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“We urge the Minister to reconsider and redirect the additional monies provided for students to additional school counsellors. In this extremely sensitive time, our children should receive the expert support they need and deserve – this can only be provided by trained professionals – school counsellors” Peter Garrigan, President, Australian Council of State School Organisations, February 2011 in response to the Federal Ministers allocation of additional funds to Queensland to support students effected by the Queensland floods

We would like to thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback
The Australian Council of State School Organisations (ACSSO) is the peak national organisation representing the interests of the parents, families and school communities of more than two million children attending government schools throughout Australia.
ACSSO believes that it is the responsibility of schools and the school system to ensure equity of access to an appropriate range of opportunities for all students. All children have the right to schooling which gives them independent access to knowledge as well as the skills and understanding necessary to shape their own lives and to participate in shaping the society in which they live.

ACSSO believes that public education must remain secular and be fully funded by government
ACSSO’s policy is very clear in regard student well-being; the policy reads:
M.1 STUDENT WELFARE
Each school should have a sufficient number of fully qualified support personnel for the purposes of:
(a) providing assistance and advice to emotionally disturbed or disruptive students and their families;
(b) providing pastoral care on a day-to-day basis;
(c) giving career guidance and advice on adapting to an independent existence in the community.
(d) providing support, assistance, pastoral care and career guidance for pregnant and parenting students to continue attending school and their studies.
 ACSSO has strongly supported principals in seeking the resources they need, reinforced by research which demonstrates the enormous value added by professional qualified guidance and counselling capacity – and of having dedicated qualified community liaison people working and building strong complementary supportive partnerships with the parents and families of each community.
Therefore, ACSSO’s position has consistently been that the essential need is for the provision of professionally trained, qualified and experienced counselling staff, with appropriate access to further specialised professional support and intervention resources as required – together with an appropriately resourced, qualified and dedicated Community Liaison Officer building supportive and sustainable partnership linkages with parents and families. This dual need is most critically present and of greatest potential benefit in those schools of particular need or disadvantage – including those in rural, regional and remote communities across the country.
What has been a major concern for ACSSO in regard the NSCP and in fact, the Effectiveness of Chaplaincy report confirms this, is that only 2.5% of school chaplains are qualified in counselling or psychology. In this report there is clear evidence that school chaplains are engaging in duties for which they are not qualified; it reports that chaplains are engaged in working in areas such as children’s anger issues, grief and loss, bullying, peer pressure and self-esteem as well as self-harm and suicide. These issues require expert help and schools and students are in need of this.
Also of concern is to hear reported that on a number of occasions since the establishment of the NSCP, the Australian Psychological Society has been contacted by members who are concerned about chaplains who have been employed in schools to provide mental health counselling to students. This has occurred either instead of or in replacement of school psychologists.

At a time of ever increasing social pressures and mental health issues on young people, what is needed is an enhancement of professional school counselling services. The increase in the incidence of mental health issues, in diagnosis of autism and other student disability diagnoses as well as the parental choice for the inclusion of students with confirmed disabilities into mainstream classes impacts on the required additional support needed for staff, students and families in classes. The parental choice for inclusion of students with disability diagnoses into mainstream classes supported the notion that a qualified person was required.  
Currently the school counsellor to student ratio stands at about 1:850 in Metropolitan Queensland, 1: 1250 in regional Queensland and around 1:1000 in NSW schools alone.  ACSSO strongly believes this money for the National School Chaplaincy Program would be better spent on additional school counsellors to achieve a more manageable caseload.

Public schools have been compelled to accept $20,000 a year for the implementation of a chaplaincy program as a means of securing desperately needed welfare assistance for students at risk. Considering the current student / counsellor ratio and the current level of students listed as at risk it is understandable why many of our state affiliates report that this is the major reason behind any support they give the program. 

At a time of the Review of Funding into Schooling the opportunity arises for a responsible government committed to student well-being to review the use of these funds and allocated them more appropriately with the welfare of the student as the paramount concern.
Please find attached our response to the questions as outlined in the discussion paper 

Appendix D

Template for responses

Please note that the Department will publish your written responses to this consultation process, unless you specifically request otherwise.

If you consider your response should be treated as confidential, or if you wish to remain anonymous please clearly indicate this below. The Australian Government will accept a request to treat information as confidential. Information relating to individuals will be protected under the Privacy Act 1988. Requests for access to such information will be dealt with under the provisions of the Freedom of Information Act 1982.

Responses are to be received by 18 March 2011 and sent by email to: 

chaplaincyconsultation@deewr.gov.au
Or posted to:

NSCP Consultation

Australian Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 

GPO Box 9880 ADELAIDE SA  5001

Only the name of the organisation or individual providing the submission will be made public, email contact details will remain anonymous.

I do not wish for my name/organisation name to be published

I do not wish for my submission to be published

School / Organisation

Name (will be made public unless requested otherwise)

Australian Council of State School Organisations (ACSSO)
Prepared by:

Dianne Giblin on behalf of Peter Garrigan, President
Email contact details: president@acsso.org.au
Postal Details: PO Box 323 Curtin, ACT 2605
Individual

Responses:

Do you support the introduction of minimum qualifications for school chaplains?

X Yes

 No

 Unsure

Do you support the introduction of a minimum Certificate IV (Associate Diploma) in Youth Work or similar (e.g. pastoral care, community services)?

 Yes

 No, I think the minimum qualification should be lower

X  No, I think the minimum qualification should be higher

 No, I don’t think there should be minimum qualifications

What should be the minimum entry qualifications?

 High School Certificate

 Certificate II or III

 Certificate IV

X  Diploma/Advanced Diploma (in a relevant area of expertise) 

x Bachelor / University degree

What elements are most important for minimum qualifications for schools chaplains? (You can select more than one option)

X  Youth work

X  Referral expertise

 Theological expertise

 Negotiation skills

 Recognition of life experience

X Counselling skills – Remembering that this is not to replace school counselling 
x Other: Demonstrated commitment to the welfare of young people
Are there any other comments you would like to make about the qualifications of chaplains?

The National Chaplaincy Program is a program in the form of grants to schools.  The available funds are given to schools (via an administrative body which in nearly all cases has been a church) to provide additional resources in the form of pastoral care workers a requirement being a faith based link. Many schools because of the requirement to be linked to a faith do not apply for the funding.  Public schools need a welfare support worker that is not based in a particular faith.  This condition often limits and in many cases excludes a student’s access to this kind of support.  ACSSO believes that the majority of parents and schools would prefer to have a full time qualified School Counsellor or equivalent.  They would support the additional resource of a welfare role to complement the Counsellor- fully trained and not linked to a faith. 

In November, the NT Ombudsman, Carolyn Richards, published a report in which she stated little was known in regard local administration of the program.  She condemned the federal guidelines for providing no practical and ''nationally consistent'' criteria for a person to be called a chaplain. 

Whilst consulting with our state and territory colleagues there was consistent support for the notion that there were few guidelines, policies or procedures surrounding the programs. There is no guidance as to the confidentiality that surrounds any sensitive information the chaplain may be privy to.
Do you support the introduction of a role statement for chaplains?

Absolutely yes. Firstly there needs to be a connection between their duties and their qualification. This is the first step towards defining the role.  
A role statement also sets the boundaries and areas of work that they may undertake.  It should clearly define what areas are to be referred on.  

There should be a clear line of reporting and accountability. Those employed in this role should be regularly reviewed under a clear set of performance criteria.
Do you support the introduction of minimum standards for service providers under the program?

X Yes

 No

 Unsure

What elements are most important for minimum standards for service providers? (you can select more than one option)

 Chaplain accountability to a religious body

x Provision of ongoing professional development and support for chaplains

x Monitoring of service delivery according to set standards

x Appropriate governance structures (e.g. management and supervisory structures in place to ensure a quality service)

x Appropriate risk management and compliance requirements (e.g. capacity to meet all legislated and other mandated requirements as an employer of individuals working with children)

x Appropriate complaints and grievance resolution processes

 Other: (please provide details)

Are there any other comments you would like to make about the minimum standards for service providers?

ACSSO believes that all workers employed under this program should be subject to a police check and any state / territory requirement of working with children check.  This should be managed by the school with the cost being part of the program funding.
The service should acknowledge and adhere to all school policies whilst working within the school to ensure consistency for students and staff.

The provider should be accountable to the system their employee is servicing

Do you support the current arrangements which require schools to attempt to employ a chaplain before being able to employ a secular pastoral care worker? 

No.  The criteria that supports that this person must be faith based is discriminatory.
ACSSO believes each state school community should be able to to identify which pastoral support services best match their own individual school communities’ needs and to have an option to employ what additional support is appropriate to them.   

It is believed that many more schools may have accessed the funding should the options of who they employed had been flexible. Schools should have the final say when it comes to its students and communities, if the most appropriate person to fill the role is a youth worker or someone with a similar background and no faith based links, the funding should be made available.

Do you support modification of the program to give schools the choice of a non-faithbased support worker or youth worker?

Yes. Section A of ACSSO policy states

A.1.1 A public education system should:

(a) be inclusive, in that it is available, accessible and attractive to all, irrespective of race, religion, culture, socio-economic status, gender, disability or geographic location;

 (f) help break down the barriers between Australians and contribute to a greater sense of cohesiveness in Australian society;

A faith based worker would exclude access to many students. There needs to be a provision for the equity of access for all students. The ability to appoint a non-faith based worker would support that. 

ACSSO’s understanding of the role of the school chaplain is to support the work of the school counsellor and to assist students who don’t require the specialist support of the school counsellor.  A welfare person with non-faith based links is capable of providing this support.

Are there any other comments you would like to make about the choice of support worker?

It is essential that student welfare and counselling being provided through a secular and equitable mode in our public schools. The funding provides schools the opportunity to employ support – however under current arrangements choices are limited. 
Should this money not be redirected to providing fully trained counselors then criteria needs to be flexible but have clearly defined minimum standards against a nationally consistent role statement.
What models of administration would support innovative delivery under the program? 

ACSSO affiliates responses varied in this particular area.  It was clear that individual agreements are somewhat onerous particularly in respect to the amount of funding.  Allowing jurisdictions to manage this could lead to inconsistency across the nation of what is a Commonwealth program.

There needs to be a clear connection with the service providers in providing the best for our students in public schools. The program needs to support the school and community by providing flexible and equitable means for delivery.  It also allows for ease of referral to the appropriate source of assistance to the student and or their family. 

Of note, a whole of government approach similar to the Schools as Community Centre model (NSW) or the Child and Family Centre model – where the resources could be pooled and shared amongst a number of schools is a thought to explore. Stakeholder management could assist with the administration.
There is strong belief that shared resources allow for a stronger and broader approach to issues. A pool of materials, tools and collated data can be used to target resources better and understand and recognise needs in a more effective way. 

What innovative models of delivery would support rural, remote and disadvantaged schools to maximise the effectiveness of funding they could receive under the program? (you can select more than one option)

x Cluster models

x Pooled funding

X  Other: 

The model for these areas needs to be flexible but also  accountable. 
Many communities have already established networks that they have developed which could be utilized for this purpose. Each school and community requires the opportunity to provide the best possible outcome for their community. 

Are there any other comments you would like to make about innovative delivery models?

ACSSO believes the program needs to be enhanced to allow schools the opportunity for a school or group of schools to be able to utilize the funding in a way which best addresses the welfare/pastoral needs of the students.
Accompanying the increased flexibility of the program there should be well considered guidelines and accountability requirements

Interagency collaboration will require a set of well-developed protocols to ensure the integrity of the program
Are there any other comments you would like to make about the program?
Of concern to ACSSO was the various ways whole school community consultation regarding employing a chaplain took place. Some schools held whole school community consultation while many restricted it to a supportive few and a number to “finding a parent in the playground” to sign the form. Applications need to be more accountable regarding this process
With an “opening up” of the program to give removed the faith based nature, a new name is in order.
Some of our affiliates support this program for the additional welfare support it offers but do agree with the removal of faith based requirements.
No one would disagree that the most preferred option is to support the employment of school counsellors.  This has been a particular point on which ACSSO, its affiliates and majority of stakeholders in the public education system has lobbied for many many years.  It is clearly evident with the increase in diagnosis of mental illness in young people that this is a valuable resource we can no longer go without.  It is clearly supported in the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians the need to adequately support the social and emotional development of all students – our children deserve no less.
