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WA relief teacher shortage: State School
Teachers Union warns shortage putting
extra stress on teachers
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There’s never been a better
time to get involved with the

These events are coming up in August...
Network
Meeting
Thursday 12
August

Trivia
Night
Thursday 26
August

Wear It Purple
Day
Friday 27
August

Keep an eye on our emails for details!

For more information about the network, you can email
EDUPrideNetwork@act.gov.au
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COMING UP SHORT

What began as a trickle of stories about
increasing numbers of split classes has grown
into a flood of concerns over a persistent and
significant shortage of teaching staff in the ACT.
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without the right resources.
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HEALTHY WORKING
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THE STRUGGLE IS REAL

To properly understand the experience of
our members, we spoke to two teachers at
one of our primary schools.

The number of split classes occurring daily
across our system suggests that relief teachers
are in high demand and short supply.

Staffing shortages in our schools are more than
just an inconvenience. The consequences have
the potential to cause injury to our members.
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Teacher shortages are being felt far more
broadly than just here in the ACT.

We must never be complacent when it
comes to Occupational Violence.

Safe and healthy working conditions have
always been core business for our union.

UPCOMING EVENTS
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Authorised by Angela Burroughs for the
Australian Education Union ACT Branch,
40 Brisbane Avenue, Barton ACT 2600.

The ACT Educator is your magazine.
If there's a story or a feature you'd
like to see included, let us know!
Email us at aeuact@aeuact.org.au

DISCLAIMER:
The assertions and opinions expressed in
articles reflect the views of the author(s)
and do not necessarily represent the views
of the AEU. We do, however, think that
these issues are worthy of discussion in
our union.

TERM
3
Upcoming
Events
WEEK 1

BRANCH EXECUTIVE
Wednesday 14 July
5.00pm - 8.30pm
40 Brisbane Ave, Barton

WEEK 2

BRANCH COUNCIL
Saturday 24 July
9.00am - 12.00pm
Boiler House Lecture Theatre
University of Canberra

WEEK 4
NEW EDUCATOR
NETWORK MEETING
TQI Portfolios
Wednesday 4 August
4.15pm - 6.15pm
Private Function Room
Kingston Hotel

WEEK 6
BRANCH EXECUTIVE
Wednesday 18 August
5.00pm - 8.30pm
40 Brisbane Ave, Barton
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WEEK 7

BRANCH COUNCIL
Saturday 28 August
9.00am - 12.00pm
Boiler House Lecture Theatre
University of Canberra

WEEK 8

FUNDAMENTALS
TRAINING
Thursday 2 September
9.00am - 4.00pm
Hellenic Club Woden
ADVANCED
TRAINING
Friday 3 September
9.00am - 4.00pm
Hellenic Club Woden

WEEK 9
BRANCH EXECUTIVE
Wednesday 8 September
5.00pm - 8.30pm
40 Brisbane Ave, Barton

WEEK 10

FEDERAL
WOMEN'S CONFERENCE
Friday 1 &
Saturday 2 October

PUBLIC EDUCATION
Celebratory Dinner

Friday 8 October
National Gallery
of Australia

Our keynote speaker is Richard Denniss,
Chief Economist of the Australia Institute and
tireless fighter against inequality,
with comedian Cal Wilson as Master of Ceremonies.
Keep an eye out for ticket details coming in term 3!

President's
Report
Reassurance and information. That is the number one reason why people
join a union, according to a large-scale, in-depth review conducted over
the course of a year by the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU).
To unpack this further, reassurance means ‘to provide protection in case something bad
happens to me’, and information was explained as, ‘to get information about my rights at
work or a workplace issue that I’m experiencing'. Other key drivers for joining a union are
‘pay and conditions’, as unionised workforces are known to collectively do better on this
front, and to ‘make change’. Unionists are known as being people of action who can drive
change.
Sally McManus, Secretary of the ACTU, presented the survey findings to a recent meeting of
AEU presidents and secretaries. Although the results were derived from a large cross-section
of Australian workers, they certainly resonated with the experiences in AEU branches across
the country. To continue to grow our membership, we must constantly work on our visibility
and relevance.
In the term that I have been working full time in the AEU office, I can see how much our
member services are geared to respond to the things that matter most to members.
Our industrial team, led by Patrick Judge, is the reassurance and information department.
This team supports hundreds of members each month with personalised advice to meet
each member’s unique circumstances. Some advice is highly complex and technical,
requiring support over many months. Other advice includes explaining workplace rights
and empowering members with the confidence they need to assert their right to receive
legislated workplace entitlements.
Advocating for better pay and conditions is core business for all of us, as is making change.
By engaging with you, our members, we receive first hand accounts of the things that you
want to change and we work with you to drive that change. Current priorities are to address
staffing shortages, infrastructure and occupational violence.
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In relation to staffing shortages, you told us loudly and clearly of difficulties schools face in
securing enough staff to cover classes when regular classroom teachers are absent. We heard
that classes were being split with alarming regularity, and members advised that in some
schools ongoing permanent teaching positions remained unfilled. All in all, members spoke of
the staffing situation not as a challenge, but as a crisis. Perhaps this should not have come as
such a surprise, as education sectors and jurisdictions across the country are all talking about
teacher shortages.
What, then, does come as a surprise is our own directorate’s reluctance to acknowledge that
there is a teacher shortage in the ACT. Even more surprising for the deep diving, data driven,
evidence based decision makers, is a reticence to investigate the problem. You can imagine
our surprise when the education directorate professed to being unable to provide weekly
reports on: the number of staff absent by school; the number of staff replaced by a relief
teacher by school; and the number of split classes by school. Fortunately, our sub-branches
will provide this information, which will assist the union to properly understand the extent
and impact of the current staffing shortage.
The directorate’s reluctance to acknowledge a teacher shortage reflects its position that, at a
system level, sufficient funding is allocated to schools in the ACT to resource the staff needed
to teach the overall student load. They argue that government student resource allocation
funding is the highest of all jurisdictions and that teaching conditions are well above
enterprise agreement entitlements in some schools. They say we have an equity problem over
how resources are utilised rather than a system problem. By this logic, on the one hand there
is no problem because at a system-wide level, total resource provision is adequate but, on the
other hand there is a problem, because the system-wide lens does not account for conditions
that require a different approach.
University of Melbourne professor of economics Chris Edmonds, writing recently on house
prices and interest rates, said that, “Trying to address complex location-specific supply-side
problems with one-size-fits-all monetary policy tools is hopeless, and probably dangerous”.1
The same can be said about staffing our schools.
We will make change by gathering data to understand the reality being lived by our members
and continuing to work collaboratively with the employer to address issues. In this special staff
shortage edition of the ACT Educator, we start to tell some of those stories.
Ensuring that ACT public schools have the necessary infrastructure that is fit for purpose
and addressing occupational violence are the union’s other current priorities. These priorities
intersect.
Unions have a major role to play in making Australia a better place in the future. At the
AEU we are playing that role. We have your back, we work tirelessly to achieve better pay
and conditions. We hope for a better future for our members and for our students. More
importantly, together, we can make it happen.

1
Edmond, C, 2021, ‘Should Australia increase interest rates to stop house prices rising so quickly?’
The Guardian, 18 June, viewed 19 June, 2021, < https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/
jun/18/its-great-the-jobs-market-is-improving-but-rba-must-keep-interest-rates-low>.
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Coming up short

What began as a trickle of stories about increasing numbers of split
classes has grown into a flood of concerns over a persistent and
significant shortage of teaching staff in the ACT.

T

he difficulty in finding staff, especially to cover
unexpected absences, has been an ever-growing
concern for our branch in 2021. When members
first began raising the issue, we looked for ways to
address it as a site-by-site problem, but it became
increasingly clear the shortage is systemic.
The situation is placing enormous pressure on our
members, with unprecedented reports of stress,
fatigue and workplace injuries.
In primary and high schools around the ACT, we
are hearing of multiple split classes occurring
every day. In colleges, the lack of cover for
absences continues to result in classes having
no teacher at all, with students engaging in selfdirected learning.
Without adequate staff, schools do not run the
way they should. Teaching and learning suffer. The
demands placed on existing staff are great. More
and more of our members are telling us that those
demands are unsustainable.
Despite this, it seems not a day goes by without
classes in our schools being split due to
unexpected staff absences that cannot be covered
by a replacement teacher, resulting in class sizes
beyond the agreed caps – sometimes alarmingly
so.

We know of multiple schools in primary and
secondary settings that regularly have classes of
more than 50 students. Just for some context, the
last time that sort of class size was considered
desirable (in NSW, at least) was in about 1908.

KNOW YOUR RIGHTS
The fundamental contribution of class size
to learning outcomes for students, quality
of teaching and the health and wellbeing of
teachers is acknowledged by a provision in
our enterprise agreement. A joint AEU and
employer policy also identifies class size
maximums.
This policy states that if you are asked
to exceed the agreed maximums, you
must be provided "appropriate additional
supports or resources".
During last year’s ACT election, we asked
each of the major parties to sign our public
education pledge. One of the pledge items,
agreed to by both ACT Labor and the ACT
Greens, was to cap class sizes without
exception. We intend to hold them to it.
The issue of class sizes has been put to bed
– we know they matter, and the employer
has agreed.
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Splitting classes and exceeding class size limits
doesn’t just cause additional workload, stress
and disruption. It can also lead to occupational
violence and workplace injuries.
As noted in our 2021/22 ACT budget submission,
the ACT Education Directorate’s staff reported
nearly 1000 work safety incidents each month
in February and March. Of these, more than 800
each month had an element of occupational
violence (OV).
As Senior Industrial Officer Patrick Judge points
out, large classes of students with whom teachers
are unfamiliar can increase the chance of OV
incidents: “You’re not going to know about
something that will trigger a negative behaviour
from one of the students or you won’t be familiar
with the work safety controls put in place to
manage the potential needs of those students.”
Even when split classes do not lead to OV,
the pressures they place on staff is enormous.
“Teachers are in tears at the beginning of the day
but just push on knowing they will have a bunch
of extra students every day,” one member told us.
“There is the issue of high staff absences. Stress
leave is being utilised. Sustained periods of time
away from work for some staff. The desire to not
attend work, and not return by members of staff."

KNOW YOUR RIGHTS
You don't need to work when you're ill or
injured. This is your right to personal leave.
Illness and injury can be psychological as
well as physical.
Your right to personal leave doesn't change
depending on how the illness or injury
originates. Let's use physical illness as an
analogy: if you get a cold from your own
child, it means you can't work. If you're so
stressed by something in your personal
life that you can't work, the same principle
applies.
When you're ill or injured due to work, you're
entitled to apply for workers compensation
instead of personal leave. Workers
compensation can pay for leave while you
recover, as well as any treatment you need
to get better. It is subject to you being able
to demonstrate a link between work and
the illness/injury, but this can be physical or
psychological, just like the example above.
You're entitled to apply for workers
compensation for any injury sustained
at work - and work stress can cause
psychological injury.
10

A common trend we hear is that members feel a
duty to their colleagues and students to help their
school continue functioning beyond a reasonable
expectation, leading to a cycle of burnout. “I worry
if I step down, nothing will get done,” said one
member. “The number of staff out on sick leave
because of burnout or absolute despair, along
with those who have doctors’ certificates but are
turning up anyway ‘because of the kids’ or who
are just broken but have no leave left is horrible.”
We know our members are incredibly committed
professionals, but it is not their responsibility to
work themselves to the point of “absolute despair”
due to a lack of adequate resourcing from the
employer.
On 11 May, ACT Education Directorate Deputy
Director-General David Matthews was interviewed
on local radio about reports of a relief teacher
shortage and an increase in split classes. We were
surprised by his comments, which were a stark
contrast to the experiences our members are
sharing with us.
“I haven’t heard those reports,” he said,
“…that there is a greater level of incidence of
[split classes] occurring this year and for such
prolonged periods of time… Split classes as they’re
known do occur from time to time, particularly
when you’ve got unplanned leave at the last
minute.”

Our members responded strongly to what they
heard in this interview. They had just been told
their everyday lived experience was, in fact, not
happening. "It’s concerning that people who
aren’t working in schools and don’t know what
education is like are hearing from [the Directorate]
that everything’s fine and these aren’t issues," said
one member. "I think it really diminishes how
much effort we’re putting in."
The AEU has since met with the Directorate to
request weekly data reports on three things:
•
•
•

The number of staff absent by school
The number of staff replaced by a relief teacher
by school
The number of split classes by school

The Directorate’s representatives did not concede
that there was a shortage of teaching staff, and
advised they were unable to provide the requested
data without significant burden on schools,
although they did commit to get us what they
could.
In a subsequent letter to the AEU, the Directorate
reiterated that there was “no significant change
in unplanned leave patterns from previous years,”
and advised that the 2021 casual staffing budget
was higher than it had been in 2020.

Where do we start?
Budget submission

The first item in our recent submission
to the 2021/22 ACT budget was that the
government ensure our schools have
enough staff. We made three specific
recommendations for budget allocations
to make this possible, including sufficient
resources to ensure that workforce data is
readily available in relation to teacher and
school assistant workforces in ACT public
schools.

Independent report

Council determined at its last meeting to
commission a report from an independent
expert to ascertain the projected future
staffing needs in ACT schools.

Member survey

Late in term two you should have received
via email our member survey around staffing
issues. Your responses have already been
coming through thick and fast, but we want
to hear from as many members as possible.
If you haven't completed it yet, please do. It
should only take 15 minutes.

It also advised that there are “currently more than
900 registered casual teachers”, although it did
concede that “[t]he great majority of registered
casuals are choosing to work in a very limited
number of schools. This supports the anecdotal
feedback that some schools are unable to access
relief staff.”

Data collection

This is the closest the Directorate has come to
admitting there is a problem. It acknowledges
there are some issues with staffing in certain parts
of the system, but not a general teacher shortage.

We need your help to do this. Your input
is vital to us forming a clear picture of the
scope of this problem in the ACT. Once we
have that, we can work together to identify
the solutions.

In the week that we received that letter, we heard
from members reports of:
•
•
•
•
•

A school missing three permanent, full-time
staff members
Classes of more than 50 students
Insufficient budget to hire relief
Splitting classes more days than not
Closing student services to keep classes
running

It is clear there is a problem, but to address it, we
first need to understand its scale and the impact
it’s having.

Starting in week 1 of term 3, we are asking
each of our sub-branches to complete a
weekly spreadsheet recording data on split
classes at their site. This will be the first time
widespread data has been collected in our
system regarding split classes.

Teaching is a great profession and public
education is a great calling. When we are
delivering the quality education that our students
deserve, it is the best job in the world. However,
there is no worse feeling than knowing that
we can’t meet our students’ needs because our
schools are under-resourced and our staff are overstretched. We have a duty to our students, and to
ourselves, to ensure that these critical resourcing
issues are addressed.
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The struggle
is real
To properly understand the experience of
our members, Communications Officer
MEAGAN PEARCE spoke to two teachers at
one of our primary schools.

Image: DGLimages/Shutterstock.com
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I

t’s 8.30am in a Canberra primary school. Bec
and Sara (not their real names) are both year one
teachers, and they’ve just been sent a routine
email advising of staff absences for the day. The
list is a pretty average one for the school at the
moment, where Sara estimates about five of their
roughly 25 teachers would be absent on any given
day.
Today the school’s other year one teacher is
amongst the daily absences. As is usually the case,
no cover has been provided: the principal is about
to let Bec and Sara know that class will be split
between theirs – not just today, but for the rest of
the week.
“We never know what we’re going to get,” says
Sara. “We’ll get a list of absent staff in the morning,
and it just says that their class is split. You don’t
know if you’re going to get those kids.”
Like so many schools across our system, split
classes are nothing out of the ordinary here.
“Last year,” Sara says, “I had a specific desk in my
classroom that was always set up and kept free
because we had split kids every day.”
The shortage of staff is placing teachers in this
school - and across the system - under massive
pressure. “For the past four weeks, we’ve had split
kids every day,” Bec adds.

"I know that there isn’t a lot of relief
staff out there, but it adds so much
stress when you have extra students
coming into your class and they
don’t understand your routine, and
you get all the behaviours that come
with that, and you don’t have the
connection to those students."
Teachers are adaptable professionals, but
accommodating for extra students they didn’t
know they’d have in their classroom on any given
day is an added challenge they’re having to
contend with more and more. Bec and Sara have
raided the classroom of their absent colleague
to provide for the students they’re taking on. “We
bring in extra tables, steal resources from that
classroom. We stole extra chairs – squeezing them
in.”

Today the split is from a class at the same year
level, which can simplify things. “If we have the
same year level split into our class, they can join
in with the class,” Sara says. But, having planned
a day’s lessons around a particular number of
students, they can often find themselves making
a last-minute dash back to the photocopier to be
able to provide templates or worksheets for those
split students. "You spend all that time planning
for your class," says Bec, "only to find out you're
actually not prepared for the day."
And, she points out, “Even if you’re teaching the
same year level and you might be teaching the
same content, how you teach it and where you’re
up to is so different, so you have to plan essentially
two alternate options in case your split kids aren’t
up to the same thing – or have already done the
work you’re doing.”
Today, these split classes will not result in Bec and
Sara’s classes exceeding class size maximums, but
that is down to luck more than anything. Absent
students mean they stay under the maximum – by
one. The upper primary classes in their schools are
unlikely to ever fare so well when classes are split.
Larger classes at that end of the school can mean
30 students needing to be split into multiple
classes, often at different year levels.
The enterprise agreement and associated class
size policy requires that teachers who are asked to
teach above the maximum sizes are provided with
additional supports. Sara says she raises this often
within the school. "They promise an extra LSA if
you go over your class limits, but they rarely even
have enough LSAs for a normal day anyway."
Taking on these additional students takes its
toll. "I was messaging my dad," Bec says, "and he
said, 'It sounds like it's not a sustainable career.
I understand now why teachers have such high
numbers of burnout because you're expected to
do so much - with no notice."
Sara estimates that on average in term two,
students were split into classes at a different year
level to their own at least twice a week. “In the
ideal,” she says, “they should have a booklet that
gets photocopied and they can keep working
through the work they’re doing in class. But
sometimes they get sent to another class with
literally nothing to do. Parents would sometimes
come and ask me, ‘They were split to you today –
did they actually do any work?” And I’d tell them,
'Well, they joined in on some activities, but I teach
Year 1 and they’re in Year 4!’"
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Aside from the disruption to
their learning, being split into a
different class with no warning
can be genuinely upsetting for
some students. The change of
routine is difficult for young
children to manage, and the
addition of new faces to the
classroom can have a huge
impact on the established
dynamic. Something as simple
as not having their own assigned
seat can be a big deal for a
primary school student.

"Two teachers do
the job of three.
Where else are
people asked to
do 150% of their
workload?"
14

Students with complex needs
face extra challenges, and this
school, like many, has a high
number of such students. “We
have students with special
needs and especially trauma
backgrounds – they have
particular resources and setups
in their regular classrooms,” says
Sara.
“They generally try not to split
‘tricky’ kids to teachers who
don’t know them but sometimes
it’s unavoidable,” she says. “I’d
say it’s definitely a behavioural
risk when they’re suddenly in
your classroom and you and your
students don’t know what might
trigger them.”

Bec adds, “They’ve got action
plans and ILPs but if they turn up
at your classroom door, you can’t
exactly say to them, ‘I’m going
to go look up your ILP and your
behaviour management plan,
and then you can come in.’ You
don’t have time to do that, and
sometimes you won’t even know
that a student does have an ILP
or a behaviour management
plan or anything.”
There are also more immediately
obvious challenges for some
students with complex needs.
“I have one student in a
wheelchair,” Sara says. “The
furniture is set up specifically
so he can move all around the
classroom. Today he can’t get
to three quarters of the room
because we have to have an
extra desk because we have six
extra kids. And if he gets split
to another room, the space isn’t
set up for him.” The challenges
aren’t just logistical, either. If
that student is split into another
class, it’s vital that the teacher
taking him for the day is aware
of his eating and toileting plans.
“Our most vulnerable kids are
the ones who are impacted the
highest by split classes,” says Bec.

Both Bec and Sara say they’ve
come to work on days they
were unwell to avoid their class
being split. “You don’t want to
put any more pressure on your
colleagues and you don’t want to
do that to your kids,” Bec says. “If
you’re working in a team of three
teachers and one lets you know
they’re going to be away, even if
you’re feeling sick, you feel like
you have to go to work. You don’t
want to put it on that third team
member to have two teaching
partners away in one day.”
Split classes are the norm here
to cover unplanned absences.
Bringing in relief staff is
something that happens rarely.
“Around this time every year, our
principal will tell us how many
staffing days in the red we are,
and that we're "overstaffed" to
explain why we don't access the
relief pool," says Sara. "But we
have two split classes today."
“It’s been years since I’ve seen a
new teacher come to our school
from the relief pool,” adds Bec. “I
totally understand it. If you’re a
relief teacher and you’re going to
get paid the same wherever you
work, why wouldn’t you pick the
‘easier’ schools?”
"I remember when I first started
teaching here, we used to get
relief teachers quite often and
they’d be here three or four
times then we’d never see them
again," Sara says. "I don’t know if
it was them making that call or
the school. But I remember one
guy just walking out at 10am
and we never saw him again.”
Without relief staff to cover
absences, existing teachers are
having to stretch themselves to
meet the shortfall.

"It's essentially asking you to do
stuff that you're not prepared
for," says Bec. "Imagine in any
other job being told, 'Today
you're going to do all this extra
work. You're not meant to do
it and we won't pay you extra,
but you're going to do this extra
workload."
"Two teachers do the job of
three," Sara adds. "Where else are
people asked to do 150% of their
workload?"
Bec says the public response
from the Directorate on the
issue of split classes has been
upsetting for her and her
colleagues. “We’re trying so
hard, with bigger numbers
and different classes and we’re
stretching ourselves out, then to
hear someone who’s meant to
be on your side saying, ‘This isn’t
a problem, it’s fine,’ you start to
think, ‘Am I complaining about
something that isn’t worthwhile?
Should I be this stretched out
and tired after every single day?’
I think it really diminishes the
work that we’re putting in – and
all educators and support staff
are putting in – every day.”

“The conversation is always
about ‘quality teachers’ and
higher accountability and new
education programs, and never
about what teachers experience
or are expected to do.”
Bec and Sara have already been
recording the occurrences of
split classes in their school
using the template provided
by the union office and will
continue this into term 3. “We
know the Directorate has said
it didn’t want to put any more
administrative pressure on
teachers by asking them to
report this stuff,” says Bec, “but
I think if you asked any teacher,
they’d be happy to do it! We
want the extent of the problem
to be clear. If the employer
doesn’t want to hear it, we’re
glad our union does.”

“I know it’s not an issue just at
our school. I know other schools
that have no inbuilt relief, and
they can’t get anyone, and
they’re over ratio all the time.
There’s no school right now
where you think, “Wow, it must
be great to work there – they've
got so many teachers!”
Sara thinks the teacher
shortage is part of a larger
problem in teaching, including
the disconnect between the
perception some people have of
what teachers do and the reality
of the workload they actually
face. “I feel like there’s always
external pressure and judgement
for teachers,” she says, “so I can’t
imagine people choosing this
career unless they love it.”
15

Staff shortages:
a workplace
hazard?
Staffing shortages in our
schools are more than
just an inconvenience.
The consequences have
the potential to cause
injury to our members, as
Industrial Support Officer
BIANCA HENNESSY
explains.

W

e all know what it’s like to feel stressed at
work. On occasion it’s unavoidable, but it shouldn’t
be a regular feature of your work. When it is, we call
it ‘psychosocial risk’. These are workplace situations
which threaten to cause avoidable psychological
injury to workers.
Imagine you’re a teacher who has had to deal with
split classes for the third time in a week (this won’t
be much of a stretch of the imagination for many of
you). Let’s say you’re standing in front of a class with
unfamiliar students, someone else’s lesson plan, not
enough chairs in the room, and agitated kids.

Now, with that in mind, read the list below of
potential psychosocial hazards as identified by Safe
Work Australia, the peak authority on the issue.1
How many of them might apply?
•
•
•
•
•
•
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High workloads (including high emotional effort,
long periods of vigilance, unpleasant working
conditions)
Low job control (say, for example, you come to
work and don’t know how many kids you’ll have
to teach that day)
Inadequate support
Poor workplace relationships (including perceived
lack of fairness or equity, and mixed messaging
between layers of management)
Low recognition and reward (which might cover,
let’s say, getting the same pay for teaching more
students)
Poor organisational justice (which includes
inconsistent application of policies and
procedures)

1 Safe Work Australia, 2019. Work-related psychological health and safety:
A systematic approach to meeting your duties. National guidance material.
pp.9-12.

In our office, we regularly speak
to members in distress. People
often come to us when things
have reached a breaking point:
when they’re unable to work and
need to access leave or worker’s
compensation. Often there is an
incident involved, which will be
the ostensible reason that they
need some time off. When we
talk more to members about
what’s going on, though, we
find a whole range of issues are
sitting just under the surface.
Usually, these members are so
stretched and worn down that
it’s no wonder they reach a crisis
point. Something like class sizes
might seem to those outside
of the profession like a simple
administrative issue of funding
or staffing, but we know that it
makes an enormous difference
when people are having to deal
with split classes day after day
on top of a sea of other pressures
in their working lives.

This feeds into the perception
that work-related psychological
injury is minor or merely
indicates a need for higher
individual resilience. This
couldn’t be further from the
truth. Research has indicated
that conditions in the workplace
cause between 15 per cent and
45 per cent of mental health
problems experienced by
employed people.2
We know that psychological
injury at work can cause ongoing
mental health issues that often
take the form of depression,
anxiety, PTSD, and so on. If
we care about mental health,
we should care about
psychosocial risk in
the workplace.

Psychological injury to teachers
and LSAs should not be just
a regular part of the job. It’s
avoidable and it’s unacceptable.
If we are going to treat educators
in the ACT with the respect they
deserve, we need to start with
the basic conditions of their
workplaces, which includes
adequate baseline staffing and
the effective provision of relief
teachers. Anything less than that
is unsafe and unjust.

Australia is well behind the
rest of the world when
it comes to properly
recognising and reducing
psychosocial risk to
workers. Many countries
have laws that require
employers to minimise
psychosocial risk, but
Australian laws lump it
in with physical risk and
effectively just hope for the best.
The obvious problem with this is
that while it’s usually easy to see
when someone has been injured
physically at work, it’s much
harder to see psychological
injury, let alone determine the
cause of it.

2 Carter, L. and Stanford, J., 2021. Investing in Better Mental Health in Australian Workplaces.
The Australia Institute, Centre for Future Work, p.4.
Image: Lightspring/Shutterstock.com
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The big picture
Teacher shortages are being felt far more broadly than just here in
the ACT. What we're experiencing in our schools is symptomatic
of a chronic teacher shortage that's being felt around the country
and internationally.

W

hile we continue to
gather data on the extent of the
problem in our schools, to get
an indication of what we’re up
against we need only look just
across the border.
NSW Education Minister Sarah
Mitchell said last year that the
teacher shortage was “one of
many things that sometimes
keeps me awake at night.” She
also said, “I recognise there are
issues with teacher shortages
across the state. It’s pronounced
in [rural] and regional areas, but
I hear it from teachers based in
the city as well.”
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The recent Gallop inquiry
and Rorris report both
recommended teacher shortages
in NSW be addressed as a
matter of urgency. Both reports
concluded that teachers needed
to be employed with improved
working conditions and salaries
that would encourage people to
join and stay in the profession.
Over the past few months, the
pressure of teacher shortages
in NSW has had our colleagues
around the state walking off the
job in protest. The stories from
these schools are alarming. At
one high school, for example,
teachers stopped work in May
after a six week period during
which 160 teaching periods had
been left uncovered due to a
shortage of available staff.

Another school reported that
it was regularly unable to
cover senior classes when staff
were absent, leaving four year
12 classes without a teacher
in one day. One school said
that 11 out of its 21 teaching
positions are unfilled. At another
secondary school, classes had
been split on 62 occasions in
term two alone, with another
63 classes cancelled and placed
on minimal supervision in that
same period. Yet another had
been unable to cover classes for
absent teachers for 40 days this
year.
“There are not enough casual
teachers available to replace
colleagues on leave,” NSW
Teachers Federation Deputy
President Henry Rajendra
said, “and it is up to the NSW
Government to make sure all
classes have an appropriately
qualified teacher in front of
them.”

Of the surveyed schools, 66
per cent were also unable to
fill three or more days in their
two-week timetable cycle, while
23 per cent of primary schools
and 33 per cent of secondary
schools experienced temporary
or permanent teacher
vacancies.

Even closer to home,
teachers at Queanbeyan
West Public School
(pictured right) stopped
work on 31 May in
protest of a chronic
staff shortage that was
resulting in classes
being split in the school
every day.
“As a result of this
shortage, Queanbeyan
West Public School, like
many others around the state,
is having significant difficulty
replacing teachers who are
sick,” Mr Rajendra said. “Classes
have been split on a daily basis,
causing significant disruption
to teaching and learning
programs at the school. This is
simply unacceptable and places
enormous pressure on the staff.”

Teachers at Queanbeyan West Public School
walked off the job on 31 May.

This is not an issue exclusive to
public schools. The Independent
Education Union of Australia
surveyed staff in 40 schools in
Canberra and Goulburn and
found that 82 per cent of them
could not fill a casual vacancy
on one or more days in the
survey period.

The Rorris report
Commissioned by the NSW Teachers
Federation, the report by economist Adam
Rorris determined that NSW needs to
recruit a minimum of 11,000 teachers by
2031 to meet record enrolment growth.
That number rises to almost 14,000 if the
student to teacher ratio is lowered to the
national average.
NSW Teachers Federation President Angelo
Gavrielatos said, “Even if NSW maintains
student to teacher ratios at the highest
level in the country, an estimated 11,095
additional teachers will be required to
meet enrolment growth to 2031.”
“That number rises to 13,724 if we have a
student to teacher ratio that is equivalent
to the national average. Teacher numbers
would increase from 54,502 full time
equivalent (FTE) in 2020 (ABS figures) to
68,225 FTE in 2031 – an increase of 25
per cent,” he continued. “This additional
number of teachers would still be below
the required numbers, considering the
projected rise in student needs and
complexity in NSW schools.”

The recent report by economist
Adam Rorris identified that
the Catholic school system
in NSW was experiencing
similar problems with, on
average, about 30 per cent of
its secondary schools having
a temporary or permanent
teacher vacancy, and about 20
per cent of its primary schools
in the same position.

The projected number of teachers needed
to meet demand to 2031 is separate
from the current shortage of teachers
affecting public and private schools across
NSW. While the Rorris report did not
seek to quantify that current shortage,
it did contain references to reports and
statements from senior Department of
Education officials and the NSW Education
Minister that make it clear there “are
increasingly significant existing teacher
shortages.”
The Department’s number of vacant
permanent positions (FTE) had doubled
from 705 in 2011 to 1436 in 2019. This
means approximately 3 per cent of all
existing FTE staff positions were unfilled in
2019. “We are facing very, very significant
challenges in workforce planning,” said
then Department Secretary Mark Scott,
“not just in NSW but every Australian
education system all around the country,
government and non-government schools.”
The report notes that the growth in
demand for teachers is a “national
phenomenon. Even five year projections
for teacher numbers show a rapid growth
in the number needing to be employed
across all states and territories.”
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Resourcing
the future

The ACT's ambitious vision for the future of public education can't be
achieved without the right resources, writes Senior Industrial Officer
PATRICK JUDGE.

E

ducation is an increasingly complex task.
It requires adaptation to the needs of both our
most academically gifted students and those
who need the greatest support, often within the
same classroom. It requires skilled, dedicated and
resourceful teachers, school assistants and support
staff.
Part of the attraction of education
work is that teachers,
school assistants and
support staff can make
a real difference to the
lives of their students.
This is especially the case
for the ambitious models
of teaching and learning
described by the
Future of Education
Strategy. On the
other hand, failing
to appropriately
resource schools has
implications for what
our schools can
deliver.
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We cannot deliver quality teaching without quality
teachers, but the ACT is not facing a problem of
teacher quality so much as it is struggling with
teacher availability. It is too often the case that
schools cannot recruit the staff that they need in
the areas they need them. Teachers with specialist
skills, as well as relief staff, are in short supply.
When a teacher is away, too often they are not
replaced by a qualified relief teacher.
It has always been the case that relief staff
are required when a teacher is absent. The
International Labor Organisation (ILO) noted in
2012 that:

“When regular teachers are absent from work due
to illness, study leave or CPD or for other reasons,
they need to be temporarily replaced. Where there
is not a ready source of replacement or substitute
teachers (also known as supply teachers), or where
the financial means to pay them are not available,
school programmes and students‘ education are
often disrupted and/or other teachers will have to
teach the classes in addition to their own.”
- ILO, Handbook of good human resources 		
practices in the teaching profession

The ILO’s observation that a lack of available
relief staff disrupts student learning and school
programs is especially relevant to the Future of
Education Strategy. Staff in our schools cannot
deliver on the promises of the strategy without
the resources to do so. We must acknowledge
that greater levels of engagement with data and a
true, inclusive focus on students’ needs requires a
significant allocation of resources and time.

•

Making our practices more inclusive, for example,
requires individual learning plans, based on
expert assessments of a student’s needs, and
negotiated over the course of several meetings
with students and their parents. It requires
differentiated lesson plans. It requires collegial
discussions about how to best meet the needs
of the students. It requires a teacher to student
ratio that allows for individual attention where
it is needed. It requires psychologists, school
assistants and paraprofessionals. It cannot be
done on goodwill alone.

•

The same is true of our work on occupational
violence. Work safety controls
employed in education,
especially in our more
challenging settings, rely
on teachers knowing their
students and having time
to adjust to best meet their
needs. Additional staffing,
beyond the bare minimum
to meet class size limits, is
necessary to allow measures
such as:

•
•
•

collegial discussions and case conferences
to address student needs and behaviours of
concern;
rotation of staff away from our most stressful
classes to allow recovery and reflection on
their practice;
recovery time after stressful or violent
incidents;
engagement in wellbeing and risk assessment
conversations; and
time to report incidents and follow up where
it is needed.

Likewise, we cannot expect staff to innovate and
adopt new models of teaching and learning
without the time and space to do it in. It will
require time for staff to adapt to new pedagogies
and ways of working. We are all familiar with
the challenges posed by rapid adaptation to
COVID-19 shutdowns in 2020. If we do not
properly resource the strategic demands of
transitioning to new models of learning, we will
face all the same stressors over the long term.
None of this should be understood as an
argument against the goals set by the
Future of Education Strategy. Rather, it
is a reminder to policymakers that the
fulfilment of those goals cannot be done
without investment in our teachers and
support staff.
It is laudable that the ACT has set an
ambitious vision for the future of public
education. In implementing that vision, it
must have the same ambitions for providing
its staff with best-practice support and
facilities. Our teachers are eminently capable
of delivering on the Future of Education’s
vision - they just need to be given the
resources to achieve it.
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Looking for
relief

Are relief teachers becoming something of an endangered species?
The number of split classes occurring daily across our system
suggests that relief teachers are in high demand and short supply.

A

ccording to the Directorate,
the percentage of casual staff
it employed decreased from
5.4 per cent to 1.8 per cent
between April 2020-2021. This is
not necessarily to say there has
been a drop in employed staff;
rather it may be the result of the
concerted joint effort between
the Directorate and the AEU to
address the issue of insecure
work and offer permanent
employment to all suitable staff.
We do hear anecdotally about
other reasons relief teachers
may be so thin on the ground.
Many of them are teachers
who have retired from full time
work; on the whole, they are an
older demographic, resulting in
some natural attrition. Some,
for reasons of age or other
vulnerability, have chosen not to
work while the COVID cloud still
hangs over us.
Others have noted that the
requirements to maintain
registration with the Teacher
Quality Institute (TQI) are
beyond what they are willing
or able to fulfil. For early career
teachers, working casually
may limit the ability to obtain
mentor support to complete
their TQI portfolio, making it a
less appealing option.
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Some of our relief teacher
members report they’re booked
well in advance and have more
offers of work than they can fill.
The current system for covering
unplanned absences, however,
relies on there being a pool on
any given morning of relief staff
available and willing to work,
and having a chunk of casual
staff booked up in advance
diminishes that pool.

if and when those casuals are
otherwise engaged.
In that same correspondence,
the Directorate told us:

In recent correspondence, the
Directorate advised us that there
are currently more than 900
registered casual teachers in the
ACT. On one day in June, 223
of these were booked, a further
439 were registered as available
and 260 were unavailable.

The Directorate does not seem
to have any explanation for
why this is the case. Perhaps
more concerning, it does not
articulate any plan to address
this situation.

With less than half the available
casual staff booked for that day,
it would seem there are other
factors at play in addition to
an overall shortage of staff. Not
all casuals will be available to
work every day. Some may work
across multiple school systems.
Others may be semi-retired
teachers who are only interested
in working a few days. Some
may have been unwell. While
they are in such high demand,
many relief teachers are able to
be more selective about where
and when they work. At any
rate, a system that relies on the
availability of a surplus of casual
staff is doomed to experience
staff shortages

"The great majority of
registered casuals are choosing
work in a very limited number
of schools. This supports the
anecdotal feedback that some
schools are unable to access
relief staff."

While the observation
about relief staff choosing a
limited number of schools
may be correct, it is not the
responsibility of relief teachers
to allocate themselves in a
way that suits the Directorate’s
needs. It is the Directorate’s
responsibility, as the provider
of public education in the ACT
and under the terms of our
enterprise agreement, to ensure
that its schools are appropriately
staffed. Statements seeking to
blame the choices of casuals for
the staff shortage are merely
an attempt to deflect attention
from that responsibility.
We asked one of our members
for their perspective as an
experienced relief teacher
currently working in ACT public
schools.

COULD IMPROVING CONDITIONS FOR
RELIEF TEACHERS TRANSLATE INTO
FEWER SPLIT CLASSES?
Many schools are struggling to find enough
relief teachers to cover staff absences and
consequently splitting classes is becoming an
everyday event in many schools. It seems that it
is a sellers’ market and that relief teachers are
voting with their feet. Who can blame relief
teachers for picking and choosing the schools
they are willing to work at when often bigticket items and even the basic tools needed to
do their job are missing?
Some of the big-ticket items which relief
teachers are concerned about include:
•

•
•

•

•

not having access to locked buildings,
toilets and staff rooms, which can mean
that the opportunity for a pit stop is lost.
It can be a long wait until 3.15pm.
no access to ICT. Relief teachers rarely have
access to a laptop as teachers need to take
their laptops with them.
relief teachers are not issued with
identification badges, which can be a
security issue and it marks relief teachers
out as less important than permanent staff.
some relief teachers have experienced
occupational violence and frequently they
feel school resources are not available to
support them properly in the aftermath of
this violence.
where a teacher is moving around the
school working with many classes in a day,
they often won’t be able to answer the
question “Is anyone missing?”, because they
don’t have access to the electronic roll.
This isn’t safe for students, and if somebody
was missing it could have very serious
consequences for an individual teacher.

So, what are the basics? A great day for a relief
teacher in the primary sector will look like this:
the year level you have been booked to work
on is the year level you actually get. Someone
will greet you with the orientation information
you need, including two copies of an upto-date class roll, one to return to the office
and one to keep so that you have a list of the
children’s names. You will have easy access to a
photocopier.

If you need a key, you will be issued with one.
Inside the classroom there will be a relief
teacher’s folder with evacuation information,
including procedures for lockdowns, an
executive summary of important student
medical information and student behaviour
management plans, a map of the school and
information about where to collect students at
each bell and the end of school-day routine.
If a relief teacher has this as a bare minimum,
they can take it from there. They can do their
job properly. They can keep children safe.
They can keep themselves safe and they are
likely to want to come back to that school.
This all sounds very basic, and it is, but these
simple things are often not in place or the
system to maintain this smooth start to the day
has been neglected: new students are not on
the printed roll, the relief teacher’s folder has
gone missing or, as one teacher reported, the
folder in the classroom was from the previous
year.
There are many benefits to working as a relief
teacher, not least of which is the satisfaction of
having ‘rescued’ the day for a class when their
regular teacher isn't available, but there is also
a sense of powerlessness amongst many relief
teachers as they encounter avoidable problems
on almost every day they are in the workplace.
A little money, a little planning and a little
effort would see these problems evaporate and
the retention and availability of relief teachers
would, in all likelihood, grow, and perhaps
splitting classes would become a rare event
once again.
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10 steps to address OV
In 2017, the AEU and the Directorate jointly committed to addressing
Occupational Violence (OV) as the highest of priorities. We must never
be complacent. Senior Industrial Officer PATRICK JUDGE has some
timely reminders.

1

Understand the
expectations

Occupational violence (OV) is defined as
‘any action, incident or behaviour that
departs from reasonable conduct in which
a person is assaulted, threatened, harmed,
injured in the course of, or as a direct result
of, his or her work.’
The Directorate, through the Managing
Occupational Violence Policy, commits:
“...to protect staff in the course of their
work from exposure to occupational
violence risk and to clearly demonstrate
that occupational violence is
unacceptable” (emphasis added).
School staff should expect that OV is a
rare event in their school. Schools cannot
be expected to tolerate any level of violent
behaviour from a student. The behaviour
must be acted on and effectively controlled
to eliminate or minimise the risk of future
violence.

3

Report, report, report

The Directorate has a commitment to
address OV and a dedicated team to
respond to serious incidents and complex
cases. However, they cannot do their job
unless clear and timely reports are made
when violence does occur.
Reports should be made when there is an
incident or a “near miss”. Members should
be conscious that OV is a significant risk
to psychological wellbeing. Too often we
are approached by members who have
been experiencing violence for months but
have only recorded one or two incidents in
Riskman.
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Good reporting leads to additional
resourcing, early intervention and prevents
workplace injuries. It is fundamental not
only for staff safety, but also to getting our
students the support they need.

2

Know what steps you can
take before escalating

Teachers should know what action they have
the authority to take to address student
behaviour in their classes. Schools should
have clear policies and procedures for
dealing with student behaviour.
While day-to-day classroom disruptions
might be managed by measures such as
calls home to parents, this should never be
the expectation of a staff member who has
experienced occupational violence.
OV is a serious matter. It requires escalation.

4

Don't downplay it

Members should understand that OV is a
serious workplace risk. The risk to staff from
violent incidents should never be minimised
or downplayed.
The Draft NSW Code of Practice on
managing the risks to psychological health
provides a good illustration of the ways
that exposure to OV can cause workplace
injuries:
"exposure to infrequent but high levels
of stress - such as occasional exposure to
verbal abuse and/or threats of violence
and other workplace behaviour such as
bullying and harassment. This may lead in
the short-term to anxiety, over the longerterm to post-traumatic stress, anxiety
and/or depression" (emphasis added).
Because all incidents of OV cause a high
level of stress, every incident has the
potential to cause serious harm. When
members respond to OV by trying to
“tough it out” or telling themselves that
they can “handle it”, they are exposing
themselves and others to an unacceptable
risk of post-traumatic stress, anxiety and
depression.

5

Understand the
consequences for your
students

It should go without saying that a student
who attends school and engages in
unsafe behaviour is not participating
positively in their education. It is our
professional duty as educators to support
those students to engage with school.
We will not achieve this by tolerating
unacceptable behaviours.

6

In cases where students have to be
engaged in alternative programs, or even
suspended, the goal of that action is to
re-establish a safe working environment
and to assist the student to re-engage
with their learning. Sometimes staff and
students need space to regroup and work
on a plan before that re-engagement can
happen.

7

Don't compromise on
safety

It is never appropriate for a worker to be
asked to tolerate OV in their workplace.
Sometimes, members tell us that they
feel that they are under pressure to
compromise and accept a situation that
they do not think is appropriate.
Students should not return to school and
continue to behave in an unsafe manner.
Our responsibility as educators, and as
workers, is to determine a safe way for
the student to participate and engage
with their schooling.

9

Seek support

8

10

The AEU office has a wealth of
experience in dealing with OV across
a wide range of sites. If you’re having
difficulty with an OV situation,
contact us. We’ll help you to work
through the situation and make sure
that your views are being heard.
The AEU Industrial team is available
to attend meetings of your subbranch, present on OV and provide
information and advice. We can also
assist with workers compensation
matters or return to work processes.

Use your HSR

Health and Safety Representatives
(HSRs) represent members of a work
group when consultation is occurring
on WHS matters. HSRs can raise work
safety issues on your behalf, seek to
have risk assessments conducted, call
for the formation of a Work Health and
Safety Committee and assist members
of the work group during consultation
on work safety matters. If they are not
satisfied that a matter has been dealt
with appropriately and believe that
the workplace is still unsafe, they can
issue a Provisional Improvement Notice
and direct workers to cease the unsafe
work.
As the result of an AEU bargaining
claim in 2018, HSRs now have at
least 80 hours per year in which to
support staff, and this time allowance
is detailed in the school's Enterprise
Agreement Implementation Plan.

If the strategies aren't
working, change them
Too often we hear that an OV Risk
Assessment has been conducted, but
that OV incidents have continued
to happen and the controls are not
working.

The law requires that, when there is an
incident that indicates that controls
are ineffective or insufficient, work
must cease and a new risk assessment
must be conducted to determine what
new controls are needed.

Under-resourcing is
no excuse

Sometimes we hear that a situation would
be safer with more resources. It might be
that additional LSA support is required, or
even that some capital works are needed to
make learning spaces safer.
It is your employer’s responsibility to
provide the resources required to keep
you safe at work. Under the WHS Act, your
employer has a duty to ensure that it has:
“...available for use, and uses, appropriate
resources and processes to eliminate or
minimise risks to health and safety from
work carried out as part of the conduct of
the business or undertaking.”
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AEU ACT HISTORY PROJECT

Former AEU ACT Secretary CLIVE HAGGAR is compiling a history
of our branch in the lead-up to its 50th anniversary.

The fight for safe
and healthy
working conditions

Safe and healthy working conditions have always been core
business for our union.

O

•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

ver the past five decades, the ACTTF and
later the AEU ACT have worked with members to:

•
•

identify workplace risks;
develop comprehensive policies;
build partnerships with parents and other
community groups;
raise OH&S issues with government and the
employer; and
campaign successfully for the resources
and protocols to address health and safety
concerns.

Repetitive Strain Injury (RSI);
noise levels;
‘reasonable accommodation’, access and
support for disability;
bullying and harassment;
occcupational violence; and
work-related stress and other mental health
issues.

Governments now recognise the human,
workplace, legal and economic costs of
unsafe workplaces, and the creation of an ACT
Workplace Safety Commissioner and the training
and placement of designated health and safety
representatives has been important in the
process of cultural legislative and regulatory
change.
Community support has also played an important
part in these campaigns, because parents
recognise that the working environment for
teachers is the learning environment for students.
The significant OH&S issues the AEU ACT Branch
has campaigned on in recent years include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
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class sizes in practical areas;
asbestos in school buildings;
lead paint exposure;
chemicals in art and science classrooms and
dust extraction in manual arts workshops.
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and flued
heaters;
management of heat and cold in teaching
spaces;

1990s class sizes campaign

Asbestos in 1983 and
COVID in 2021: what worked
The past 50 years have seen a steady shift from
traditional industrial action towards parent
and community partnerships, effective media
and political campaigns, and cooperation
between the AEU ACT, the government and
the Directorate to address issues affecting the
teaching service and individual members.

Asbestos

In 1983 the ACT Teachers Federation (ACTTF,
now the AEU ACT Branch) had to deal with
one of its most significant OH&S issues, in what
was to become a multi-decadal campaign: the
deadly presence of asbestos in schools and other
workplaces.
Asbestos, in its various forms, can cause disease
including asbestosis and mesothelioma. Used
in school buildings in insulation, benchtops,
mats, pipe lagging and other forms, asbestos
represented a very real danger to staff and
students.
The danger of asbestos had been recognised
as early as the 1960s by manufacturers,
governments and scientific organisations.
However, because of public ignorance, industry
cover-ups and governmental ineptitude and
complicity, it took national and local campaigns
to eventually get governments to address the
issue: to remove it from public and private
buildings and materials and to respond to the
needs of individual victims.
In the ACT, the Federal Government financed
a failed program to remove asbestos from over
a thousand homes (subsequently demolished
under a compulsory purchase program by the
ACT Government).
But several schools – including Watson High
School, Woden Valley High School, Narrabundah
College and Richardson and Scullin Primary
Schools – also faced serious issues.
ACTTF union officers and members worked for
months to highlight the deadly seriousness of
the asbestos issue to the ACT community and to
demand the action from the Federal Government
and the ACT Schools Authority to protect staff
and students.

Four things characterised this campaign:
1. Grass-roots action
Of particular note in this campaign was the
role of AEU ACT members in highlighting the
inadequacies of the government and directorate
responses to this crisis; inadequate air testing
in buildings; an inadequate inspection regime;
and inadequate alternative accommodation for
students and staff.
2. Student, parent and community action and
support
The campaign would have been less likely to
succeed if it had not been for staff and student
action and the public outrage generated once
parents and community members became
informed of the issue.
Protest action taken by Narrabundah College
students outside Parliament House and close
liaison between the college union members
– under the leadership of the college’s subbranch president, John Hoskin, and sub-branch
secretary, Freya Dauth – increased the pressure
on both the Schools Authority and Federal
Government. Following earlier commitments
relating to Watson High School and other
schools, the Federal Minister for Education,
Senator Susan Ryan finally announced a program
of asbestos removal for Narrabundah College.
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Narrabundah College Sub-Branch President,
John Hoskin, and Secretary, Freya Dauth

3. Collaboration across the union movement
While the ACTTF was able to negotiate a longterm positive outcome for its members, students
and the community on this issue, it would not
have occurred without the support of the ACT
Labour Council. ACTTF Senior Officers Cathy
Robertson and Joan Corbett, along with Schools’
Liaison Officer Bernie Hearn, worked closely with
Charles Macdonald (Secretary of the ACT Trades
and Labour Council) and Peter O’Dea (Secretary
of the Builders’ Labourers Federation and TLC
President) to get Federal Government action.
4. Willingness to take industrial action
The fact that the union was prepared to take
industrial action to highlight the seriousness of
a problem if necessary was also significant in
escalating the issue.

A long shadow
Asbestos-related diseases are usually fatal and
can manifest themselves decades after initial
and even limited exposure.
In a tragic demonstration of the lasting
danger of the disease, in 2019 and 2020, the
AEU ACT Branch assisted Dr Mick March (the
founding principal of Narrabundah College
and former ACTTF Vice President) to win a
workers’ compensation case after his diagnosis
of mesothelioma – and just before his death in
February 2020, aged 90.
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ACCTF magazine, The ACT Teacher,
reporting on the Narrabundah College
win in October 1983.

COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic
has presented government,
employers and unions with the
greatest workplace challenges
in a century. While systems
in Australia faced lockdowns,
the challenge has been met
in schools and TAFE with
outstanding efforts to provide
for the physical, mental and
educational well-being of both
students and teachers.
The negotiated state, territory
and national arrangements
put in place over a year
of continuing crisis have
attempted to minimise
student disadvantage and
also to support staff in
managing the extraordinary
demands placed on them.
The shift to online learning
and changes to curriculum
and assessment were carried
out by hardworking, focused
and dedicated professionals,
supported by their union.

An effective collaboration
between teacher unions
and government
To protect the wellbeing of
members, the AEU ACT branch
acted early in the crisis by
negotiating an agreement
with the Directorate and ACT
Government to:
•
enable working from home.
•
provide online support.
•
create “hub” schools for the
children of essential workers
and others.
When the worst of the crisis was
over, the union negotiated the
reopening of schools and the
transition of staff and students
back into the workplace.
The success of this cooperative
approach in the ACT and other
Australian jurisdictions stands
in stark contrast to the utter
failures seen in the United
States and the United Kingdom
to manage the crises occurring
in their school systems.

In those countries and others,
government and politicians
frequently sought to demonise
teachers and their unions in
bitter political disputes over
school closures, teacher and
staff vaccination, reopening and
mask-wearing.
With the vaccine rollout and
as the pandemic in Australia
transitions to a period of
greater safety, it is worthwhile
examining the OH&S challenges
that have faced the union and
its members in the past and to
consider the lessons learnt by
the union, the employer and
government that enabled the
COVID crisis to be met with
positive, direct, timely and
considered action.
OH&S issues require constant
awareness and consistent
education of members and the
community, as evidenced by
the recent discovery of yet more
asbestos and lead paint issues
in schools.

Special Meeting of Branch Council in August 2020,
planning for potential future COVID outbreaks.
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Welcome to
our union.

Congratulations to our recently joined and re-joined
members! By joining your union, you're standing in
solidarity with more than 4300 of your colleagues to fight
for the best conditions for ACT public educators.
Abby Knoester; Adam Hambly; Adam Seary; Alexandra Matthewson; Alexandra-Rose Batista;
Alice Coen; Alice Roscoe; Amanda Hynes; Amanda Roseler; Amanda Wallace; Amee Thakkar;
Amy Hiscocks; Ana Salipur; Ana Taylor; Anamika Roy; Andrew Maurice; Angela Ashley-Jones;
Angela Pound; Angus Roberts; Anne McLean; Annika Kendall; Annika Presser-King;
Ashley Groch; Belinda Mills; Belinda Smith; Benjamin Jefferson-Taite; Benjamin Vance;
Bimal Sharma; Breanna Sturgess; Brian Downton; Brianna Brinckley; Brianna Domanski;
Bright Lavers; Brittany Morrison; Brittney Reynolds; Brooke Sedgmen; Caitlin Hosking;
Caitlin Sillar; Caitlin Stuart; Callum Joce; Carly Brown; Carly Frecklington-Sant; Carly Murphy;
Carmen Jobe; Cathlin Paton; Catriona Silverstone; Celeste Tunnecliffe; Cherie Geddes;
Chloe Gaeggeler; Christopher McLeod; Claire O'Connor; Courtney Ward; David Gould;
David Lindsay; Dayna Waterworth; Delaine Machado; Desiree Bodo; Dian Sari; Dijana Stavlic;
Divya Subramaniam; Douglas Wright; Ebony Moro; Ebony White; Eleanor Penrose;
Elisha Richards; Eliza Lane; Elizabeth Gladwin; Elizabeth Whitbread-Bourne; Ellen Mulligan;
Elsa Deane; Emily Hillary; Emily Smith; Emma Clayton; Ercole-Antonio Buonopane;
Erica Harris; Erin Brown; Erin Palisi; Ethan Pryce; Eve Cullinane; Gabrielle Towler;
Georgia Lucas; Georgina Matan; Hamish Campbell; Hannah Lutze; Harrison Muir;
Hayley Rowe; Hayley Tyler; Heather Winter; Imogen Smeal; Isaac Van Bockel;
Jacob Charters-Brown; Jade Crispin; Jade Gillett; Jake Blackshaw; Jasmin Hunter;
Jeanette Stone; Jennifer Goodwin; Jennifer Parsons; Jessica McPherson; Jessica Mercieca;
Jessica Pincott; Jessi-Lea Fruend; Joanne Argaet; Jo-Anne Skimin; Jodie Green;
Jordan Harrison; Joshua McGrath; Joshua Sowton; Judith Elston; Judith Farrell;
Julian Pratley; Julie Morgan; Justine Mobey; Karen Purvis; Karl Luedtke;
Karmen Ferguson-Hoy; Kasey Kaczmarczyk; Katie Gibbons; Katrina Reese; Katrina Walsh;
Kellie Rogers; Kelly Holden; Kerry Macneil; Kimberly Circosta; Kira Omernik; Kiri Davis;
Kirsten Waddell; Kylie Birch; Lachlan Griffin; Lachlan Hunter; Laura Hayden; Lauren Price;
Leah Lehtsalu; Leeanne Walls; Linda Kwong; Louise Coman; Lucia Nunes; Lucy Weaver;
Luke Blacklock; Lynette Corbett; Maddison Cowie; Madeleine Lebang; Madeleine Light;
Maggie Fitzgerald; Matthew Bradley; Matthew Croker; Matthew Kraeh; Matthew Paliaga;
Melanie Cummins; Melissa Horrocks; Melissa Symonds; Michael Coulson; Michael Wensing;
Michaela Kelly; Michelle Will; Miriam Miley-Read; Morven Downie; Narelle O'Callaghan;
Natalie Stray; Nathan Kalinowski; Ngaire Robertson; Nicholas Burton; Nicole Chapman;
Nicole French; Nicole Jalocha; Nicole Murta; Nikita Puschak; Nursat Jahan; Olivia Low;
Puneet Sandhu; Rachel Powell; Rachel Tollis; Rachel Watkins; Rachelle Bracken; Radha
Siripally; Rebecca Carney; Rebekkah Thompson; Regan Pearse; Rhiannon Call; Robyn Pearce;
Ronica Evans; Rozelle Lambert; Ruby Davey; Ruby Quirk; Ruth Oliphant;
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Ryshell-Ann Hunter; Samantha Fraser; Samantha Mitchell; Samantha Ristic;
Samantha Warren; Schuyler Plekker; Sean Holmden; Shane Fajardo Cuartas;
Shannen Stringfellow; Shara Wu; Shaun Mills; Shiny Pereira; Shirley Ke; Sonia Sermeno;
Sophie Pieper; Souhair Breu; Surabhi Das; Tabitha Webb; Taliya Blom; Tanya McMillan;
Tara Nichols; Thomas Pilkinton; Tianlu Yang; Toni Pfeiffer; Trees Williams; Ujala Rao;
Verity John; Veronica Manns; Vivien Bouvy; Wei-Sleng Niu; Wendy Chen; Wendy Driver;
William Chapman; William Millard; Yui Backhouse; Aaron Malouf; Alex Sin; Alison Hyman;
Andrea Price; Andrew Grimmett; Angel Braithwaite; Belinda Fletcher; Bianca Hennessy;
Bianca Partington; Brenda Croft; Briana Sutton; Brianna White; Brittany Herrington;
Camille Wise; Caren Lowther; Catherine Lumley; Claire Hamilton; Claire Pullan;
Claudia Spence; Damien Mizzi; Daniel Glenn; Daniel Hoitink; Daryl Bailey; David Moller;
David Murray; Dominica Joseph; Elizabeth Trueman; Emily Byrne; Emily Carter;
Frances Sparkes; Gregory Shiels; Hannah McFadden; Hope Wade; Hui-Fan Huang; Jack Lee;
Jackson Stuart; Jamal See; Jillian Downs; Joao Oliveira; Jodie Adamantine; John Jennings;
Juliet Christie; Justine Minchin; Kate Allison; Kathryn Gilhooley; Kathryn Taylor;
Kellie Stafford; Kerrie Heath; Kevin Pocknall; Kieran Sullivan; Kim Mowbray; Laura Duffy;
Leigh Kanara; Lisa Riepon; Loren Franklin; Madison Starkovski; Maha Usman; Mari McKenzie;
Maria Goleby; Md Hasan Furhad; Melissa Palmer; Michelle Callus; Michelle Davis; Mira Zec;
Natalia Lee; Natasha Barlow; Nicholas Neeson; Nicole York; Paula Isaza; Philippa De Vries;
Philippa Gray; Rachel Pace; Rebecca Allwood; Rebecca Kirpson-Colley; Rebecca Whalan;
Reed Dalton; Rina Lober; Robert Pryde; Rosie Paijamns; Samantha Goss; Sammuel Kairouz;
Sancia Baratto; Scott Carpenter; Selina Coventry; Shabnam Ariana Barakzai; Sifan Wu;
Stenelee Taminaya; Susan Christiansen; Susan Stockl; Tammie Chui; Tessa Wood

You’re the champions
of putting others first.
So when it comes to health insurance,
let Teachers Health be the champion
for you.
Trusted by over 350,000 teachers,
education staff and their families
across Australia.

Melissa, Teachers Health member

We’re for teachers, not for profit.
Visit teachershealth.com.au
Eligibility criteria and conditions apply. Teachers Federation Health Ltd ABN 86 097 030 414 trading as Teachers Health.
A Registered Private Health Insurer. THF-AEU-ACT-06/21

An exciting
change
This is an exciting time for our union.
Earlier this year, Branch Council unanimously
passed a motion approving a significant rule
change for our branch. This rule change will
see the AEU ACT adopt a model of having
two full time, paid officers: both a Branch
Secretary and a Branch President.
We currently have one paid officer position,
that of Branch Secretary, with Branch
President as an honorary position. In all other
state and territory branches of our union,
both positions (or their equivalent) are full
time, paid positions.
The incredible growth of our branch over the
past few years has seen this model become
less and less tenable.
In the past five years, our membership has
grown by over 25 per cent. Last year alone,
it grew by 10.5 per cent. For a jurisdiction of
our size, this is massive. Our membership is
now at a record high of more than 4350.
With this growth comes change. To provide
the services our members rightly expect,
the number of staff in our office has also
increased significantly over the past few
years.
This is in addition to an increase in the
number and complexity of events we hold
each year, the ongoing campaigns being
waged to better working conditions and a
massive increase in reporting required by the
government.
For some of our members, this decision may
lead to a sense of déjà vu, as prior to 2000,
the branch operated with two full time paid
officers.
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Having made this decision as a democratic
union, we lodged an application for a rule
change with the Fair Work Commission,
which was approved in early July.
There's one more layer of complexity in that
our regular elections for Branch Secretary
and President would have been held at the
end of last year, had they not been delayed
by COVID. These elections are likely to be
called soon, and when they are, it will be
to elect a Branch Secretary and Branch
President who will work side-by-side in our
office in an exciting new chapter for our
branch.

With credit to First Dog on the Moon and The Guardian.
Reprinted with permission.
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