded to provide support for these schools through the Aboriginal Independent Community Schools Support Unit. The AICSSU provides essential support for these schools over a range of issues including registration and compliance, assistance with industrial and Human Resource issues and also administers the Accelerated Literacy, the Resilience Numeracy and the Teacher Housing programs. Without the unit many of these small community schools would find it very difficult to continue to service the remote communities they serve.
9.
In Western Australia, Indigenous liaison officers have been employed to provide direct support to Indigenous students from rural and remote regions of Western Australia who are boarding at independent schools in Perth. The Future Footprints project aims to facilitate the transition to school for these students and to adjust to life away from home. The overarching goal is to improve the educational outcomes for Indigenous students and as a result, enhance their opportunities after school.
Resourcing

10.
Funding for schools in the independent sector is a three way partnership between the Australian government, state or territory governments and the families of students. 

11.
As well as its general recurrent grants, the Australian Government provides recurrent funding for Indigenous students in the independent sector through a number of specific programs.

12.
Under Majority Indigenous Student School Payments, non-government Majority Indigenous Student Schools have a Socio Economic Status (SES) funding level of seventy per cent of the relevant Average Government School Recurrent Cost amount, which is the highest funding level. To be considered a Majority Indigenous Student School in any program year, a non-government school must have eighty per cent or more Indigenous enrolments, or be a very remote school with 50 per cent or more Indigenous enrolments. 

13.
From 1 January 2009, Indigenous Supplementary Assistance (ISA) replaced payments previously made to non-government schools through Indigenous Education Agreements under the provisions of the Indigenous Education (Targeted Assistance) Act 2000.  ISA is paid to all non-government schools through their funding agreements with the Commonwealth made under the Schools Assistance Act 2008 along with payments for other schools programs. 

14.
Some independent schools have been identified for support through the Smarter Schools National Partnerships.  A number of independent schools identified for additional support and innovation under the National Partnerships are Indigenous schools or have a high level of indigenous enrolment.  

15.
State and territory governments provide approximately eleven per cent of the independent sector’s total recurrent funding.  However, the contribution by each state and territory government varies considerably. State and territory governments utilise a variety of funding methodologies which result in significant differences across jurisdictions.  Some state and territory governments do provide additional support and/or specific assistance for schools which service Indigenous communities. 
16.
The private contribution made by parents and the school community represents the most significant source of funding for the independent school sector. On average, independent schools receive sixty per cent of income from private sources (mainly parents) and forty per cent of income from governments.
17.
In some communities the capacity of independent school communities to raise private income is limited meaning that the responsibility for resourcing these school communities falls to a greater extent on recurrent funding from the Australian government and state and territory governments.

Draft Indigenous Education Action Plan and the Independent sector

18.
The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) has committed Australian schools to achieving targets to half the gap between educational outcomes of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. Schools are committed to halving the gap for Indigenous students in reading, writing and numeracy within a decade.  This commitment is reflected in the National Education Agreement and the Funding Agreement between the Australian Government and individual independent schools.  
19.
As outlined above, independent schools provide the opportunity for Indigenous students to be educated in a diverse range of settings that best meet their educational needs.  Independent schools work with Indigenous parents and communities to provide innovative approaches to education designed to improve the outcomes for all their students.  

20.
The independent sector supports the objectives of the draft Indigenous Education Action Plan and notes the strategies outlined in the draft Plan including the collaborative, systemic and school level action.   The draft Plan, however, has particular implications for independent schools, particularly those schools identified as focus schools.  

21.
Unlike other sectors, the majority of independent schools operate autonomously.  These schools do not rely on central bureaucracies or bodies, and are separately accountable to their parent and school communities.  The draft Plan has a strong emphasis on systemic approaches which do not apply to independent schools.  Each of the six priority areas outlined in the draft Plan requires action at, what is essentially, a systemic level. Many of these actions will be beyond what individual independent schools are able to undertake and are not within the role of the AISs which are not systemic authorities. 
22.
The success of the independent schooling sector relies on school autonomy and their capacity to respond flexibly to the needs of their students, parents and school community.  The actions outlined in the draft Plan impose the same obligations across all schools regardless of their circumstances and student needs.  

23.
Many of these actions will incur significant additional administrative burdens on schools without any clear educational benefits or outcomes.  The draft Plan will have significant cost implications for these schools without any guarantee of additional resources.  As outlined above, many independent schools with high indigenous enrolments are particularly reliant on government support due to their limited capacity to raise private income 

24.
Selection as a focus school will involve a range of planning, implementation and reporting responsibilities and commitments that will incur a considerable additional cost burden that, in the independent sector, will fall on individual schools. Meeting the requirements of the school-level actions listed for each of the six priority areas will involve a significant development of staff knowledge to plan and implement the actions. 

25.
The financial and time costs associated with recruiting, retaining quality staff and providing them with professional development and learning opportunities is significant. For some independent schools serving indigenous communities as little as ten per cent of staff professional development is able to be provided locally; staff must travel to gain access to most professional development opportunities. Costs to these school communities for travel, accommodation and replacement teachers are significant.
26.
Many independent schools with significant Indigenous enrolments are in located in high cost areas. In the Northern Territory for example, the costs of schooling can be fifty per cent higher than the national average. It is important that these school communities be provided with appropriate resources that enable them to meet the targets outlined in the draft Plan.
27.
ISCA has been advised by the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) that the Smarter Schools National Partnership funding is a source of additional resourcing to meet the resource implications of the draft Plan.  DEEWR also advise that fifty five per cent of the indigenous student population is currently covered by the Smarter Schools National Partnership, although it is not clear whether this percentage is consistent across all sectors.   It is clear, however, that National Partnership funding must be used to achieve the requirements of school level plans which may not necessarily be achieved by the draft Plan actions.  Further, at least forty five per cent of the Indigenous student population is not covered by National Partnership funding.

28.
The National Partnership agreements were negotiated in each state during 2009 before the Indigenous Education Action Plan was available for comment, thus much of the activity may not be directed at the outcomes in the Plan but towards other outcomes expected from the National Partnerships and in schools other than the focus schools or schools with low numbers of indigenous students.

29.
The independent sector supports the objectives of the draft Plan.  The action items should, however, be inclusive of the particular circumstances of the independent sector with respect to school autonomy and the non-systemic nature of the sector.  Further, the obligations on focus schools should not incur additional administration and activity burdens on schools without a clear educational benefit.  It should also be acknowledged that there is limited capacity within the independent sector to raise additional private income or transfer resources between schools, so there will be resource implications for independent schools.

Barry Wallett

Acting Executive Director
28 February 2010
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