Australian Education Union – ACT Branch

ACT Budget Submission 2007-2008

The AEU once again appreciates the opportunity to provide a submission to Government on the ACT Budget.

Our public education system is the best education system in Australia, delivering student outcomes as measured by international tests such as the Program for International Student Assessment [PISA] and the Trends in International Maths and Science Study [TIMSS] among the best in the world.

These achievements are now under threat as never before. Cuts generated by the ACT Budget of 2006-2007 have reverberated across the government education sector throughout the second half of 2006; the effects of these cuts promise to continue to be felt in schools and their communities well into 2007 and beyond.

Around 90 positions that support schools have been cut from the DET Central Office. Over time, this will hit hard at the work of schools and teachers. Teachers in the Territory experienced a similarly savage cut of central support staff in the period of the Carnell Government, a cut which the DET had only in the last few years effectively reversed. 

Without those DET support staff, the workload of principals and executive staff in schools will increase significantly. Classroom teachers will lack the advice and support of expert personnel, such as curriculum experts. The ACT system of school-based curriculum cannot be a quality system without the specialist assistance and advice of the central office.

The 2006-2007 Budget also announced the biggest program of school closure and amalgamation ever attempted in the Territory. With 39 sites proposed for closure over the next 3 years, teachers and schools have been put in the firing line of community distress and hostility. The consultation period and announcement timetable of the government’s final decision have added to the stress felt in school communities and placed extreme workloads on school staff.

This is the context in which the Government has decided to further destabilise the teaching workforce and schools by an attempt to increase teachers’ face-to-face teaching load, and cut 85 positions from secondary schools and colleges as a cost saving exercise. This productivity increase of 11% will be compensated by an additional 1% per annum increase in teacher salaries! In addition, employer superannuation for new entrants to teaching will be slashed to 9% of salary, from the current 15.4%, below that available in the private sector.

Despite these cuts to DET staff supporting schools, despite the trauma of closing and amalgamating schools, despite the threat of an 11% increase in workload, ACT government school and college teachers are being asked to embrace and implement a particularly onerous policy agenda in the next 2-3 years.

The implementation of new Curriculum Frameworks, the reform of ACT secondary colleges, and the work currently being undertaken to develop an ACT system of professional registration are examples of the future orientation of the system and the expectations of the profession by the community and the employer.

The local context has to be recognised in the face of a deliberate campaign of bias in favour of private education by the Federal Government. The funding bias of the Federal Government is well-known. In addition, the Federal Government has deliberately denigrated public education. Its assaults on “standards” [particularly literacy and numeracy], “values”, critical literacies and outcomes based education are but some examples of the hostility of Federal Ministers towards our public education systems. 

During 2006, the Federal Government has demonstrated that it is prepared to use its funding leverage with the States and Territories to drive its educational, industrial and political agenda to the detriment of the public education system’s students and the teaching profession. The profession and State and Territory systems have got used to multi million dollar incentives being announced without consultation, planning or regard to the impact on existing schools and TAFE institutions. The Australian Technical Colleges, the proposed national Year 12 Certificate and the $1billion infrastructure grants to parent associations are but three examples of populist ideology overriding good public policy and practice.

In this context, the ACT Government’s failure to reach an agreement with the teaching profession in the Certified Agreement is bitterly regretted. The next Agreement must recognise that professional teaching salaries in the ACT must remain competitive with our colleagues interstate and in the private sector. The ACT school system faces very large numbers of retirees from its workforce over the next three years. 

Problems relating to loss of expertise at all levels of the service exist now, and will be exacerbated unless we can not only recruit beginning teachers out of the training institutions, but also entice experienced staff from other systems and from other careers. Teacher morale is reported at an all time low and deep resentment is felt towards the ACT government over the EBA dispute and the Towards 2020 fiasco.

The ACT community’s expectations of its public education workforce have never been greater. Over the next three years the ACT’s teachers will need to invest further in their expertise to meet and exceed those expectations, and the challenges of changing curriculum, pedagogy and student needs. 

The ACT Government made numerous positive pre-election commitments, particularly the following. However, the government has failed to implement these promises:

· Support for increased staffing to improve the level of pastoral care in high schools, through the proposed Student Support Program. 

There is no consistent approach adopted by DET to address the students’ needs of effective, objective careers and course advice. While there has been funding allocated to provide training to some teachers to increase the numbers of qualified advisers the utilisation of those in high schools and colleges is erratic at best. The proposed cut to the staffing allocation to accommodate 20 hours will impact on this area, ironically, as schools will be unable to sustain the delivery of careers and course advice with the constraints that have been placed on them in the Budget. Given the emphasis the Government and DET have placed on Student Pathways, funding to increase availability of training for teachers to become trained careers advisers and the formalisation of the careers adviser role is essential. 

· Renewal in the college sector. 


The program of reform itemised by the group advising the Minister on the Report on the Review of Secondary Colleges is an ambitious one. Much needs to be done in colleges to improve student retention and provide for the changed cohort of senior secondary students. Teachers and schools will need support to enable them to make these changes in concert with their communities.

In addition, a number of specific issues have arisen from our membership during the course of the year which require additional funding from government. These are outlined below.

Continuation of Youth Worker provision in high schools

As this former Budget initiative is due to run out at the end of 2007, further funding from the Budget is needed to ensure that the youth workers on staff in ACT government high schools are not lost in 2008. 

Continuation of the Indigenous Literacy Officers program

Continued funding is required from the next Budget to ensure that the work of Indigenous Literacy Officers is maintained. These officers’ success in lifting the performance of their students must be acknowleged, and the initiative redirected towards ensuring ongoing improvements for Indigenous children from their very first years at school.

Continuation of Reading Recovery Program

The recent decision not to train a new Reading Recovery Tutor for the ACT, due to Budget constraints on DET, is regretted. DET officers are to be commended for pursuing other avenues for training Reading Recovery teachers in the ACT. However, given the recent celebration of 20 years of Reading Recovery in the ACT, the announcement of a major change to the running of the program in the Territory, a change which appears to be entirely Budget-driven, is viewed with some concern. The viability of this program, which has brought such benefits to a generation of children, must be ensured.

Classroom Management Supports

Management of problematic student classroom behaviours continues to be one of the major challenges to teaching and learning. The introduction of integration policies related to students with moderate to severe disabilities, combined with the closure of off site behavioural management centres in the primary sector, has placed pressure on the classroom as never before. Behaviours presented by some parents are adding to these pressures.

Teachers from preschool through to college are experiencing behaviours from students which challenge teachers’ classroom skills, impact adversely on other students’ learning, and at times threaten teachers’ and students’ physical and psychological well being. The increase in compensable claims for psychological injury through DET’s Workers’ Compensation arrangements bears testimony to the changed teaching and learning environment.

If the Government and DET continue their promotion of the inclusivity/integration policy providing families with the choice of either mainstream or special school arrangements for their children then the schools must be provided with adequate resources.
Class Sizes

Special Education

Class sizes in Learning Support Centres: These centres, which are attached to schools, have experienced a growth in maximum class sizes over the last 10 years leading to current class maximum sizes of 14 in Primary and 16 in Secondary. AEU policy on class sizes seeks DET funding to allow for 1 teacher and 1 special teacher’s assistant to every 8 students in Learning Support Centres [primary] and 1 teacher and 1 special teacher’s assistant to every 10 students in Learning Support Centres [secondary].
Class size reductions in special education have not kept pace with the reduction to class sizes in early childhood, in fact class sizes in special education in those years have risen whilst mainstream class sizes have fallen. This has resulted in situations where numbers of Kindergarten – Year 3 students in LSC classes in some schools approach those of mainstream classes at the same level in the same school.
Languages other than English [LOTE]

In senior secondary colleges, LOTE classes are typically composite classes, involving multi-levels of courses and units being taught in the same classroom. It is not unusual in some languages to have a teacher expected to deal with Year 11 and Year 12 students undertaking Beginning and Continuing courses involving a range of different modules in the one class at the same time. The workload for teachers and the stress placed upon students is obvious. If the community wishes to have young Australians furnished with the opportunity to seriously study a language, class sizes must be reconsidered.
Preschool support

Special Needs Students

Preschool members are concerned about the level of resources available to support students with special needs. Despite the reduction in size of other early childhood classes, preschool classes continue to contain 25 children. The Union believes there should be a review of mainstream preschool class size where a class contains special needs integrated students. There is also a need for more access to support for behaviour management in preschools, and emergency support for same. The third Early Intervention Resource position, cut during late 2006, should be immediately re-instated.
Funding for full implementation of the Curriculum Renewal project

A $0.9million ACT Budget cut to the Curriculum area of DET, added to the failure to provide any additional monies to implement the next phase of renewal, has threatened the viability of the implementation of Curriculum Frameworks at the local school level.

There is a significant need for the provision of support materials and support PD for school leaders and all classroom teachers, to enable meaningful implementation of the new Framework. Without this commitment to long term resourcing for implementation at the ground level, the project risks becoming another paper product rather than returning real value to students and parents. 
English as a Second Language Funding

The profile of migrant students in our schools and colleges has changed dramatically in recent years. A high proportion of immigrants are now from the Sudan and Somali; their literacy requirements are far in excess of previous migrant populations catered for in our schools. Their needs are more expensive to meet in terms of time and resourcing. Despite this intensification of need, ESL funding for schools continues to fall as the overall population in public schools falls. Schools increasingly have more to do, with fewer resources. 
It is time to address the basis on which funding for ESL is provided. ESL funding needs to be needs based, reflecting the actual migrant student numbers and needs present in our schools. A model for this could be found in the Student Appraisal system operating in recent years for students with a disability. There also needs to be a recognition that in a small system where students are widely distributed across a large number of sites, economies of scale cannot continually be found. There is a need for a floor to be set on ESL funding which does not fall, irrespective of the overall student population. 
Occupational Health and Safety

Current OH&S training appears to be concentrated in the School Leader ranks. Some of the Designated Work Group Health and Safety Representatives and Deputies are untrained. It is not sufficient or appropriate to train a school’s leaders in OH&S and leave OH&S Reps, in particular, untrained. It is important that all teachers are trained to some degree in OH&S principles as they have duty of care for numbers of students and their colleagues. 
In particular, future training is sought in these areas:
· Emergency Procedures training for all staff – including lockdown.
· Psychological injury prevention for all staff
· Manual handing for all staff. 
Canberra Institute of Technology
In 2004, an ACT Labor Party election promise was “…to raise the recurrent funding for CIT by $500,000 pa….”  The 2006 ACT Budget reversed this decision and funding position, removing approximately $800,000 in Semester 2 of 2006, $2.2million for 2007 and $3.3million for 2008 and subsequent years, relating to an annual reduction of approximately 5% of recurrent funding. 

These funding cuts come on the back of Federal and ACT government funding cuts in real terms of 14% and 24% respectively since 1996 (TAFE Futures 2006). Yet again, the CIT is required to continue to deliver the same outputs with much reduced resources. This requirement limits CIT’s possible responses to the Budget cuts to reducing the actual delivery hours of training programs (below the recommended nominal hours), to further reduce teacher contact with students and to increase class sizes significantly. 

The response by CIT to the ongoing effects of the 2006 ACT Budget has been focused on staffing reduction. Many casual and contract teachers have been put off while many permanent teacher positions have been declared “potentially excess” and the process to re-deploy these staff etc has commenced. However, there is no subsequent reduction in nominal hours of training delivery at CIT and, while there may be minor adjustments to training flexibility, the training delivered by these “excess” teachers must be delivered by other teachers; presumably casual teachers. 

These changes to staffing at CIT will necessarily increase casualisation at CIT, which is clearly a reversal of CIT and ACT Government policy of the past to promote permanency of staffing in schools and CIT, and thereby directly contradicts the spirit and the letter of Clause 20 of the 2004-2006 EBA and the corresponding clause in the current Union Collective Agreement.   

Funding of CIT

During the past decade, governments both ACT and Federal have promoted the privatisation of education and training (especially VET) which was traditionally publicly funded. Over that time, significant funding has therefore been withdrawn from CIT and diverted towards private providers who have generally opted to tender for programs which have high profitability. Such programs are generally characterised by high student numbers, single workplace and ease of training delivery and programs which are amenable to flexible and online delivery. So these programs and their associated funding have progressively departed from CIT since 1996. 

However, CIT is a publicly funded VET and educational institution which is legally required to deliver in those discipline areas which are necessary for any community but which are expensive to operate as they attract relatively few student, may require expensive facilities and equipment and which require high teacher to student ratios. These programs as such are unattractive to private providers. In addition, CIT is obliged to develop, maintain and manage extensive facilities throughout the ACT which private providers may now access and use to generate income at their leisure. The organisation must fund and maintain administration, facilities and technical support staff as overheads. 

Hence, as the CIT receives a smaller proportion of the VET and education budget in the ACT, a larger proportion of funding it receives must necessarily be diverted to maintain overheads and infrastructure costs, leaving smaller proportions of available funds to deliver training programs which are becoming more expensive due to the selective picking of private providers. The net result is a “pressure cooker” effect where staff have consistently experienced increasing stress to produce more with less resources (“efficiencies”). The quality of training has necessarily deteriorated throughout the past decade as have many of the campus facilities. 

The annual funding of CIT has received yet another hit in the 2006 to 2009 Budgets and the AEU recognises that funding for the CIT has fallen below that required for sustainability in some Departments and Campuses. 

The AEU therefore recommends that the ACT Government place a moratorium on funding cuts to CIT and complete a thorough financial assessment of CIT to determine the levels of sustainable funding for the institution before making future judgments on CIT funding levels. 

The AEU also recommends that additional funding be immediately released to maintain deteriorating assets to a standard which reflects the CIT’s role and status as the principle public VET and training provider in the national capital of Australia. 

Class Sizes

The AEU conceded that a minor class size increment of less than 2% per annum was the best option for staff to secure efficiencies in the 2006 - 2009 Union Collective Agreement, to place a governor on class size increments at CIT which have operated at between 5 and 10% per annum over the past decade.  However, pressure to absorb the 2006 to 2009 ACT Budget cuts to CIT has been translated into mooted class size increments in excess of these figures in most teaching situations at CIT.  Most casual and contract teachers at CIT are in a position of vulnerability if they wish to raise concern or to discuss risk and hazard issues associated with class size increments. 

The AEU recommends that CIT develop guidelines for teachers and managers to determine and manage the risks and hazards associated with class size determination as agreed in the Union Collective Agreement, Clause 166. The AEU recommends that no class size increments be established in 2007 until a set of appropriate guidelines has been developed and that any class size increments at CIT be approved only after they have met these guidelines. 

Teacher Professional Development

The CIT Union Collective Agreement has identified the need for CIT to investigate and address the teacher education and professional development needs of teachers at CIT to ensure that maintenance of a professional and skilled teacher workforce within CIT. The AEU is also committed to investigating and negotiating further partnerships across the public education sectors in the ACT. While the ACT VET system provides for pathways for students from schools to colleges and to CIT, teacher pathways are impeded by the current arrangements with teacher qualifications in the ACT. 

The AEU seeks a study into streamlining the mobility of teachers between the schools and TAFE sectors. 

Student Fees

Students, in many CIT Faculties, are receiving actual training which is as low as 40% of the nominal hours of training specified on their enrolment documentation and which determines student fees assessments. This discrepancy is currently the subject of frequent complaints by students. In addition, the ACT Budget has focused on CIT student fees which are scheduled to increase by 33% over 3 years (10% pa) which will severely impact on the accessibility of “second chance education” for at risk and disadvantaged ACT community members. 

The AEU recommends that CIT investigate the disparity between Nominal and Actual delivery hours for Modules and Competencies offered across CIT and make appropriate adjustments to ensure that students receive suitable value for their fee payments.

CIT is the second chance public education provider for the ACT community and accommodates a significant number of disadvantaged students in programs. The value of this education provision to the community should not be undervalued. Criminologists, alcohol and other drug workers, mental health workers, psychologists and psychiatrists etc agree that the most valuable rehabilitation tool available for their clients is education and CIT is that public education provider which fulfills this need within the ACT community. It should also be noted that many of these disadvantaged community members are suffering from chronic poverty, frequently inter-generational poverty. The current CIT policy on fee reduction is to provide a concession on student fees of 50% for eligible students but they are required to pay the full amount of materials and student association fees (which can be quite substantial in some programs).

The AEU recommends that the ACT Government assist the CIT community to rehabilitate disadvantaged members by waiving of student fees, materials fees and student association dues for clients experiencing financial hardship.

Skills Shortages

Recent research from ACER (J. Ainley et al) highlighted interesting statistics around apprenticeships within Australia; that 2/3rds of apprentices come from public school education and their socioeconomic backgrounds follow an even distribution. In addition, the majority of apprentices have less than average maths and literacy skills for their age cohort; the completion rates were quite low for the Hospitality, Agriculture and Hairdressing programs. Local experience also includes the Building and Construction apprenticeships in the very poor completion rate category. Much conjecture about the reason for this poor completion rate has been raised and salary level is an obvious disincentive for students to endure years of exploitation as apprentices in a buoyant employment market. 

The AEU recommends that the ACT Government fund a research program within the ACT to identify barriers to apprenticeship completions and to devise strategies to address these barriers.

Weston Campus

The AEU recommends that CIT negotiate with TATE to reduce both the administration and reporting requirements of User Choice programs in the Department of Horticulture and renegotiate the funding of the program to make it economically viable and sustainable.

Should CIT be committed to the closure of Weston CIT Campus, the AEU recommends that CIT give a timeframe for the closure of the Weston Campus and provide the necessary funding for staff to re-establish plantings and infrastructure to an alternative accommodation site. In addition, that the ACT Government provide the necessary staff and funding to maintain the grounds and campus structures at Weston in the interim period until the Department transfers to alternative accommodation. 

CLIVE HAGGAR

Branch Secretary
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