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AUSTRALIAN EDUCATION UNION 
2015 ANNUAL FEDERAL CONFERENCE 

 
CONFERENCE STATEMENT  

 
 
 
Federal Conference 2015 recognises the challenges facing high quality public education across the 
early childhood, schools and TAFE sectors. In particular, the negative consequences of 
governments pursuing ideologically driven, market-based policies which entrench inequality and 
disadvantage in both education and the wider society.  
 
Countless inquiries into early childhood, schooling, TAFE and a wealth of national and 
international evidence have confirmed the negative impact of inequality and the high economic and 
social costs of failing to give every child and young person the opportunity to fulfil their potential. 
In particular, the role of education in promoting economic growth and employment, enhancing 
productivity and building healthy societies and stronger economies. 
 
Governments have a central role in creating education systems through long-term investment 
focused on overcoming inequality. This requires increasing education funding and targeting 
resources to where they are needed most.  
 
The Abbott Government’s funding and policy record to date, together with its attacks on 
progressive curriculum and pedagogy and the professionalism, integrity and quality of the education 
workforce, is antithetical to building the capacity of preschools, schools and TAFEs to deliver 
excellent outcomes for all students. 
 
Schools Funding 
 
2015 marks the second year of the needs-based Gonski funding for which the AEU has campaigned 
so strongly. Where the funding is being delivered, students are benefitting from additional support 
programs and resources based on the particular needs of their students.  
 
The Abbott Government’s decision not to honour the Gonski agreements beyond 2017, to introduce 
a new low level of indexation, and to negotiate new agreements with the states and territories from 
2018 which will remove the requirement of distributing funding on a needs basis, is further 
evidence of their antipathy to public education. 
 
Two-thirds of the additional needs-based funding for schools was to be delivered in the final two 
years, and the evidence is clear that the brunt of reduced funding will be borne by public schools, 
their students, and their communities.  
 
This will have profound consequences for Australia’s students and schools. 
 
The actions of the Abbott Government combined with some states not honouring their funding 
commitments, are putting at risk the Gonski objective of closing resource and achievement gaps 
between advantaged and disadvantaged schools.  
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Conference calls on the Abbott Government and the governments of states and territories which are 
failing to honour their funding commitments to resolve to act in the interests of all Australian 
students now and into the future.  
 
The AEU will continue its campaign to ensure needs-based funding continues beyond 2017 to 
ensure that all schools have the resources necessary to educate every child to a high level. 
 
Students with Disability 
 
Conference condemns the Abbott Government’s failure to keep its election promise of greater 
funding and support for students with disability, through a needs based ‘disability loading’ which 
was to begin this year.   
 
The current system vastly underfunds the real needs of students with disability. It also fails to fund 
the real level of need which exists in schools. It is currently estimated that, in addition to the 
190,000 students receiving some level of funding support, at least 100,000 students with disability 
do not receive any support.  This undermines the capacity of the school system to allow these 
students to reach their potential, and has enormous social and financial implications for the future. 
  
It is compounded by the failure of the Abbott Government to (1) end the funding inequity by its 
decision not to honour the full six years of Gonski reforms, including a disability loading that 
reflects the actual cost of educating the real number of students with disability; and (2) its failure to 
ensure that all states and territories make additional funding available for students with disability on 
a needs basis, which creates huge differences in government funding for students with disability at 
different schools. 
 
Conference calls on state, territory and federal governments to resolve outstanding data collection 
issues as a matter of urgency, with a high priority to ensuring that increased funding for students 
with disability is in place for 2016.  
 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education 
 
The 2015 ‘Close the Gap’ report and work by the Productivity Commission highlight the lack of 
progress in improving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander literacy and numeracy. There has been 
virtually no change in the proportions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students achieving 
national minimum standards for reading, writing and numeracy since 2008, with particularly poor 
outcomes in remote areas. The lack of progress underlines the urgent need for the full 
implementation of the Gonski loadings for our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and 
schools. It is made even more imperative by the large numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students with disability who are disproportionately affected by the Abbott Government’s 
broken promise to substantially increase funding for students with disability and abandonment of 
Gonski post-2017. The impact of these decisions is heightened even further by the fact that the 
agreements between the Abbott Government and the governments of NT and WA, which have high 
numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, do not require the additional funding to 
be delivered to schools on a needs basis or used to tackle disadvantage.  
 
Together with cutting evidence based programs and slashing funding for services which support 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and communities, including language programs, the 
Abbott Government is providing unjustifiably generous funding to Noel Pearson’s ‘Good to Great 
Schools’ organisation and proceeding with implementation of Direct Instruction in 24 remote 
communities in NT and WA, and its continuation in Cape York. This is despite the fact that there is 
no solid evidence that the Cape York trial in 2013 had improved results. The notion that these 
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measures represent a panacea for literacy and numeracy outcomes for remote Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities is at best unlikely in the face of the evidence and at worst deliberately 
setting up communities to fail.  
 
In addition to severe cuts, enforcing an unproven program and sidelining the constitutional 
recognition debate, the Prime Minister’s February press club speech on his 2015 priorities made no 
mention of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people, which highlights his government’s 
disingenuous stand on ‘Closing the Gap’ and improving outcomes for the first peoples of this 
country. It is time for governments to work “with” and empower communities to identify individual 
community owned strategies and programs to work towards better, health, education and 
employment outcomes. 
 
Conference commits to campaigning for all governments to work collaboratively towards closing 
the achievement gaps between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students, which requires closing the gaps in resources between the schools they 
attend and ensuring that all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, including those in remote 
areas, are attending schools that meet minimum resource standards.  
 
School Autonomy 
 
The Abbott Government’s election commitment to making 25 per cent of Australian schools 
Independent Public Schools by 2017 has been broadly rejected across the nation. 
 
It is now clear that the majority of states have rejected the IPS concept, and that they are accepting 
Commonwealth funding money for autonomy programs but not actually creating Independent 
Public Schools. It is high time for the Abbott Government to admit the failure of its IPS policy and 
focus on what the evidence does indicate; the need for equity and properly funding disadvantaged 
schools through implementation of the full six years of Gonski funding reform. 
 
Conference rejects the models of autonomy promoted by Minister Pyne, including IPS, as leading to 
improvements in school or student performance. What the evidence clearly shows is the link 
between these forms of autonomy and increasing inequity and disadvantage. Further it is clear that 
the autonomy agenda is increasingly linked with the commercialisation and privatisation of public 
education.  
 
Curriculum 
 
The Abbott Government’s ideologically driven curriculum review reflects the failure of its 
interventions to date around curriculum. The report of the review lacks evidence-based analysis and 
credibility, and has been widely discredited as an expensive waste of time and resources. 
 
 It overlooks the fact that teachers are already using their professional judgement to integrate the 
general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities in the national curriculum, and failed to provide 
any illumination on how changes in the curriculum can address the over-riding issue of gaps in 
resources and achievement between advantaged and disadvantaged schools and lift overall 
performance. In the AEU’s view it was a distraction from the Abbott Government’s abandonment 
of the needs-based Gonski funding agreements and its refusal to properly fund schools and provide 
the level of resources and support necessary for all students to reach their full potential. 
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Initial Teacher Education 
 
The recent release of the Federal Government’s inquiry into initial teacher education has failed to 
grapple with the problems of declining entry standards, enrolling too many students for whom 
secure work on graduation is unavailable and how teachers who supervise pre-service and mentor 
in-service teachers are appropriately recognised and rewarded.  
 
Initial Teacher Education providers should ensure that the principles of access and equity for 
children and students with disability and the strategies to implement these, are explicitly and 
systematically embedded across ITE subjects. 
 
Additional investment is required for all early career teachers to equitably access and engage in 
targeted programs of ongoing professional learning to cater for students with disability. 
 
Conference reaffirms our commitment to advocating for greater supports for early career teachers 
and far greater resourcing of the teacher practicum/professional learning components of teachers’ 
work. The agreed timetable for shifting to two year (or equivalent) graduate entry programs should 
be followed and is strongly supported. 
 
Early Childhood Education 
 
The Abbott Government must end the uncertainty that has existed around Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) since the 2014-2015 Budget. That budget failed to allocate funding to the states 
and territories beyond the end of December for the National Quality Agenda for Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) and Care National Partnership or the Universal Access to Early Childhood 
Education National Partnership agreements with State and Territory Governments. As a 
consequence, there was a very real threat of major cuts to universal preschool programs in 2015, 
with state and territory governments indicating they would be unable to continue providing 15 hours 
of preschool per week for every four year old in Australia. The extent of public concern led the 
Government to commit additional funding to extend the current Universal Access NP arrangements 
for twelve months, but uncertainty remains beyond 2015, leaving the sector, parents and community 
in limbo. 
 
Conference calls on the Abbott Government to heed the report of the 2014 Productivity 
Commission Inquiry into Childcare and Early Years Learning, which confirms the evidence based 
on the benefits of quality ECE and recommends accordingly that the Federal Government should 
continue to provide funding to the states and territories for the continuation of universal access to a 
preschool program of 15 hours per week for 40 weeks in the year before schooling. Further, 
Conference supports the continuation of the National Quality Framework and key measures 
including maintenance of higher staff:child ratios and appropriately qualified and trained teachers 
and education workers, defined and enforced by legislation. 
 
Failure to continue these reforms and progress towards a universal, high quality, free and equitable 
ECE system focussed predominantly on children and their needs has significant consequences for 
access and equity, particularly for disadvantaged children and significant numbers of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children.  
 
TAFE 
 
Conference recognises the major challenges facing the TAFE sector with market driven 
governments continuing to damage the public provision of Vocational Education and training across 
the country. These policies have resulted in the rapid growth of the private sector within VET, with 
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more than 4600 registered training organisations, the vast majority of which are operating on a for 
profit basis. There is no guarantee of the quality of the training they provide, and there are 
increasing concerns that significant amounts of public vocational education funding are going into 
industry areas where there are few employment prospects rather than those experiencing skill 
shortages.  
 
Research conducted by the University of Sydney’s Business School on behalf of the AEU into the 
move towards privatisation of training in recent years reveals that the beneficiaries are for-profit 
providers, often of low-quality, who have made large profits at the expense of students and 
taxpayers. Private companies are making huge profits from taxpayer subsidies and delivery of low-
cost programs of dubious quality to vulnerable students who are being burdened with huge debts. 
 
Those who are hardest hit by funding cuts and increasing privatisation, and the access, equity and 
quality issues which arise, include those with the highest needs; working class students, retrenched 
and displaced workers, unemployed people, those from disadvantaged backgrounds, students with 
disabilities, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 
 
Federal, state and territory governments have billions of dollars invested in TAFE, which remains a 
vital social and community asset. It is poor public policy to undermine Australia’s world-class 
TAFE system, and to use public funds to encourage the proliferation of private for-profit providers. 
TAFE has benefited millions of Australians, and is vital to the economic and social future of many 
regional and rural areas. It is even worse economic policy, both in terms of the impact on the future 
of the economy and the workforce, but also because of the potential loss of such valuable 
community assets. 
 
The strength of the AEU’s ‘Stop TAFE Cuts’ campaign has generated support for Australia’s TAFE 
system from communities across the country, so much so that it was a major election issue in the 
Victorian and Queensland elections, as it is in the forthcoming New South Wales election. 
   
Conference reaffirms our commitment to the ‘Stop TAFE Cuts’ campaign as it is imperative that 
Australia’s TAFE system has stable and sustainable funding in order to continue its vital role in 
training over one million Australians each year. For the future of the Australian economy and 
society, TAFE must remain affordable and accessible. 
 
The Abbott Government’s Plans for Reform of the Federation 
 
It is clear that much of the Abbott Government’s impetus for ‘reforming’ the Federation is its stated 
intention of saving billions of dollars by cost-shifting to the states and territories through a transfer 
of ‘policy responsibilities’ the schooling and VET sectors.  The ‘reform’ agenda is accompanied by 
significantly reduced Commonwealth funding. Allowing the Federal Government, which has the 
greatest revenue raising capacity, to withdraw from education, and transfer all responsibility to the 
states and territories which have far less revenue raising power, would have a massive impact on the 
spending capacity of the states and territories with serious implications for issues of access, equity 
and quality across Australia. 
 
With regard to schools, a driving motivation is the Abbott Government’s desire to subvert the so-
called shift in responsibility for education from the states and territories to the Commonwealth in 
the Australian Education Act 2013, which forms an integral part of its rationale for dismantling 
Gonski.  
 
Conference reaffirms the AEU policy position that all students within Australia have a right to high 
quality public education regardless of geographic location, gender, socio economic status, social 
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circumstances, cultural background or special needs. Fundamental to this is the need for 
states/territories and the Commonwealth to work collaboratively in the national interest, through a 
partnership based on negotiated common objectives. It is imperative that the Commonwealth uses 
its constitutional capacity and moral responsibility to play a leadership role in ensuring high quality, 
high equity public education for all Australians 
 
The Industrial Front 
 
On the industrial front, conservative federal and state/territory governments continue to attack the 
critical role trade unions play in Australian working and community life. Trade Union Royal 
Commissions, Productivity Commission inquiries, and a host of other reviews or similar processes 
are being used to create climates of fear and to provide right wing policy platforms for forthcoming 
elections. 
 
Achieving significant improvements in wages and working conditions through enterprising 
bargaining remains highly problematic with government and similar employers imposing severe 
wage restraint caps and demanding further productivity offsets. The devolution and privatisation 
agendas are seeing increasing job insecurity with significant job losses in the TAFE sector and 
significant decline in career opportunities for new graduates in school education. 
 
 
 
 


