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FOREWORD
The rapid growth of Victoria’s population will see 90,000 students enter the state’s schools 
over the next five years.

The state government must meet this demand through continued investment in staffing 
and infrastructure, halting the growth in class sizes, and addressing the ongoing problem 
of unsustainable workloads for school staff. Beyond keeping up with this growth, public 
schools need additional investment so that every child and young person has the support 
they need to thrive at school.

Public schools educate the majority of children, including 80% of our most disadvantaged. 
And yet, Victoria’s public school students remain the lowest funded in the nation – $1,589 
behind the national average.

This document sets out the recommendations of the AEU Victorian Branch for further 
action by the state government to ensure our schools are appropriately funded, so we can 
meet the needs of all students now and into the future.

  

Meredith Peace
President

AEU Victorian Branch
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OVERVIEW OF 
KEY POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
The rapid growth in public schools
Recommendations

1. An average of 1,600 additional 
teachers be employed per 
year in addition to growth, 
together with additional 
specialist staff, such as trained 
welfare staff, psychologists, 
speech pathologists and 
occupational therapists.

2. Victorian public school 
students, who currently 
receive $1,589 less than the 
national average, must be 
funded in line with the rest of 
the country, so that schools 
can meet their educational 
needs now and into the future.

School buildings, infrastructure and ICT
Recommendations

1. At least $1 billion is allocated 
in each state budget during 
the next term of government 
to ensure:

a. Capital funding is 
provided to meet the 
needs of growing 
communities, particularly 
in the south-east, west 
and north of Melbourne, 
so that every community 
has access to a local public 
school.

b. The rebuilding and 
modernisation program for 
existing schools continues 
so that every child can be 
educated in safe, suitable 
and up-to-date classrooms 
and facilities.

2. The program to remove 
asbestos from all schools 
ensures eradication by 2020.

3. All new and replacement 
provision be funded as a 
single project where possible 
without the need to stage 
development.

4. Additional funding be 
committed to building 
maintenance to bring 
investment into line with 
standard industry practice 
of at least 2% of the asset-
to-value ratio as noted 
by the Victorian Auditor 
General’s Office.

5. The Department of Education 
and Training’s (DET) facilities 
schedule be updated to be 
less reliant on portable school 
buildings.

6. Funding be significantly 
increased for school ICT 
infrastructure and student 
devices, particularly for 
students from low socio-
economic, regional and rural 
communities.



Investing in Victoria’s public schools 
for our future

5

Investing in our classrooms,  
investing in our students
Recommendations

1. Teachers be provided with 
more time for effective 
planning and preparation to 
meet the individual learning 
and welfare needs of each 
student, including more time 
for teachers to work together 
to share and improve their 
practice.

2. Teaching and learning 
assistants be introduced, 
supporting the work of 
teachers and the learning of 
students.

3. Class sizes be reduced to a 
maximum of 20 students.

4. Improved access to greater 
intervention support in 
mainstream schools, as well 
as temporary and permanent 
alternative settings and 
flexible learning programs 
for students who need 
them, including a significant 
expansion of programs for 
primary-aged students.

5. The full rollout of the 
functional needs assessment 
model as part of an expanded 
and additionally funded 
program for students with 
a disability, commencing in 
2019.

6. Additional support, outside 
the student resource package 
(SRP) and in addition to 
enhanced program for 
students with a disability 
(PSD) funding, for mainstream 
schools that enrol students 
with very high needs.

7. Additional transition funding 
support be provided for all 
students as they enter primary 
school and secondary school, 
and as they move to post-
school education, training and 
employment.

8. Provide the funding and 
resources required to achieve 
the Marrung Education Plan 
2016–26.

9. Greater investment to further 
build the connection between 
schools and TAFEs to improve 
curriculum, pedagogical 
approaches and welfare 
support.

10. Increased focus on careers 
education for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

11. More regional and 
departmental support for 
partnerships between schools 
and industry to enable 
enhanced careers education 
and career planning.

12. Adequate ongoing funding 
for the VET in Schools 
program to ensure all students 
have access to a breadth of 
curriculum. 

13. More opportunity for 
classroom teachers to access 
professional learning so they 
have greater knowledge and 
skills and time to coach and 
mentor students on careers 
pathways.
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Investing in the profession
Recommendations

1. New teachers have a reduced 
teaching load, equivalent to 
0.8 of a full-time teacher for 
at least the first two years 
of employment to enable 
effective mentoring and 
induction.

2. Teachers have reduced face-
to-face teaching, in line with 
international best practice, 
to ensure more focus on 
individual students and to 
manage workloads.

3. All teachers have access to 
additional annual funding 
through the school budget to 
enable release from classroom 
duties to develop and 
enhance their practice.

4. A mandated qualification 
structure is introduced for all 
education support (ES) staff 
to enhance the skills and 
capacity of the workforce and 
improve salaries.

5. Principals and assistant 
principals are provided 
with additional resources to 
reduce the administration 
and compliance workload 
to enable a proper focus on 
educational leadership.

6. In funding public schools to at 
least the per student national 
average, the state government 
invest in additional school staff 
to reduce workload. 
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BACKGROUND – Public 
School Funding 
Victoria: the lowest funded state 

1 Productivity Commission’s Report on Government Services, 2015–16
2 SCRGSP (2018) & Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018), Schools, Australia, Table 43a Full-time Equivalent Students, 2002–2017, cat. 

No. 4221.0, viewed 26 July 2018

Well-funded public education 
has been, and will continue to 
be, central to a democratic and 
cohesive society and a thriving 
economy. It must be seen as 
a public good, not treated by 
government as a commodity.

The Victorian government 
has a primary responsibility to 
appropriately fund our public 
schools to provide universal access 
to high-quality education for all 
Victorian students. 

The level of investment in 
public education is the best 
measure to judge the intentions 
and performance of the state 
government on education.

Education funding in Victoria has 
a chequered history in the past 
decade. Despite recent significant 
investment by the Andrews state 
government, Victorian students 
continue to be the lowest funded 
in the country as they have been 
every year for the past 10 years. As 
we can see from Table 1, overleaf, 
Victorian students are currently 

$1,589 per student below the 
national average.1

Put simply, Victorian public schools 
are scraping by with the bare 
minimum, compared to other 
states and territories. With funding 
equal to the national average, 
students could have access to the 
resources and opportunities to 
achieve so much more.

The election of the Baillieu-
Napthine government in 2010 
saw dramatic cuts to the funding 
of schools and a consequent 
decline in the level of per-student 
funding during this period. Under 
this government, in the 2013–14 
financial year, Victorian students 
experienced the biggest gulf in 
recurrent per-student funding of 
the last decade, with each student 
funded $2,268 less than the 
national average.2 

These cuts impacted upon the 
direct support provided for 
schools through the department 
and also in specific areas such as 
literacy and numeracy coaches 

and specialist professional 
services. Severe reductions in 
funding for new or renovated 
buildings and facilities were also 
keenly felt by school communities 
during this period.  

The first Baillieu government 
budget, in 2011, announced $481 
million of cuts over the forward 
estimates. The Liberal government 
continued in this vein over the rest 
of its term, imposing a series of 
‘efficiency savings’ amounting to 
cuts of around $625 million.

Schools had funding cut from 
specific programs, including 
$48 million in funding for senior 
vocational education co-ordinator 
positions, and the axing of the 
education maintenance allowance 
for disadvantaged students. The 
building maintenance backlog 
grew, and schools also suffered 
flow-on effects from the massive 
cuts to Victorian TAFE institutes.
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Source: Productivity Commission’s Report on Government Services, 2015–16

Table 1: State recurrent funding  
for government school students

NSW Vic Qld WA SA Tas ACT NT Australia
Australia 
average 

diff

2015  15,346  13,301  14,415  17,306  14,566  14,372  18,879  18,352  14,890  1,589

2014  15,178  12,718  14,316  18,207  14,542  14,717  18,915  18,575  14,786  2,067

2013  14,995  12,397  14,086  18,220  14,979  14,915  19,921  19,558  14,665  2,268

2012  14,157  12,594  14,464  18,007  14,905  14,808  20,356  22,019  14,529  1,935

2011  14,624  12,726  14,613  18,012  15,211  14,600  20,261  20,893  14,735  2,009

2010  13,869  12,946  14,483  18,461  15,055  14,514  19,960  20,683  14,535  1,588

2009  14,381  13,230  14,642  18,801  14,083  14,428  19,000  20,103  14,739  1,509

2008  13,844  12,830  13,924  18,264  13,276  13,819  18,744  20,577  14,191  1,361

2007  13,759  12,739  13,894  18,131  13,897  13,815  18,489  19,717  14,150  1,411

2006  13,650  12,428  13,867  16,595  13,716  13,808  16,472  19,161  13,828  1,400

Figure 1: Real recurrent state government 
expenditure per government school student 
from 2006-07 to 2015-16

$15,500

$15,000

$14,500

$14,000

$13,500

$13,000

$12,500

$12,000
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

National average
Victoria



Investing in Victoria’s public schools 
for our future

9

During this period a new national 
school funding agreement 
was signed between the 
Commonwealth and Victorian 
governments which was to deliver 
an extra $12.2 billion between 
2014 and 2019. Unfortunately, for 
Victorian schools this additional 
money was never delivered in 
2014 and 2015 under the Napthine 
government, denying students the 
support they needed.

These cuts, and the consequent 
loss of programs and support, had 
a dramatic impact on our schools 
and their capacity to meet the 
needs of their students. 

With the election of the Andrews 
government in 2014, we have 
seen greater levels of investment 
in public schools and, for the first 
time since 2009–10, a sustained 
upward trajectory in per-
student funding. One significant 
improvement was the delivery 
to schools of the much-awaited 
Gonski funding, two years later 
than was expected.

However, as Figure 1 shows, while 
the gap has narrowed by $904 per 
student under the current Labor 
government, Victoria continues to 
lag behind the national average to 
the tune of $1,589 per student. 

To demonstrate what this really 
means for schools: a school with 
500 students would receive an 
additional $1,589 per student or a 
total of $794,550 if the school was 

3 Lamb, S. and Huo, S (2017). Counting the costs of lost opportunity in Australian education. Mitchell Institute report No. 02/2017. 
Mitchell Institute, Melbourne. 

4  Essential Research and AEU Victorian Branch (2018), Victoria 2018 Benchmark Survey

funded to the national average. 
This equates to an average of 
eight additional full-time teachers.

But despite the allocation of extra 
funding to public schools by the 
Andrews government, the decision 
to legislate a guaranteed 25% of 
the money allocated to public 
school students to private schools 
effectively means that for every 
recurrent dollar a government 
school student receives from the 
state, private schools will get 25 
cents. 

The state government should 
change this legislation and 
prioritise public school funding 
properly. If it decides to allocate 
funding to Catholic and 
independent schools, it should be 
based on the demonstrated need 
of the students that attend those 
schools, rather than using public 
school students as the proxy. 

We still have too many students 
missing out on the support they 
need, students who are being 
denied the opportunity for an 
education that will set them up 
for life. A 2017 Mitchell Institute 
report confirmed the enormous 
costs associated with leaving 
school early and not being fully 
engaged in work, education and 
training. It estimated the cost to 
taxpayers of those aged 19 (based 
on a 2014 cohort) who will never 
achieve Year 12 or equivalent as 
$315 million each year, and more 

than $12 billion over a lifetime. 
In addition, the social costs for 
government and communities are 
even higher.3

Any government considering 
greater investment in education 
must consider the costs of not 
providing that investment, both 
to the taxpayer and to social 
cohesion.

The AEU Victorian Branch 2018 
benchmark poll4 indicates there 
is very strong public support 
for increased investment in 
public education. Nine out 
of ten respondents indicated 
that ‘funding of public schools’ 
was either ‘important’ or ‘very 
important’. In addition, 80% either 
agreed or strongly agreed that 
Victorian public schools need 
more resources so that every 
student’s individual learning needs 
can be met in every classroom.

It is clear that parents and the 
community want and expect the 
state government to properly fund 
our students in public schools.  

They want our schools to be 
able to provide a comprehensive 
curriculum and to meet the needs 
of individual students. 
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State and federal funding for public schools 
In August 2013, Victoria reached 
a six-year funding agreement with 
the Commonwealth government 
to provide an additional $12.2 
billion for Victorian schools over 
the period 2014–19. As part of that 
agreement, Victoria committed to 
contributing $5.4 billion.  

While the former state Liberal 
government failed to allocate 
any additional funding to public 
schools, from 2016 the Andrews 
Labor government used the 
funding to significantly increase 
the equity component of school 
budgets, with the most significant 
funding boost for schools in rural 
and regional Victoria.

In 2018 and 2019, the final two 
years of the national funding 
agreement, we expected to 
see the biggest ever funding 
investment in public schools by 
the Commonwealth government 
which would have fundamentally 
transformed the education that 

children and young people 
received in this country. It would 
have meant smaller class sizes; 
additional teachers and support 
staff so students received 
more individual attention; new 
literacy and numeracy programs; 
additional welfare and specialist 
support; more professional 
development; and time for staff to 
focus on teaching and learning.

Instead, the Turnbull government 
ripped up the agreements and cut 
$1.9 billion from public schools in 
2018 and 2019 across Australia. 
For Victoria, this has meant a loss 
of $600 million. 

In addition, the changes the 
Turnbull government made to 
the Australian Education Act 2013 
altered the federal government’s 
contribution to public schools, 
which fundamentally undermined 
its obligation to resource public 
schools as the number one 
priority. The current Coalition 

government now only contributes 
funding for 20% of the schooling 
resource standard (SRS) for public 
schools, while providing 80% of 
the SRS for private schools. This 
arbitrary decision is not fair and is 
certainly not based on the needs 
of students in public schools.

The federal Liberal government 
decision will leave 87% of public 
schools below the agreed national 
benchmark (SRS) by 2023, while 
the majority of private schools will 
be at or above the SRS.   

The AEU is calling for the $1.9 
billion cut to be reversed and 
the removal of the arbitrary 20% 
funding of the SRS for public 
schools from the legislation.
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PART 1: The rapid growth 
in public schools

5 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013), Population Projections, Australia, 2012 to 2101, Population projections, by age and sex, 
Victoria – Series B, cat. No. 3222.0, http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3222.02012%20(base)%20to%20
2101?OpenDocument, accessed 26 July 2018

6 Weldon, P. R. (2015). The teacher workforce in Australia: Supply, demand and data issues, Policy Insights, ACER, Melbourne

Victoria is growing rapidly. 
According to research conducted 
by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, there will be an 
additional 90,000 students 
entering Victorian schools by 2022. 
For public schools, this means we 
can expect at least an additional 
65,000 students over that five year 
period.5

Australian Council of Educational 
Research (ACER) research also 
indicates that in the decade 
2015–25 there will be 107,520 
additional primary students, who 
will need access to 448 classrooms 
per year.6 

This unprecedented growth is 
already putting – and will continue 
to put – significant stress on 
the public school system, both 
in terms of the workforce and 
facilities required. The state 
government will need to continue 
investment in public education to 
keep up with this growth, ensuring 
schools have adequate funding to 
employ the staff they need, and to 
cover other associated increased 
costs, as well as provision for new 

schools and school upgrades.

But students in public schools 
need and deserve additional 
funding above and beyond what 
is needed to simply keep up with 
this growth. With an impending 
new national funding agreement, 
Commonwealth and state 
governments have an opportunity 
to provide the additional funding 
(on top of growth) that public 
schools require to meet the 
individual needs of their students. 

We need governments to invest 
in additional school staff to cater 
for these extra students. But the 
investment cannot end there. 

Three quarters of respondents 
to the AEU benchmark poll 
agreed that Victoria needs a 
government that caters for the 
expected growth, and, beyond 
that, commits to delivering at 
least 1,600 extra teachers for 
public schools every year for the 
next decade. This is the minimum 
investment we need to make sure 
students with a disability, learning 
difficulties or requiring extension 

work don’t miss out.

Parents understand that if their 
children’s individual needs are 
to be met then there must be 
additional staff employed in 
schools. Without these staff, 
schools cannot provide additional 
literacy and numeracy programs; 
specialist staff to assess and 
support students, such as speech 
pathologists; or education support 
staff in classrooms who can work 
alongside teachers and students 
with disabilities or learning 
difficulties.

More than half of the parents 
and community members who 
responded to the survey said 
they would call on their local 
member of parliament to seek 
a commitment for the state 
government to provide additional 
teachers, specialists and support 
staff to ensure all children get the 
support they need. 

It is clear that parents and the 
broader community understand 
and support this additional 
investment.
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Recommendations

1. An average of 1,600 additional 
teachers be employed per 
year in addition to growth, 
together with additional 
support and specialist staff 
such as trained welfare 
staff, psychologist, speech 
pathologists and occupational 
therapists.

2. Victorian public school 
students, who currently 
receive $1,589 less than the 
national average, must be 
funded in line with the rest of 
the country, so that schools 
can meet their educational 
needs now and into the future.

Ph
ot

o:
 M

er
ed

ith
 O

’S
he

a



Investing in Victoria’s public schools 
for our future

13

PART 2: School buildings, 
infrastructure and ICT
Investment in school buildings 
and infrastructure is vital to ensure 
all students are able to learn in 
safe, accessible and up-to-date 
facilities, regardless of their 
school’s location.

Victorians believe it is essential 
that our children and young 
people are educated in suitable 
school buildings, with 90% 
of those polled in the AEU’s 
benchmark survey saying it is 
important or very important for 
government to build and maintain 
classrooms and facilities.

That investment must include 
provision for new schools, 
upgrades to existing buildings, 
ongoing maintenance and the 
continued removal of asbestos.

The unprecedented growth in 
student numbers in Victoria is 
placing extraordinary pressure on 
existing schools, causing an urgent 
need for upgrades, alongside the 
need for new schools.

For students to achieve the best 
outcomes possible, they must be 
educated in buildings and facilities 
which support the delivery of a 
modern curriculum. They deserve 
suitable and up-to-date facilities 
for science and technology, the 

arts, for the use of information and 
communication technologies.

Ongoing investment in school 
buildings further enhances the 
opportunity for our public schools 
to be placed at the centre of 
community life. As the union said 
in advancing its vision for public 
education in 2010:

We need to rebuild our public 
schools so community, sporting, 
cultural and educational facilities 
are located at or near the school. 
A modern public school will have a 
preschool, primary and secondary 
school co-located on one site 
with community sporting ovals, 
swimming pool, gymnasium, 
theatre and library. It should 
also be co-located with other 
community resources like maternal 
health, childcare, and community 
services. It should also have the 
agencies, pastoral care, welfare 
support and special settings 
required by students with learning 
difficulties or special personal 
needs.

The Andrews government has 
provided record levels of funding 
for new school infrastructure since 
its election, including a capital 
allocation of $1.25 billion in the 
2018–19 state budget. However, 

this must continue if there is to be 
provision for the rapidly growing 
student population.

The recent investment comes 
on the back of a failure by the 
previous government to invest 
adequately in new schools and in 
the rebuilding and renovation of 
existing ones. The stark reality of 
this is shown by the fact that the 
capital allocation in the 2018–19 
state budget alone totalled more 
than that allocated during the 
entire four years of the Baillieu-
Napthine government.

Nevertheless, significant 
challenges remain. Population 
growth means too many students 
continue to be educated in 
portable classrooms. Staged 
building works for new and rebuilt 
schools often leads to significant 
disruption to school communities, 
especially where there is an over-
reliance on portable classrooms.  
The funding of projects in stages 
should be avoided where possible 
through whole-of-project funding 
arrangements.

We also know that funding for 
buildings and facilities at non-
mainstream locations such as 
special schools, teaching units, 
community schools and language 
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centres are too easily overlooked 
when decisions are made about 
where to allocate funding. This 
needs to change so that students 
who need flexible learning options 
in settings which are alternative 
to the mainstream can benefit 
from suitably designed, safe and 
modern environments.

School maintenance budgets 
remain inadequate, without the 
level of transparency needed to 
ensure school communities can 
manage ongoing maintenance 
effectively and efficiently. In 2017, 
the Victorian Auditor General’s 
Office found: 

for the past 10 years, funding for 
maintenance has been well below 
industry standards, which has 
contributed to the degradation 
of school buildings. The funding 
is also well below the funding 
needed to bring assets up to a 
condition that will be more cost-
effective to maintain.7  

7 Victorian Auditor General’s Office (2017), Managing School Infrastructure, https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/20170511-
School-Infrastructure.pdf, accessed 3 August 2018

Future state budgets must see 
increased funding for school 
maintenance.

We know the important place 
ICT has in schools, from the 
use of devices and software in 
teaching and learning, through 
to department-wide systems 
and databases. Despite some 
significant investment in the past, 
schools have had to rely for too 
long upon parent contributions 
and the inadequate allocation 
within school budgets to ensure 
students have access to the 
devices they need to facilitate 
their learning.  

Principals and teachers are 
best placed to determine how 
ICT devices can assist student 
learning – however, they must 
be supported with an adequate 
budget that means students can 
have genuine and proper access 
to a device when they need it, 
without the cost being shifted 
to parents and families. The 

equitable provision of free public 
education must include ICT.

The state government must 
commit to substantial continued 
investment of at least $1 billion 
per year in school infrastructure, 
to ensure that new schools 
are provided in growing local 
communities, ageing buildings are 
upgraded and there is provision of 
ongoing maintenance.

Students have a right to learn 
in safe, accessible and modern 
learning environments, and 
families must be able to send their 
children to a public school in their 
local community. Staff have a right 
to teach and work in classrooms 
and school buildings that allow 
them to deliver high-quality 
education and be safe and healthy 
at work.

This investment is supported by 
respondents to the AEU’s 2018 
benchmark poll, with 90% of those 
polled stating that they believe 
it is important or very important 
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for the government to build and 
maintain classrooms and facilities.

In addition, half of all those 
surveyed rated the provision of 
adequate classrooms, learning 
facilities and school grounds for all 
children in all schools as one of the 
top five initiatives to make Victoria 
the ‘education state.’

Our students and school staff 
need and deserve continued 
investment in buildings 
and infrastructure which are 
environmentally sustainable and 
built to last.

Recommendations

1. At least $1 billion is allocated 
in each state budget during 
the next term of government 
to ensure:

a. Capital funding meets 
the needs of growing 
communities, particularly 
in the south-east, west 
and north of Melbourne, 
so that every community 
has access to a local public 
school.

b. The rebuilding and 
modernisation program for 
existing schools continues 
so that every child can be 
educated in safe, suitable, 
and up-to-date classrooms 
and facilities.

2. The program to remove 
asbestos from all schools 
ensures eradication by 2020.

3. All new and replacement 
provision be funded as a 
single project where possible 
without the need to stage 
development.

4. Additional funding be 
committed to building 
maintenance to bring 
investment into line with 
standard industry practice of 
at least 2% of the asset-to-
value ratio as noted by the 
Victorian Auditor General’s 
Office.

5. DET’s facilities schedule 
should be updated to be less 
reliant on portable school 
buildings.

6. Funding be significantly 
increased for school ICT 
infrastructure and student 
devices, particularly for 
students from low socio-
economic, regional, and rural 
communities.
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PART 3: Investing in our 
classrooms, investing in 
our students

8 AEU Victorian Branch (2015), Education For Everyone’s Needs: How Victoria Can Be The Education State

Victorian public school students 
need more support and 
investment. Students must have 
access to more resources to 
support their education, just as the 
principals, teachers and ES staff 
who teach and guide our students 
need additional colleagues to 
share the load.

We know that if our schools were 
funded to at least the national 
average, schools would have the 
additional resources they need to 
properly cater for the needs of all 
students.

The state government must invest 
in additional school staff to ensure 
that all students can reach their 
full potential. It is an ongoing 
challenge for schools to meet the 
individual needs of their students; 
to provide a comprehensive 
curriculum, together with 
additional support programs; 
and to offer the professional 
development and time teachers 
need to prepare for, deliver and 
assess high-quality teaching and 
learning.

Victorian students must be funded 
to at least the national average. 
There must be an average 
of 1,600 additional teachers 
provided per year in addition to 
growth, including specialist staff 
and additional support staff in 
classrooms, aiding the work of 
teachers and learning of students.

These resources will ensure:

• every child has access to a 
broad range of curriculum

• further support for children 
who need extra assistance in 
literacy and numeracy

• further support for children 
with disabilities

• increased individualisation of 
the curriculum

• more careers and pathways 
guidance from the later years 
of primary school through to 
secondary school

• better community and 
industry/business links and 
partnerships

• more professional 
development and time for 
teachers to prepare and 
deliver high-quality teaching 
and learning

A curriculum that meets 
the needs of all students
Our students, now more than 
ever, need to have access to a 
comprehensive curriculum no 
matter which part of the state their 
public school is located – and our 
schools need to have sufficient 
resources to enable this to occur.  

As the AEU’s 2015 Education For 
Everyone’s Needs policy stated:

A broad curriculum enables all 
students to discover their passions 
and interests, providing a gateway 
to creating motivated learners.8 

At that time, we also called on 
the state government to ensure 
that the enabling factors were in 
place so all schools could enhance 
access to learning areas such as 
music, art, sciences, languages 
and technology.
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In addition to resources that 
guarantee all students succeed 
at the fundamentals of literacy 
and numeracy, our students 
must be guaranteed access to a 
comprehensive curriculum.

It remains the case that additional 
investment, together with a whole-
of-system approach underpinned 
by consistent policy, is needed 
to be able to achieve these 
standards.

More individualised 
support for all students
We know that the more 
individualised we can make the 
learning experience for children 
and young people the greater the 
chance that they will achieve at 
school.

Personalised learning approaches 
mean that the diverse needs of 
students in public schools can be 
properly catered for – whether 
they need extra assistance to catch 
up with their peers, or extension if 
they are already achieving to the 
level required, or something in 
between.

Real personalisation can only 
occur when teachers have the time 
to prepare for individual learning 
needs, which means public 
schools need a generational 
investment in extra teachers.  

9 Gemma Ware (2014), How teaching assistants can give a boost to struggling pupils, The Conversation, https://theconversation.
com/how-teaching-assistants-can-give-a-boost-to-struggling-pupils-22923 accessed 4 September 2018

10 Peter Blatchford (2016), Is class size important? Lessons from research, Professional Voice, Vol. 11 Issue 2
11 William Mathis (2016), The effectiveness of class size reduction, National Education Policy Center
12 Peter Goss and Jordana Hunter (2015), Targeted teaching: How better use of data can improve student learning, Grattan Institute, 

p.1; Geoff Masters (2016), Five challenges in Australian education, ACER, p.15

We also know the important role 
classroom-based ES staff play in 
supporting teaching and learning.  
Extra investment in more support 
staff leads to improved support for 
students and assists the workload 
of teachers.9 It is essential that 
the state government introduce 
classroom-based teaching and 
learning assistants who can 
support the work of teachers and 
the learning of our students.  

In 2005, the AEU argued:

...much has been made of the idea 
of complementing teachers’ work 
roles with a variety of assistants 
who can support teachers by 
undertaking various clerical 
and administrative tasks, whilst 
also providing a higher level of 
individual support to students.  
This promised revolution in the 
mix of staff requires the provision 
of sufficient resources to enable it 
to occur, and thereby free teachers 
to concentrate on their core 
responsibilities.

Now, more than ever, public 
schools need this type of 
investment.  

Class size
School staff and parents alike 
know the positive difference 
that smaller class sizes make 
to student learning and the 
individual support they receive.  

Despite recent attempts from 
some quarters to argue that 
reducing class size is not worth 
the investment, evidence shows10 
that students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds and those 
with particular learning difficulties 
achieve improved outcomes when 
there are fewer students in the 
class.11

Evidence clearly shows that it is 
not uncommon for classrooms to 
have students whose ability varies 
as much as eight year levels.12 
Smaller class sizes will enable 
better tailoring of the curriculum 
to meet the precise learning needs 
of all students.

The state government must put 
in place a strategy to reduce class 
sizes to a maximum of 20 students 
at all year levels, and less to meet 
the more intensive needs of 
particular cohorts.

Students who need 
additional support
Public schools educate the vast 
majority of students who need 
additional support to succeed at 
school.  

Approximately 80% of students 
from lower socio-economic 
families attend public schools, 
with disadvantage often made 
more complex for students from 
regional and rural communities, 
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and for Koorie students. The 
original Gonski review of school 
funding outlined the real needs 
of students, and was indisputable 
in concluding that extra funding 
must be made available to 
students who face disadvantage 
if demography was not going to 
dictate destiny.13

The reinvestment in funding for 
families who need additional 
assistance through the Sports, 
Camps and Excursions fund has 
been welcome. This has enabled 
students to better access the 
activities which are so important 
to every child and young 
person’s academic, physical and 
social development. The state 
government has an opportunity 
to build on its investment by 
expanding this fund to help 
eligible students to purchase 
uniforms and classroom materials 
and devices.

Students with a disability
Despite clear evidence about what 
students need, governments at 
the federal and state levels have 
failed to invest adequately in 
children and young people with 
disability, mental health issues or 
learning difficulties.

A departmental review into the 
program for students with a 
disability (PSD) demonstrated 
the limitations of the current 
diagnostic approach to identifying 

13 DET (2011), Review of Funding For Schooling, Final Report, p.145
14 DET (2016), Review of the Program for Students with Disabilities, p.21
15 DET (2016), Review of the Program for Students with Disabilities, p.14
16 DET (2016), Marrung Aboriginal Education Plan 2016–26

students who should receive 
additional funding support.14 

The report recommended that 
the diagnostic ‘medicalised’ 
approach to determining eligibility 
be replaced with a functional 
needs assessment, which would 
ensure students received extra 
help based on their demonstrated 
classroom need. 

The AEU supports this approach 
as part of a wider PSD eligibility 
criteria and calls on the state 
government to implement this 
change across all schools.

Beyond this, students with a 
disability remain significantly 
underfunded with only 4% of an 
estimated 15% needing additional 
support receiving extra funding.15

Critical to the support of students 
with a disability is the transition 
of funding as students move from 
preschool to primary and then on 
to secondary schooling.

The state government must make 
the single biggest investment 
to ensure every child and young 
person with a disability, mental 
health issue or learning difficulty 
gets the support at school that 
they need.

Supporting Koorie 
Education
The AEU supports the vision of 
the Marrung Aboriginal Education 
Plan 2016–26 which states:

Victoria will be a state where 
the rich and thriving culture, 
knowledge and experience of 
our First Nations peoples are 
celebrated by all Victorians; where 
our universal service systems 
are inclusive, responsive and 
respectful of Koorie people at 
every stage of their learning and 
development journey; and where 
every Koorie person achieves 
their potential, succeeds in life 
and feels stronger in their cultural 
identity. 16

This policy is underpinned by the 
principles of self-determination, 
and ensures local communities 
have a regional voice and a seat 
at the table when it comes to the 
education of their children.

While there have been 
improvements, there is much more 
to do.

Despite a commitment by all 
governments to ‘close the gap’, 
there remains a significant gap 
in learning and development 
between Koorie and non-Koorie 
students. These gaps include 
participation in preschool and 
school, academic achievement 
and school completion. 
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We know school attendance is 
the key to lifting outcomes. There 
must be a focus on guaranteeing 
that funding is available to ensure 
all indigenous students and 
communities are provided with the 
supports and resources needed to 
lift participation rates in preschools 
and schools.

Engaging all children and 
young people in schooling
The AEU welcomes the recent 
state government investment in 
supporting students who have 
disengaged in schooling or 
who are at risk of leaving school 
without a clear pathway to further 
education or employment.

The Navigator program has shown 
promise in helping students 
return to education, through a 
‘wraparound’ approach, which 
sees schools, various government 
agencies and departments 
working together with other 
social service providers to support 
vulnerable young people.

Further expansion of programs 
such as this, and greater 
investment in programs within 
mainstream schools and flexible 
learning settings – especially 
for primary school students – is 
needed so that students don’t fall 
through the cracks.

We must have the policy settings 
and programs in place that 
ensure students remain engaged 
in school. The AEU remains 
supportive of a four-tiered 
approach to supporting these 
students.

1. Mainstream schools should 
implement appropriate 
engagement strategies.

2. Mainstream schools should 
draw on regional or central 
departmental programs and 
resources to support students 
at risk of being disengaged.

3. Flexible learning options and 
alternative settings programs 
outside mainstream schools 
should be available to 
students for a limited period 
of time, with a view to helping 
students to return to their 
base school.

4. Flexible learning options and 
alternative settings programs 
outside mainstream schools 
should be a permanent 
alternative for students 
where ongoing mainstream 
education is not suitable.

Upper secondary pathways
Public schools already target 
resources to help students choose 
education and employment 
pathways that meet their needs 
and put them on the road to 
success.

The recent investment by the 
Andrews government in careers 
education and advice, together 
with new apprenticeship and 
traineeship options, has been 
welcomed by school communities.  
The introduction of 48 tuition-fee-
free TAFE courses will also provide 
enhanced options for school 
leavers.

The state government must 
continue to provide additional 
resources so students in the 
later years of school can choose 
subjects that reflect their interests 
and aptitudes.  

We know our students’ choices 
are well-guided when classroom 
teachers, who have a deep 
understanding of each young 
person’s ability, are provided with 
the professional learning and time 
needed to coach and mentor 
students on education and career 
pathways. 

Ongoing and additional 
investment in youth pathways 
and senior secondary transitions 
is needed to support classroom 
teachers in providing guidance 
and advice to students, enhancing 
links between TAFE institutes 
and schools, and building 
improved industry and community 
relationships.
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Recommendations

1. Teachers be provided with 
more time for effective 
planning and preparation to 
meet the individual learning 
and welfare needs of each 
student, including more time 
for teachers to work together 
to share and improve their 
practice.

2. Teaching and learning 
assistants be introduced, to 
support the work of teachers 
and the learning of students.

3. Class sizes be reduced to a 
maximum of 20 students.

4. Improved access to greater 
intervention support in 
mainstream schools, as well 
as temporary and permanent 
alternative settings and 
flexible learning programs 
for students who need 
them, including a significant 
expansion of programs for 
primary-aged students.

5. The full rollout in 2019 of 
the functional needs model, 
as part of an expanded and 
additionally funded program 
for students with a disability.

6. Additional support, outside 
the SRP and in addition to 
enhanced PSD funding, for 
mainstream schools that enrol 
students with very high needs.

7. Additional transition funding 
support for all students to 
assist them as they enter 
primary and secondary school, 
and as they move to post-
school education, training and 
employment.

8. The funding and resources 
required to achieve the 
Marrung Education Plan 
2016–26 are provided.

9. Greater investment to 
enable staff to further build 
the connection between 
schools and TAFEs to improve 
curriculum, pedagogical 
approaches and welfare 
support.

10. Increased focus on careers 
education particularly for 
students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds.

11. More regional and central 
departmental support to 
develop partnerships between 
schools and industry to enable 
enhanced careers education 
and career planning.

12. Adequate ongoing funding 
for the VET in Schools 
program to ensure all students 
have access to a breadth of 
curriculum. 

13. More opportunity for 
classroom teachers to access 
professional learning so they 
have greater knowledge, skills 
and time to coach and mentor 
students on careers pathways.
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PART 4: Investing in the 
profession

17 Essential Research and AEU Victorian Branch (2018), Victoria 2018 Benchmark Survey

Teachers, principals, and 
education support staff are the 
most important resource in our 
schools.

A high-quality public education 
system demands that the state 
government invest properly to 
attract and retain school staff and 
to develop their capabilities to 
meet the needs of students. 

Teachers
The AEU has long advocated 
for appropriate minimum 
requirements to ensure we 
have the most suitable and 
accomplished students entering 
initial teacher education (ITE).

The profession has welcomed a 
move by the Andrews government 
to set a minimum ATAR score 
for entry to ITE, together with 
assessment of prospective 
teachers’ aptitude for teaching. 
Such steps enhance the status of 
the profession and, in the long 
term, will best position public 
schools to cater for the learning 
and welfare needs of students. 

With our system growing at 
the fastest rate in generations, 
it is imperative that the state 
government ensure there is 

an ongoing supply of suitable, 
accomplished and fully qualified 
initial teacher education 
graduates.

Once employed, teachers must be 
provided with appropriate support 
to prosper. Extra investment in 
early career teachers means they 
are able to continue to develop 
their skills, are better placed to 
have more positive impacts on 
students and are more likely to be 
retained in the profession. 

More investment is needed in 
ongoing induction and mentoring 
to enable our newest teachers to 
thrive. This includes time for the 
new teachers and their mentors to 
work together.

Extra effort needs to be made to 
ensure schools can fill all vacancies 
in all learning and subject areas, 
especially shortage areas such 
as sciences; special education; 
vocational education and training 
areas, including trade focused 
subjects; and languages. This is 
especially the case for schools in 
regional and rural Victoria.

Teachers must also have access 
to professional learning within 
and beyond the school, including 

research-based professional 
learning. Such development must 
reflect their genuine needs as 
educators in the context of the 
students they teach and must 
be centred on teachers working 
together to build each other’s 
capacity. Currently, resources 
allocated to teacher professional 
development are inadequate, 
especially regarding the release 
from teaching duties to implement 
new government and department 
initiatives. 

Parents and community members 
overwhelmingly support 
investment in additional teacher 
professional learning.17 Casual 
relief teachers and teachers in 
rural Victoria are in most need 
of added investment given the 
additional challenges in accessing 
professional learning and the 
associated costs.

Education support staff
Over time, we have increased 
recognition of the fundamental 
and important role that ES 
staff have in schools in a range 
of administrative, welfare and 
learning support, technical and 
professional positions. Making 
sure that our schools can recruit 
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the best non-teaching staff 
possible is critical to the success 
of public education. The state 
government has a significant 
opportunity to make school 
careers in this area even more 
attractive.

Working with the AEU to establish 
a mandated qualification structure 
which reflects the needs of ES 
staff, schools and students alike 
is a critical next step for the state 
government in the development 
of the ES workforce.

Equally, developing more relevant 
and systemic professional 
development opportunities to 
enhance the skills and capabilities 
of those ES staff who work directly 
with students in classrooms will 
only serve to improve student 
learning and welfare.

The next state government must 
take bold steps to invest in ES 
staff by establishing a direct 
link between qualifications and 
salaries, especially for staff in 
classification ranges 1 and 2. We 
need to better recognise the 
contribution ES staff already make 

and to establish a framework for 
ensuring a highly skilled non-
teaching workforce with the 
remuneration to match.

Principals and assistant 
principals
We know the crucial role that 
school leaders have in ensuring 
that our students achieve at 
school. We also know the positive 
impact effective school leaders 
can have on the work and 
wellbeing of other school staff.

Various initiatives which prepare 
prospective principals for the role 
have become essential and yet 
it remains the case that too few 
teachers seek promotion to the 
principal class. More needs to be 
done to support teachers to apply 
for school leadership positions.

We need our principals to be 
educational leaders, working 
with staff on the core work of 
teaching and learning. Too much 
time is spent on administration 
and compliance, which could 
be undertaken by others at the 
school, regional or central level. 
Further investment is needed to 

relieve our school leaders of duties 
and tasks that take their focus 
away from improving student 
learning.

Investing in school staff so they 
can work in professional teams will 
lead to improvement in student 
learning and welfare. Additional 
time and resources for teachers, 
principals and ES staff – within and 
across schools – to collaborate will 
allow them to develop even more 
effective approaches to teaching.

Principals are best placed to lead 
their communities when they 
are supported by well-resourced 
regional and central offices 
which have the expertise to meet 
the complex range of needs of 
schools.

Workloads and salaries 
The new Victorian Government 
Schools Agreement (VGSA) 
2017 has resulted in important 
investment to begin to address 
teacher workload, with salaries 
which have Victorian public 
school staff among the best paid 
in Australia. However, workload 
demands on teachers, principals 
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and ES staff remain significant and 
must be met with extra investment 
in additional staff in all schools. An 
Australian Council of Educational 
Research (ACER)18 survey 
conducted in 2016 demonstrated 
that much of the preparation 
for, and assessment of, student 
learning was completed by 
teachers after hours and on 
weekends. The lack of support 
for principals saw them spending 
an average of 60 hours per week 
to keep up with the demands of 
the job. And the majority of ES 
staff reported that they could not 
complete their work within paid 
hours.

These demands can impact on the 
quality of work and the health and 
wellbeing of staff.

The state government must 
continue to focus on providing 
school staff with competitive and 
attractive salaries which reflect 
their important work. Further 
lifting the pay of teachers, ES  
staff and principals is a must to

18 ACER (2016), School Staff Workload Study

further enhance the status of  
the profession and attract and 
retain staff.

Recommendations

1. New teachers have a reduced 
teaching load, equivalent 
to 0.8 of a full-time teacher 
for the first two years of 
employment to enable 
effective mentoring and 
induction.

2. Teachers have reduced face-
to-face teaching, in line with 
international best practice, 
to ensure more focus on 
individual students and to 
manage workloads.

3. All teachers have access to 
additional annual funding 
through the school budget to 
enable release from classroom 
duties to develop and 
enhance their practice.

4. A mandated qualification 
structure is introduced for all 
ES staff to enhance the skills 

and capacity of the workforce, 
and to improve salaries.

5. Principals and assistant 
principals are provided with 
additional resources – at the 
school level and through DET 
– to reduce the administration 
and compliance workload 
to enable a proper focus on 
educational leadership.

6. In funding public schools to at 
least the per student national 
average, the state government 
invest in additional school staff 
to reduce workload.



Investing in Victoria’s public schools 
for our future

26

Ph
ot

o:
 M

er
ed

ith
 O

’S
he

a



Investing in Victoria’s public schools 
for our future

27

PART 5: In partnership with 
parents and students

19 Holdsworth, R. Prospects (2000) 30: 349. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02754058, accessed 12 July 2018

Parents
Parents and carers are the first 
educators of their children 
and continue to have the most 
influential role in their success 
throughout their schooling.

Public schools continue to build 
positive relationships with parents, 
and it is by valuing this partnership 
that our students are assisted and 
supported. 

The state government must 
continue to play a leading role 
in providing the resources that 
schools need to facilitate even 
better connection between 
principals, teachers, ES staff 
and parents. Central to this is 
timely and adequate provision of 
information to parents about all 
aspects of their child’s progress 
at school and, importantly, the 
concrete ways in which parents 
can support this progress.  

The AEU considers the role of 
parents and community members 
in school governance, through 
school councils and other forums, 
critically important to fostering 
a genuine community approach 
to public education. Parent 
and community representatives 

must be afforded the time and 
opportunity to gain the knowledge 
and skills required for better 
collaboration with school staff.  

Recent investment in school 
council governance and parental 
and student participation has 
been effective, but there are many 
more opportunities to build local 
links through better investment in 
actions which promote improved 
inclusion, equity and excellence in 
each public school.

Students
The AEU supports efforts 
to involve students more 
meaningfully in decisions about 
their education. The reintroduction 
of the requirement for secondary 
school councils to have a student 
representative is a recent example 
of this.

Evidence clearly shows that 
actions which promote student 
voice build student connectedness 
to school and aid in achieving 
improved academic and wellbeing 
outcomes.19 

Creating the opportunities for 
student involvement requires 
schools to invest the time and 

resources necessary to ensure this 
engagement is not perfunctory, 
but instead an ongoing part of the 
work of the school and the lives of 
students.

The AEU believes there is more 
that can be done to support 
student involvement in both 
formal and informal decisions 
which impact upon their 
education. The state government 
needs to continue to engage 
successfully with student 
representatives to find ways 
for further investment. This will 
ensure greater student feedback 
and collaboration in areas 
such as curriculum, pedagogy, 
assessment, school policies and 
student leadership.
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