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C H A IRMAN ’S OVERV I EW

Growth and Diversity Continues
The independent school sector has continued to grow steadily throughout 2012, testimony to parental
confidence in independent schools which now account for 16% of enrolments across Australia. This
enrolment share is even greater in some jurisdictions and at some levels of schooling. A key characteristic
of the sector is its diversity, reflecting the pluralism of the Australian community. With over 1,000 schools
and over half a million students, independent schools serve very different communities and follow a range of
education approaches and philosophies, within the framework of the national curriculum and a demanding set
of public accountabilities. The strong learning outcomes achieved in the independent sector rely on a number
of factors - the high value placed on quality education, quality teachers and principals practising in a highly
professional environment, the strong engagement of family and community, having scope for innovation
and flexibility, catering well for individual learning needs, offering a broad curriculum and a range of extracurricular activities, and operating autonomously.
The Independent Schools Forum held in Canberra in August 2012 was a welcome opportunity to explore
these issues which go to the heart of quality schooling, to look ahead to the exciting possibilities offered by the
use of new technology in education and to reflect on changes proposed at the national level to policy directions
and funding arrangements. Delegates welcomed keynote addresses from the Prime Minister the Hon Julia
Gillard MP and Opposition Leader the Hon Tony Abbott MP.
Current funding arrangements for non-government schools are due to expire at the end of 2013. While
uncertainty about future funding levels may be inevitable in the final years of a funding agreement, the long
drawn out process of the Gonski review of school funding, with no resolution in sight by the end of the
year, made it difficult for schools to undertake critical financial and administrative planning. Following the
release of the Gonski report in February 2012, extensive additional work was needed to allow jurisdictions,
sectors and individual schools to understand the impact of the recommendations and for government to
consider its response to the review. The diversity of the independent sector means that there are many unique
circumstances to be accommodated in any new national funding model and by the end of the year discussions
and negotiations were still ongoing.
The introduction of the Australian Education Bill into the Commonwealth Parliament on 28 November
2012 signalled the Government’s intention to implement a broad funding framework based on the Gonski
proposals and outlined a National Plan for School Improvement. The absence of detail in the legislation
on the quantum of funding, allocative mechanisms or conditions to be attached to funding exacerbated the
difficulties for schools attempting to plan ahead.
The sector has been repeatedly assured that no school will lose a dollar as a result of the Gonski Review,
although the Government has avoided extending the undertaking to guarantee no loss of funding in real
terms. In its engagement with government on the implementation of reform, the sector has been concerned
to clarify the importance of this assurance and to emphasise the need for any new funding arrangements
to protect the autonomy of schools, underpin parental choice and value the diversity of the sector. While
applauding the goal of school improvement, the independent sector is wary of measures that have the potential
to limit diversity, stifle innovation and flexibility or in any way compromise the ability of schools to provide a
high quality educational experience for their students.
Over and above the pressures on independent schools from school education funding reforms, changes in a
number of other areas of government activity in 2012 have the potential to impact adversely on the operation
of independent schools. ISCA has made numerous submissions in response to proposed new arrangements
for taxation, migration, international education, anti-discrimination legislation and the regulation of
charitable and not-for-profit institutions, seeking to alleviate unforeseen and unwarranted burdens of cost
and compliance on schools.
The independent sector sees itself as an important partner with government and Catholic systems in the
delivery of world class education for Australia and looks forward to agreement being reached on a fair and
stable school funding regime and on policy settings that will underpin the objective of high quality education
for all students.
Mr John Ralston OAM
ISCA Chairman

Photographs of students courtesy of Woodcroft College, Adelaide.

R E PRES EN TIN G S EC TOR I N TERESTS

The Gonski Review of School Funding
The release of the report of the Gonski Review of school funding in
February 2012 set in train an intense period of discussion and negotiation on
new funding arrangements for independent schools after 2013. Government
funding is a critical element of the resourcing of independent schools which
receive on average 43% of their recurrent funding from public sources,
although this varies considerably from school to school. The remaining 57%
comes from private sources, mainly fees paid by families.
The sector therefore has much at stake in the ongoing negotiations, in
terms of the quantum of public funding for the sector as whole, the funding
entitlement of individual schools, the method for allocating resources,
the impact of a new funding regime on parental investment, the nature
of the continuing relationship between independent schools and the
Commonwealth Government, and the impact of any conditions attached to
funding on school autonomy and effectiveness.
ISCA cautiously welcomed the Gonski Report, commending its crosssectoral approach, its comprehensive analysis of schooling data, and the
proposal for a student-based funding model with additional support
for disadvantage. The Commonwealth’s response to the Report was
first outlined by the Prime Minister in a speech at the National Press
Club in September 2012. The Prime Minister accepted the Gonski
recommendations that recurrent funding for all schools be based on a new
Schooling Resource Standard (SRS) with additional loadings to address
educational disadvantage and that non-government schools’ entitlement
to public funding be based on an assessment of the anticipated capacity
of parents to contribute. The detailed application of the new model to
states, systems and individual schools however remains subject to further
negotiation and trialling.
This process of negotiation was made significantly more complex by
the Gonski proposals to realign the balance of funding between the
Commonwealth and states and territories. Through its involvement in

the process, ISCA is working to achieve the best possible outcome for
independent schools for 2014 and beyond. The sector has continued to
emphasise the need for a funding model to be based on robust data and
to meet the criteria of equity, incentive for private investment, flexibility,
transparency, simplicity, predictability and consistency across schools.
Given that the majority of independent schools (82%) operate outside
systems, it is critical that the new funding model works at the individual
school level. The balance between base recurrent funding and loadings is a
critical issue if schools are to avoid dramatic and unpredictable fluctuations
in their funding, depending on the nature of their student body year on
year. A related concern is the proposal to pay the loadings for educational
disadvantage directly to individual schools. This has the potential to reduce
the effectiveness and efficiency of limited funds as some schools would
attract very small amounts of supplementary funding, not enough to
make a difference. This approach would also take away the expert support
and advice provided at present by Associations of Independent Schools.
A centralised coordinated administration of relevant loadings would be
preferable for independent schools.
The price tag of over $6.5 billion anticipated in 2012 attached to the
Gonski funding reforms will be difficult to achieve in the current budgetary
environment, pointing to the likelihood of a lengthy transition to the new
model, maybe over six years. The Australian Education Bill signalled that
funding will be conditional on states, systems and schools signing up to a
National Plan for School Improvement, which will include requirements on
quality teaching, quality learning, principal autonomy, increased information
for parents and a greater focus on student need.
While the independent sector is committed to working with the
Government on a school funding model that will support improved
education opportunities and outcomes, it is concerned that by the end of
2012, so many important issues remained unresolved.

R E PR E SEN TIN G S ECTOR I N TERESTS

Schools assistance legislation
Funding for independent schools is provided under the Schools Assistance
Act 2008. The legislation specifies the funding to be provided for recurrent
and capital purposes, ongoing targeted programs and Indigenous grants
as well as setting out a range of performance, acquittal, reporting and
accountability requirements schools must agree to in order to meet
their funding obligations. These requirements include the obligation on
independent schools to participate in national testing, reporting and the
implementation of the Australian Curriculum
Normally 2012 would have been the last year of the quadrennium which
commenced in 2009, but an additional year, 2013, was added to the funding
period through amendment to the Act in 2011, to allow governments to
consider proposals for funding reform arising from the Gonski Review.
Recurrent funds under the Schools Assistance Act are allocated to
independent schools according to need, as measured by the socio-economic
status (SES) of the school community. Schools with higher SES profiles
are eligible for less public funding. As part of the ongoing administration
of these needs-based funding arrangements, the process of recalibrating the
SES scores of schools for the purpose of 2014 funding, based on the latest
Census data (2011), was set in train in 2012. For the next funding period,
smaller statistical areas are to be used to provide a finer, more accurate
measure of the socio-economic profile of the school community. Following
the Commonwealth’s acceptance in principle of the Gonski proposals, and
specifically the recommendation that non-government schools’ entitlement
to public funding should be based on an assessment of the anticipated
capacity of parents to contribute, it is expected that the changes in schools’
SES scores established in the 2012 recalibration, which are in most cases
very close to schools’ current SES scores, will be incorporated into the new
funding arrangements to apply from 2014.
Outside the one-off effect of the Building the Education Revolution
initiative in 2009, parents are the major contributor to the cost of buildings
and equipment in the independent sector, accounting for 80% of capital
funding in the sector. Commonwealth capital funding for the sector
under the Schools Assistance Act, amounting to $49 million in 2012 for
the independent sector, is distributed on a needs basis, with priority given
to those communities least able to raise money. Projected increases in
enrolment in independent schools of 30% over the next 10 years underlines
the importance of continuing adequate capital investment. In its initial
response to the Gonski report, the Commonwealth indicated it did not
envisage a significant expansion of the Government’s capital investment as
recommended by the review.
Targeted programs funded under the Schools Assistance legislation include
additional funding for literacy, numeracy and special learning needs,
languages education, English as a Second Language (ESL) New Arrivals,
country areas and short-term emergency assistance. The Associations of
Independent Schools (AISs) in each state and territory assist independent
schools to meet the needs of educationally disadvantaged students under
these programs by contributing expertise and advice to schools and providing
professional development and support services. In this way, they play an
essential role in maximising the value of targeted program funding. This role
may be in jeopardy if, as proposed by the Gonski Review, targeted programs
are replaced in the new school funding arrangements post 2013 by loadings
for disadvantage that are paid directly to individual independent schools.

Funding for indigenous students continues to be a challenge for many
independent schools, especially for boarding students. As one of the most
disadvantaged groups in our community, indigenous students require resources
that exceed the current funding levels offered by all governments. Despite
these difficulties, independent schools continue to enrol greater numbers of
indigenous students and achieve improving educational outcomes.
Under the Schools Assistance Act, the Commonwealth commits to
maintaining the value of government grants to non-government schools
through indexation. For most funding, indexation has been based on
movements in Average Government School Recurrent Costs (AGSRC),
a schools-specific index which measures actual movements in school
education costs. This indexation has long been an important element of the
funding system for non-government schools as it enables schools to meet
rising costs associated with growing education demands. In 2012, this led
to a 3.7% increase in recurrent funding for primary students and a 4.2%
increase for secondary students.

PA RTICIPATION IN N ATI ON AL I N I TI ATI V ES

SCHOOLS AS CHARITABLE INSTITUTIONS
Independent schools are not-for-profit institutions, set up and governed
independently on an individual school basis. In addition to their not-forprofit status, all independent schools are also charitable institutions, and
as such they fall under the auspices of the new Australian Charities and
Not-for-profits Commission (ACNC), established by Commonwealth
legislation in 2012 as an independent national regulator of charities and
headed by a Charities Commissioner. The main purpose of the ACNC is
to foster public trust and confidence in the charities sector through increased
accountability and transparency and to sustain a strong not-for-profit sector.
The establishment of the ACNC and its associated compliance
requirements, on top of the already complex system of accountabilities
through public funding agreements, school accreditation processes and
corporate regulation has a significant impact on the operating environment
of independent schools. As the processes of implementing the ACNC
legislation and regulations unfolded during 2012, ISCA has sought to gain
a clear understanding of the impact of the new arrangements on schools so
that they can take the action necessary to ensure their ongoing compliance,
quality and viability. Through numerous representations, ISCA has sought
to achieve a balance between appropriate accountability and unnecessarily
burdensome and duplicative reporting responsibilities.

NATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS AND OTHER FUNDING
Independent schools have welcomed the additional funding they
have received under National Partnership agreements between the
Commonwealth and each state and territory, directed at raising teacher
quality, addressing disadvantage due to low SES status and improving
literacy and numeracy outcomes.
Independent schools also participated in a small number of
Commonwealth-funded specific initiatives outside the national partnership
arrangements. These include the National Asian Languages and Studies
in Schools Program, which supports the teaching of Chinese, Indonesian,
Japanese and Korean languages, and the National School Chaplaincy
and Student Welfare Program which helps independent schools access
chaplaincy and pastoral care services which play an important role in
developing strong school communities.
The future of these specific purpose funding programs is in doubt in school
funding arrangements after 2013. Following the Gonski Review, the new
Commonwealth funding model is likely to incorporate national partnership
and targeted program funding as part of general recurrent grants, an
approach the independent sector believes may not be the most effective
or efficient way to meet specific education needs or to pursue particular
national education goals.

CURRICULUM, ASSESSMENT AND REPORTING
The Australian Curriculum
The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority
(ACARA) has statutory responsibility for the development and
implementation of the Australian Curriculum. ACARA is an independent
authority responsible to Education Ministers and governed by a Board of
Directors. Independent schools are represented on the ACARA Board by
Garry Le Duff, retiring Chief Executive of the Association of Independent
Schools of South Australia.

In line with its commitment to providing all students with a high quality
education and its statutory obligation to implement the Australian
Curriculum, the independent sector has been actively involved in the
ongoing process of developing the content of the curriculum and its
implementation. The sector recognises the benefits of having a national
framework of agreed knowledge, skills and understandings for specific
learning areas, at the same time as it values and seeks to preserve the
diversity of curriculum offerings in independent schools.
During 2012, the development of content and achievement standards in the
first four learning areas of the curriculum – English, mathematics, science
and history – through to senior secondary level was completed or nearing
completion. Considerable progress was also made during the year in the
development of the geography curriculum, and work proceeded in other
curriculum areas, including language learning, the arts, health and physical
education, technologies, economics and business, and civics and citizenship.
As noted in the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper released in
October 2012, the national curriculum gives special attention to Australia’s
engagement with Asia as a cross-curriculum priority. In its submission to
the Asian Century White Paper process in February 2012 on behalf of
independent schools, ISCA pointed to the need for appropriate resourcing
and realistic implementation plans to support an increased focus on Asian
literacy in schools and also noted the strong record of the Asia Education
Foundation in supporting schools in this area. The Australian Education
Bill introduced into the Commonwealth Parliament in November 2012
signals that greater engagement with Asia will be a requirement of the
proposed national plan for school improvement.

Assessment and reporting
Independent schools participate in all specified national student assessments
such as national literacy and numeracy tests (NAPLAN), and in the
provision of data required by the Commonwealth Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations and by ACARA.
While continuing to support an emphasis on the basic skills of literacy and
numeracy as a foundation for education success, independent schools are
conscious that NAPLAN is a limited and partial measure of school quality
and are committed to pursuing quality education across the whole spectrum
of the curriculum.
The 2011 NAPLAN results for all schools in Australia were published in
February 2012 on the 3rd version of the My School website. The 2012 results
are scheduled for release early in 2013. My School, managed by ACARA,
publishes a range of student outcome and performance indicators, including
a comprehensive overview of the financial aspects of a school’s operations.
The independent sector continues to advocate for the use of reliable, robust
and up-to-date data to analyse school and student performance. While
appreciating the transparency offered by My School, ISCA is concerned that
many data items are of poor quality and are used for purposes for which they
were not intended. This concern extends to the data used for the calculation of
the index of community socio-educational advantage (ICSEA) scores. These
data, collected at the time of enrolment, are not collected under controlled
conditions nor are they subject to any quality assurance or regular updating.
Nevertheless, the ICSEA data show clearly that government, Catholic
systemic and independent schools have similar socio-educational profiles.

I ND E PEN DEN T SECTO R D I V ERSI TY

STUDENTS WITH A DISABILITY

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS

Enrolments of students with a disability in independent schools have been
steadily increasing each year, with the number doubling over the past ten
years to over 13,000 in 2012. Most students are enrolled in mainstream
schools although there are 67 special schools in the independent sector
which provide alternative educational settings for students with high level
needs. These special schools have programs and structures designed to
serve children with severe physical and intellectual disability or severe social,
emotional and behavioural issues.

International students provide a much valued international element and add
diversity to the population of independent schools. The sector recognises
the importance of international engagement and has been active in pursuing
opportunities not only through the enrolment of overseas students but also
through sister school relationships, staff and student exchange schemes,
school study tours, participation in international conferences and support for
the Asia Education Foundation. Such activities provide a strong foundation
for the greater engagement envisaged for schools in the Commonwealth
Government’s Australia in the Asian Century White Paper.

It is well recognised that additional funding is needed to equip schools
and teachers to provide the support needed by students with a disability to
maximise their opportunities and outcomes. Students with high support
needs are particularly disadvantaged in the education system and the sector
has welcomed the additional funding of $11.9 million made available
in 2012 and 2013 by the Commonwealth through the More Support for
Students with Disabilities initiative. This funding has enabled schools to
bring in needed services, adapt curriculum materials and provide assistive
technologies to support students’ learning.
The sector has long been concerned about the lack of equity in funding
for students with a disability in non-government schools who receive less
funding than their counterparts in a government school. The Gonski Review
of School Funding recognised this anomaly and also highlighted a shortfall
in funding for students with a disability across all school sectors. The Review
recommended increased support across the board and proposed that the
loadings incorporated into school funding for 2014 and beyond for students
with a disability be the same for government and non-government schools.
The effective implementation of this measure is dependent on ongoing
work to develop consistent approaches to identifying eligible students and
to determining the level of funding needed for students to achieve their
educational goals. The different definitions that apply in the states and
territories at present are a significant barrier to providing equitable support.

Independent schools continue to offer high quality education to overseas
students. In 2012, approximately 6,100 students from overseas attended
over 350 independent schools, representing 42% of all overseas students
enrolled in the school sector. This compares with the sector’s 16% share of
total enrolments. Some independent schools have very small enrolments of
international students, while others have large enrolments, up to 200 in one
school. The median number of enrolments is seven.
School students have always represented a small proportion of the total
overseas student population in Australia, but like other education sectors,
schools have been confronted in recent years with a significant decline in
numbers. This decline is due in part to competition from other countries and
from strengthened domestic provision in students’ home countries as well
as the strong Australian dollar which makes studying and living here more
expensive. Another contributory factor is the regulatory framework, including
frequent changes to student visa arrangements and on-going changes to
the ESOS regulatory framework. Through representations to government
reviews, inquiries and committees, ISCA has argued that a simpler, stronger,
more stable regulatory framework which reduces overall compliance burden
and costs will greatly benefit international education exchange.

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
Independent schools play an important part in offering early childhood
services, early learning centres, kindergartens and pre-school programs.
The sector has been actively engaged in the ongoing reforms to raise
the quality of provision in the early years of schooling, operating in 2012
under the National Quality Framework (NQF) which aims to raise the
quality of education and care by introducing a National Quality Standard
(NQS), increasing educator to child ratios, and introducing qualification
requirements and a national assessment and rating process.
As part of the national assessment and rating process, early childhood
services will be assessed and rated against each of seven Quality Areas of the
NQS and national regulations. An overall rating will also be provided. As
the process is implemented and services are assessed, ratings are expected to
be published incrementally, commencing in mid 2013, along with registers
of approved providers, services and supervisors, on the Australian Children’s
Education and Care Quality Authority and MyChild websites.
The Associations of Independent Schools have provided considerable
assistance to independent schools in meeting their obligations under the
new quality framework.

IND EPEN DEN T SCH OOL I N G I N AUSTRAL I A – A S N A P S H O T

Independent Schooling in Australia 2012 – a snapshot
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SECTOR

FUNDING

Independent schools are not-for-profit institutions that are set up and
governed independently on an individual school basis, although some
schools (18% of schools in the sector) with common aims, religious
affiliations and/or education philosophies also belong to systems.

Independent schools receive funding from the Commonwealth Government,
state and territory governments and parents, with the majority of funding
(57% on average) coming from parents.

A key characteristic of the independent sector is its diversity. Independent
schools serve a variety of different communities. Many provide a religious or
values-based education. Others promote a particular education philosophy
or interpretation of mainstream education.

Size of independent sector
NUMBER OF
INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS
Primary

SCHOOL TYPE

235

23%

Boys schools

5%

Secondary

58

6%

Girls schools

7%

Combined

657

65%

67

7%

Special schools
Total

1,017*

100%

Coeducational schools

88%

Boarding schools

Public funding of independent schools
All state and territory governments share with the Commonwealth
Government responsibility for the public funding of schools in Australia.
State and territory governments are the main public funding source for
government schools while the Commonwealth is the main public funding
source for non-government schools. Overall, the Commonwealth provides
73% of total government recurrent funding for independent schools and the
states and territories provide 27%. The levels of funding for schools and the
allocative methodology varies across the states and territories.

Recurrent funding for school education 2010-11
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STUDENT ENROLMENTS
The independent sector is the third largest school education provider in
Australia, and at secondary level, the second largest provider. In 2012,
independent schools (excluding independent Catholic schools) accounted
for 14% of total student enrolments compared to 4% in 1970. The sector is
the fastest growing school sector, with full-time enrolments increasing from
around 114,000 in 1970 to 510,000 in 2012

$billion

* Excluding independent Catholic Schools

25
20

30.6

15
10

2.4

5
0

3.9

4.8

1.5

4.5

2.5

0.9

Government Schools Catholic Schools Independent Schools

Australian Government

State/territory governments
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Enrolments in independent schools
MALE

FEMALE

TOTAL

Primary

122,919

121,323

244,242

Secondary

132,281

133,957

266,237

Total

255,199

255,280

510,479

Indigenous students

10,063

Students with disabilities

14,102

Overseas students

6,133

Boarding students

16,203

Average government funding per student 2010-11

CAPITAL FUNDING
Parents and Donors
Normally, parents and donors in independent school communities
contribute approximately 80% of funds for capital developments, such
as school buildings, grounds and equipment. However, most schools in
Australia experienced the one‑off effect of the Building the Education
Revolution (BER) which provided $16.2 billion over four years for school
capital funding projects from 2008.

Sources of funding for capital development in
independent schools 2011

Public funding for students in independent schools on average is less than half
the public funding provided for students in government schools. Some schools
receive less than 20% of the average funding for a government school student.
36%

Average government recurrent funding per student
2010–11
Government school

$15,000

Catholic school

$8,340

Independent school

$6,820

Parents and
Community

Commonwealth
Grants

61%
3%

State Grants

LO O K IN G AHEAD

Looking ahead
As the sector confronts the challenges of a new funding regime and a
complex array of changes to policy and to the various accountability systems
that impact on schools, it is easy to lose sight of the strengths of the sector
and its many achievements.
Growing numbers of parents choose an independent school for their children
and, despite the cost to family budgets, in many locations demand continues
to outstrip supply. The reasons for this choice are many and varied, hence
the need to celebrate and foster the diversity which characterises the sector.
Parents may choose an independent school for their children on the basis of
their values, beliefs or faith, or for its educational philosophy or its cultural
community connection. Some families want a single-sex education for their
children, some need boarding facilities, some are seeking a record of high
academic achievement or broad extra-curricular offerings, a few parents have
a long-standing attachment to a particular school and some children have
special needs. But above all, parents expect the school they choose to be deeply
committed to providing each student with a high quality education experience.
Each independent school in Australia has this as their primary focus. All
aim to meet the needs of their students and parents by providing high
quality education, setting high expectations, challenging students to meet
high standards and responding to individual learning needs. To be able
to pursue these ends and play their part in raising national education
performance, schools need a fair and stable public funding regime, policy
settings that promote quality, and sound accountability systems that respect
the autonomy of schools and encourage innovation, excellence and diversity.
In the year ahead, ISCA will continue to advocate for policies which
preserve and build on these strengths of independent schools.

Providing a national voice
ISCA is the national peak body for independent schooling in Australia.
Its eight member associations represent a growing sector of 1,017 schools
and some 510,000 students, or around 16 per cent of total Australian
school enrolments.
ISCA’s role as peak national body for the independent schools sector is
grounded in structures that take account of the full diversity of the sector.
ISCA’s policy-making is the responsibility of its Board of Management,
which is made up of a Chairman and one delegate from each of the
eight state and territory Associations of Independent Schools (AISs).
AIS Executive Directors and Chief Executives, constitute the ISCA
Executive Directors’ Council (EDCO). EDCO provides advice to the
ISCA Executive Director.
ISCA maintains links with international independent school
organisations in New Zealand, the USA, UK, Europe, South Africa
and the Pacific region, through sharing of research and materials and
reciprocal attendance at conferences and meetings.
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