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President's
Report
I want to convey a sense of calm reassurance, even verging on the upbeat.
I'm certainly feeling upbeat. This is not related to the prospect of coming out
of a nine-week lockdown, although that does help.
My spirits are buoyed by the dedication and commitment of our members, staff in the
union office and the education directorate in working as a partnership of equals. A palpable
behavioural shift in the relationship between the union and the employer occurred with the
release of our teacher shortage survey results. You can read extracts from the survey report
in this magazine or access the full report from our website.
Member engagement with the survey demonstrated the power of collective action. At
times the findings make uncomfortable reading about a workforce that is overworked and
undervalued. We presented the findings with confidence and with sensitivity, gaining the
immediate attention of the minister, the director-general and the media. The joint AEU/EDU
teacher shortage taskforce was announced moments later. With it, we have drawn a line in
the sand on the teacher shortage debate and are no longer in denial that the ACT is immune
to the teacher shortage being experienced nationally.
I want to assure you that the AEU has high expectations of the teacher shortage taskforce. It
is not some Yes Minister stitch-up. Your AEU representatives have requested tangible
outcomes for members in the immediate and medium term. Our actual expression was,
’Our members need to feel the love’. We have said that during term four our members
must be able to identify improvements to workload pressures. Pleasingly, the education
directorate, through the director-general is equally committed to making substantial
improvements in the immediate term and sustaining improved conditions over time. This is
why I’m upbeat. There is a shared understanding that the current conditions for education
staff are unsustainable. We are at breaking point. Things must give. Respectful, productive
discussions are occurring at the highest level to create change. We will hold the employer to
account and I know you will do the same in relation to your AEU representatives.
Remote learning has been challenging. We were all blindsided by the government’s
announcement that colleges would return to on campus learning while the ACT remained
in lockdown. Daily meetings with education staff calmed the chaos. College members’
concerns were raised and worked through constructively. We asked that COVID safety
assurance plans be referred to WorkSafe ACT. They were and WorkSafe’s advice was heeded.
Lessons learned have been incorporated in planning for the return to face-to-face learning
in preschools, primary and high schools. The AEU is the major stakeholder, consulted all
the way. Stakeholder sounds so corporate. We are a partner and working in partnership working with the education directorate to make the lives of our members easier.
Our members, our students, the community and our employer are overwhelmingly saying
that wellbeing should be prioritised as we return to school this term. It seems to me this is
another way of saying be kind, stay safe and share the love.
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It will also examine matters
including:

STAFF SHORTAGES

• Covering staff absences
• Continuity of education,
including the practice of
splitting and cancelling classes
• Teacher and school leader
recruitment processes,
• Attraction and retention,
including:

From challenge
to possibility:
the way forward
Branch President
ANGELA BURROUGHS
reports on why she is
feeling upbeat about
the work of the Teacher
Shortage Taskforce.

I remember well the day we briefed the
director-general and her senior staff on the
findings of the AEU teacher shortage survey.
It was during lockdown and I had managed to
lock myself out of the studio in which I work.
My crisis was adverted in the nick of time.
Out of breath, a little frantic, I logged on and
proceeded to present the sombre findings of
our member survey.

o Teacher and school leader
workload reduction;
o Effect of work safety on
retention of staff;
o New educator entitlements,
including early career
salaries;
o Permit-to-teach staff
entitlements, including
salaries and supervision
requirements;
o Hard-to-staff positions and
settings, including
identifying the factors that
make positions harder to fill;
and

I have been impressed by the
Taskforce’s commitment to
making a difference. The AEU
has stressed that we need to be
able to reassure our members
that steps are being taken
to address the concerns that
emerged from our survey data.
We have agreed to immediate
and medium term actions.
Those already implemented
include a framework for
reporting on split and cancelled
classes and a staff exit survey
so that data is collected on why
staff chose to leave. Advice on
LSA student supervision has also
been issued in direct response to
our survey finding on the extent
to which LSAs reported being
asked to teach a class to cover
teacher absence.
Among other actions taken, the
Taskforce has agreed to place
an immediate moratorium on
all new programs to ensure
that workload is managed and
sustainable for teachers and
school leaders. Being able to
evaluate measures implemented
is critical.

We haven’t finalised the
performance measure for this
action yet, but to avoid any
delay, I believe that the Schools
Bulletin will provide a defacto
measure of the success of this
moratorium and its impact on
workload.
The work ahead increases in
complexity. Members who
have engaged with Engoori
processes will be familiar with
this question: “When challenged
how do you respond? With
defensiveness or with
possibility?”
The results of the AEU member
survey were challenging. The
Taskforce has responded with
possibility. It is a privilege to
work alongside Patrick Judge,
Vince McDevitt, Sean van der
Heide and Tahlia Bruce in
representing our members in
this important work.

o System initiatives to attract
and retain staff.

From this inauspicious start we moved
to finding solutions together. The AEU
requested that a Teacher Shortage Taskforce
be established. This was immediately agreed
and announced to staff at the next available
opportunity.
The first meeting of the taskforce was held
within the week and since that time we have
been meeting fortnightly. Meetings are
chaired by the director-general, a sign of the
significance of the taskforce and the
seriousness of its work ahead. The Taskforce
will investigate and gather information about
the teacher shortage and measures to address
the shortage.
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STAFF SHORTAGE SURVEY RESULTS
You made your voices heard loud and clear in our
staff shortages survey.

You made your voices
heard loud and clear
in the largest survey
our branch has ever
conducted.
More than 1800 members shared their experiences of staff and
resourcing shortages, revealing a stark picture of an education
system in need of change.

More than 1800 members completed the survey,
including over a thousand classroom teachers and
the majority of school leaders. The findings reveal
a stark picture of an education system caught in a
vicious cycle, where the ever-increasing demand
on educators is making their work less attractive,
leading to a critical ongoing staff shortage.
We’ve divided the results into what they say about
educators’ work safety, workload and teaching as
a profession. But first, let’s have a look at what you
told us about the extent and nature of the staff
shortage problem.
The impact of staff shortages is undeniable,
with 91% of all respondents telling us that their
school is negatively impacted by a shortage
of staff. This is a view overwhelmingly shared
regardless of employee classification or setting.
Almost all respondents say the impacts are
‘serious’, including 56% who say the impacts are
‘very serious’. School leaders (that is, principals,
deputy principals and executive teachers) are the
most likely to think this, with two thirds of these
respondents saying the impacts are ‘very serious’.
There has been much discussion in our branch
over the past two years about the rise and impact
of split classes in our schools. We know that,
ideally, when a class cannot be taught by its
regular teacher or in-built relief, a casual relief
teacher will be engaged to cover the absence. We
had heard from members for many months that
this was becoming less and less common, with
the incidence of split classes – or, in high school
and college settings, classes being moved online –
increasing dramatically.

Here is what you told us.

Our survey asked members what happens when
a teacher is unexpectedly absent in their school.
The responses brought the anecdotal evidence
we’d heard into alarming perspective. Only 3% of
respondents said that relief staff are always there
to cover the absence. More than 40% said relief
staff are available ‘rarely’ or ‘never’. And more than
80% of all respondents said that split or cancelled
classes are more of an issue this year than in the
past.

Utilising a large workforce of relief teachers has
historically been the way education systems cover
classes when teachers are absent, but our survey
data brings into question the sustainability of this
approach. The majority, (80%), of relief teachers
who responded to the survey said that they are
always or mostly employed on available days, with
79% having experienced being called on days
when they had previously advised they were
unavailable or had already been booked by a
school. Our relief teacher members work hard to
ensure our schools are supported and they work
often, but the supply of qualified teachers simply
cannot keep up with demand.
Schools are splitting or collapsing classes
regularly, with 78% of respondents saying that this
occurs once a week or more on average. For some
schools, it is an everyday occurrence – 12% of
respondents said their school splits or collapses at
least one class every day in an average week.
When this happens, it’s often quickly and without
consultation. Just 11% of classroom teachers and
relief staff respondents said that they’re always
consulted before a class is modified or split,
with almost a third saying that happens ‘rarely’,
and over a third reporting consultation ‘never’
happens.
School leaders are particularly attuned to the
problems associated with staff shortages. More
than 90% of principal and deputy principal
respondents said that split, collapsed or cancelled
classes negatively impact their staff. They noted
that these arrangements created especially
difficult challenges for new educators and relief
teachers. That’s not surprising, given that when a
class is split or collapsed, class sizes can reach over
50 students.
Knowing that school leaders clearly understand
the pressures being placed on their staff, it is
obvious splitting classes is not being done by
choice at a school level. It points to an issue
with resourcing across the entire system. In fact,
almost three quarters of principal and deputy
principal respondents said that their school is not
adequately funded to provide the relief staff it
needs to cover teacher absences. Almost all
principal respondents, 94%, felt the Education
Directorate lacks the necessary resources to meet
the demands of public schools.
Read on to find out what our survey results told us
about work safety, workload and teaching as a
profession...
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This is an edited version of our report on findings from the survey. .
You can read the full report, Under-staffed, under-resourced, underappreciated: The teacher shortage and its impact on our schools
on our website at aeuact.org.au.
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STAFF SHORTAGE SURVEY RESULTS

Work safety
Our members are well aware that the staffing
pressure on the public education system has
direct consequences for students. Almost all
(97%) of respondents feel that students are
disadvantaged and their learning outcomes
compromised by split or modified classes.
But what about the negative impacts on
educators? As a profession, educators often
accept difficult working conditions because
of their genuine dedication to their students,
but this has an impact on their safety and
their health. In schools, risks to worker safety
include violence from students, other
challenging student behaviours, stress and
conflict. Staffing shortages compound these
risks; split and modified classes make it more
challenging to monitor and manage student
behaviour, which increases incidences of
violence, which in turn causes injury from
which staff must be absent to recover. It is a
vicious cycle.
Almost two thirds of survey respondents said
they had experienced negative student
behaviour as a direct consequence of split or
cancelled classes, with almost one in five
saying they had experienced violence for this
reason.

The Enterprise Agreement (EA) requires the
employer to provide resources to address
violence in schools. If one in five workers has
experienced violence in the normal course
of their work, then these resources must
include the adequate provision of relief staff
to cover absences of workers recovering from
physical and psychological injury. We know
that this doesn’t happen. Asked if they ever
come to work sick – including physical and
psychological illness or injury – due to staff
shortages, three in four respondents said they
do.
“There is a lot of guilt [and] mental anxiety
when calling in sick because of the known
impact on colleagues due to staff shortages,”
said one member.
An overwhelming majority, 85%, of all
respondents said that staffing pressures have
negatively impacted on their mental health
and wellbeing.

Workload

Staffing shortages have a direct impact on the
workload of educators. Almost all respondents,
97%, rated their workload as at least a little difficult,
with 78% describing their workload as ranging
from difficult to extremely difficult.
Teachers and school leaders are working excessive
hours to meet the demands of the system. Nearly
all respondents said they work more than their
maximum weekly hours. This includes working
on weekends, in the evenings and during periods
of leave or stand down. In fact, more than 40%
are working more than five hours over time on
their weekend. Three of every five respondents
are working more than 10 hours per week during
stand down, which is stipulated in the EA as time
teachers are not required to attend work.
Almost all teachers report working unpaid
overtime every week with more than 40% of them
working ten or more hours, and even more hours
when weekend work is included. These figures
are consistent with national surveys that link this
additional workload with burnout and attrition. As
one respondent put it: “Teachers are drowning.”
These findings demolish the popular belief that
teachers work 9am to 3pm Monday to Friday and
enjoy weeks and weeks of additional holidays. The
truth is the overwhelming majority of teachers
work the equivalent of seven days a week during
the school term and use school “holidays” to catch
up on outstanding work. Splitting or modifying
classes only exacerbates this situation.

We found that in a normal week, an average
primary school classroom teacher does:
•
•
•

21 hours of face-to-face teaching
6 hours of non-teaching related work, and
14 hours and 39 minutes of lesson planning.

This means that the average primary school
teacher is doing almost four hours of unpaid
overtime every week during term time. Adding
the weekend to this, where 43% of respondents
report working for five or more hours, we arrive at
an average work week of 45 hours and 39 minutes.
This far exceeds the maximum weekly hour limit of
38 hours set by the Fair Work Act.
Given this, a conservative estimate would have that
20% of teachers’ work is unpaid. Using this data,
we can make estimates as to the extent that AEU
members are subsidising the ACT Government’s
education budget. The average teacher in the
ACT earns a salary of $100,000, which means they
are underpaid about $20,000 (20% of their work).
There are approximately 3,794 teachers in the ACT.
If we multiply this number by $20,000, we arrive at
$75.88 million.
The harsh reality is that ACT public school teachers
subsidise the ACT Government’s spending on
education to the tune of at least $75 million per
year on salaries alone.

Despite limits on face-to-face teaching hours
being made clear in the EA, 58% of respondents
report using their non-face-to-face time to cover
other teacher absences. Consequently, work
that should have been done then, like planning,
marking, and (often burdensome) administrative
requirements, is done in their own time, unpaid.
We asked teachers in all settings how much time
they need to prepare lessons and how much
non-teaching related work they have on their
plate. Adding this to their maximum face-toface teaching hours, we arrive at some alarming
system-wide levels of unpaid overwork.
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The
profession
We cannot accept band-aid solutions to the
teacher staffing shortage. This is an issue that
is bigger than just the ACT – it is clear systemic
change is needed. Within our own system, we
need long term and holistic change that begins
with protecting the teaching profession. Only then
will we be able to attract and retain talented and
motivated teachers – teachers whose working lives
are rewarding and balanced and whose safety and
wellbeing meets baseline expectations that all
workers not only deserve but are afforded by law.
We cannot value education as a community while
systemically diminishing the role of teachers in
our public schools. Data from our survey reveals a
disappointing disregard for the work our members
do.
Seventy per cent of respondents said that their
school is not resourced sufficiently to provide the
consistent quality of education their students need
to succeed. When we asked respondents whether
they ever spend their own money on resources
they feel their students need and deserve, most
said they did. We then asked how much they
spend in a typical term on teacher resources out of
their own pocket. The results are alarming.
The average out-of-pocket spend per teacher
per term is $281.71, which gives us a total spend
per year from respondents of about $1.57 million.
(Principals spend the most of their own money,
with an average per term out-of-pocket spend of
$382.) If we extrapolate this number to count all
teaching and school leader staff in the ACT public
school system, we arrive at a figure of $5.18 million
per year that teachers are spending on teaching
resources out of their own pockets.

Learning Support Assistants
LSAs provide critical support in classrooms, yet
their work is too often under-appreciated. Our
survey also revealed a troubling rate of LSAs being
asked to teach classes to cover a teacher absence.
Almost 40% of LSA respondents said they had
been asked to teach a class while a relief teacher
’sits in’ solely for duty of care. One in five LSAs
reported being asked to teach a class alone to
cover a teacher absence. While they have deep
knowledge of their students, LSAs are not paid or
trained to teach, and should never be put in the
position of being asked to do so.
Other industrially protected rights of LSAs are
routinely neglected. During the last round of
bargaining for the EA, the AEU won an improved
provision for extra time for LSAs to plan and
collaborate with teachers. However, 79% of LSAs
reported not being given sufficient time for this.

Other survey results reveal the alarming impact
of under-resourcing and under-staffing on
teaching as a profession. More than half of
classroom teacher respondents said they would
not recommend teaching as a career to family and
friends. And, even more worryingly, more than a
third of respondents said they were considering
leaving the profession. Given that 89% of AEU
members are below the age of 50, retirement alone
cannot account for those numbers. “I love my job,”
said one respondent, “I think it’s the best job in the
world. But in its current state, it’s unsustainable.”
We asked teachers how long they intend on
staying in teaching. Almost 30% say they intend on
teaching for five years or less, with 12% planning
to stay for two years or less. Only 33% said they see
themselves teaching in more than ten years’ time.
“Things need to change,” said one respondent.
“The amount of high-quality educators I know who
want to leave the profession due to workload and
occupational violence is appalling. We need to be
respected and treated like professionals.”
New educators
A very troubling trend reflected clearly in our
survey results is the pressure being placed on new
educators. As teachers in their first three years of
their career, there are special provisions in place for
these educators, including slightly reduced face-toface teaching hours, mentoring and support days
for training. Despite the provisions enshrined in the
EA, new educator members reported:
•
•
•
•

12

Unsurprisingly, one in three new educators said
they were considering leaving teaching. Nearly
one in five said they intend to leave within the
next five years and only half of all new educator
respondents expected to be teaching for more
than eight years. This is of concern not just
because of the welfare of those staff, or the
obvious implications of an attrition rate like that
in a system facing staff shortages, but research
shows that teachers tend to develop skills for the
first eight years of their career, after which they
become more able to have an “ongoing positive
impact on student outcomes”.

15% of them do not have a mentor
57% have a mentor who does not have
sufficient time to offer the support they need
24% have been unable to access their support
days due to the unavailability of relief staff
39% have been required to teach beyond their
face-to-face hour limit, including 30% who work
at least two hours per week extra.

In conclusion...
The results of this survey have brought into stark
relief what members have been saying for some
time: ACT public schools need urgent help. The
staffing shortage has revealed systemic issues
that require more than a superficial solution. It is
not simply enough to recruit more teachers into
the ACT public education system. The system
must also retain those we already have, support
them with adequate infrastructure, time for nonface-to-face work, provide relief so they can take
time off when they’re unwell, protect them from
violence and the psychosocial safety hazard of
extreme stress and make sure their pay and overall
conditions reflect their essential work.

We know that the ACT community values public
education and our members who work within
it. We need more than platitudes; we need real
support and action. These problems will require
sustained, resource-intensive, evidence-based and
systemic problem solving. It will not be easy, but it
is necessary. To ignore these issues is to abandon
the value of public education. Our union will never
tolerate this.
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Under pressure

Our survey results show that all educators are affected by
shortages in our schools. AEU member CHRIS JONES, principal
of Miles Franklin Primary School shares his perspective on those
impacts as a school leader.

I

asked to write this article after reading the previous
ACT Educator magazine, as I felt the voice of a school
leader would be a valuable perspective.
Whilst I am a school leader, I also see this from the
perspective of my partner (a proud AEU member
and teacher in our system as well) and our daughter
(a student in our system). There is no question the
situation is getting worse. Our daughter is less likely to
have a relief teacher and my partner will sometimes
forgo release because of a lack of relief staff. I once had
strong fields of applicants for teacher roles outside of
the transfer round but that has diminished in the last
two years. I know other school leaders have the same
experience. All great schools, all great principals, just
unable to attract sufficient staff. After seeing the AEU’s
teacher workforce survey results1, this is something we
are all familiar with, but it is important to acknowledge
this is not just an ACT problem: this a worldwide
problem2,3

5.

We worry about promoting someone from our
own school as we know that will lead to a hole in
our staffing we might not be able to fill. We are
also apprehensive about appointing a teacher
from another school as we know the effect that
will have on a colleague’s school. These thoughts
should not even enter our mind.

6.

Hours and hours can be spent on phone calls
looking for relief. Typically, this occurs in the
evening when we should be with our families, or
mornings when we want to be preparing ourselves
and our family for the day.

7.

Holidays/stand down are frequently spent looking
for staff, interviewing staff, trying to induct staff...

8.

When a teacher is regularly away, some parents
will be vocal about this. This pressure and
frustration is often directed at school leaders.
Teachers aren’t told this because we don’t want
you feeling guilty for needing to take leave.

How does the teacher shortage affect school
leaders?
1.

We worry about the stress a lack of teachers
brings to our staff. People are kind but there is an
expectation you will find a replacement. When you
can’t, there is a feeling of inadequacy: you feel like
you’ve let the team down.

2.

We know the high levels of attrition in the first five
years of teaching and feel responsible if we can’t
reverse that.

3.

We feel guilty we are passing the burden on to our
teachers, so will often go on class ourselves, take
on extra duties, etc.

4.

9.

We know that splitting classes, especially in
the early years, is not beneficial to student
achievement. School leaders feel the weight of this
burden too.

Here are some of my thoughts on what can be done
about this:
•

•

•

There’s a strong sense of stewardship and
responsibility as a principal to the school community
and the team you have appointed. When you can’t
deliver on these expectations, despite it being beyond
your control, it is very stressful. How bad can this
be? See Prof. Phil Riley’s latest report on principal
wellbeing4.

We feel the pressure from parents about split
classes. Some are quite vocal about this.

1AEUACT (2021). Under-staffed, under-resourced, under-appreciated: The teacher shortage and its impact on our schools. Findings from the AEU ACT Branch 2021 Educator
Survey. Retrieved from https://www.aeuact.org.au/application/files/4216/3003/1401/AEU_Report_FINAL_26AUG2021.pdf
2 Education Today (2021). Career stability, overwork and the teaching recruitment crisis. Retrieved from https://www.educationtoday.com.au/news-detail/Career-stability-534
3 UNESCO (2016). The world needs almost 69 million new teachers to reach the 2030 Education Goals. The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
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IMAGE: Miles Franklin Primary School principal Chris Jones

Organization
4 Riley, P., See, S-M., Marsh, H., & Dicke, T. (2021). The Australian Principal Occupational Health, Safety and Wellbeing Survey (IPPE Report): 2020 Data. Sydney: Institute for
Positive Psychology and Education, Australian Catholic University

•

Celebrate the profession. Talk it up, especially to
our students, speak about the moral imperative
of our work, the value we add to society and our
communities. Advocate for governments across the
world to talk up the profession; there are no lawyers
or vaccine researchers without teachers.
Even greater support for beginning teachers
and incentives for their mentors. Supporting and
retaining staff in their formative years, and valuing
further our experienced teachers, will all help.
The Government/Directorate, AEU, ACTPA and staff
in schools all want the situation to improve. We’re in
it together, although we might have different views
on achieving this. It’s fine to have robust discussions
behind closed doors but grievances should not be
aired in public because, sadly, there are some who
like to exploit discourse and package it as discord.
Our Deputy Director-General did, I believe, exactly
what he needed to do when he spoke on the radio
earlier this year about teacher shortages. It might
not have been the message we wanted to hear,
but maintaining public confidence in our system is
critical.
Push for pay and conditions to be commensurate
with the profession. My life-long friends in other
professions cannot understand why I stay in the job
(less pay, less perks, more hours, more threats of
violence) but if you’re still reading this, I think you
will understand.

•

Nationally we need to campaign for clarity on
professional expectations: we can’t keep being the
‘go-to profession’ to address society’s problems.
Strong union representation is important here.

•

COVID has highlighted the injustices in the
Australian education system. The national funding
model continues to widen the inequities between
government and non-government schools. I feel this
will continue to blight the entire profession unless it
is addressed.

•

Nationally, more work needs to be done about
casualisation2, an area that has been addressed in
the ACT, thankfully.

The teacher shortage taskforce announced recently is
very welcome news. Solutions will come from this, and it
highlights there is a will to resolve the issue. However, it’s
not the panacea to the big-picture problem because the
problem is far broader than the ACT’s borders.
To conclude, being a principal is not all ‘champagne and
canapés’. Remembering that, first and foremost, we are
teachers ourselves, we feel the pain of staff shortages
like everyone else. This may not impact our working day
as directly, but indirectly the pressures of this last long
into the night.
Chris Jones is principal of Miles Franklin Primary
School, an ACEL Fellow, an ACT Principal’s Association
Executive member, and a doctoral student under Pasi
Sahlberg.
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Sharing
knowledge
I

am a proud descendant of
the peoples of Djadjawurrung,
Kulin Nation. I was born on
Kokatha lands in South Australia,
and I have been raised in
the magnificent lands of the
Ngunnawal in Canberra for a very
long time. I have been fortunate
to have been educated here in
the ACT in our amazing public
education system and continue to
this day, regularly doing courses
with CIT. I have also worked across
various positions and am raising
my family here. I want to thank
the carers of these lands, past and
present, for allowing me to do my
business here and I will always be
mindful of the footprints I leave in
this soil.
I am a long-time member of
the AEU, currently working as
a Cultural Integrity Coordinator
within the Education Directorate.
I’m also proud to be our branch’s
delegate to the AEU’s Yalukit
Yulendj committee.
Yalukit Yulendj, means “people
of knowledge”, and comes from
the Boon Wurrung language
group. Boon Wurring country
stretches from Werribee River
to the southernmost point of
Australia’s mainland, Wilsons
Promontory, and includes part of
what is now the city and suburbs
of Melbourne.
Through its General and TAFE
divisions, Yalukit Yulendj shares
knowledge and provides advice to
the AEU on Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander education issues
from early childhood through to
TAFE.
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during lockdown by her daughter, Cherie.

AEU ACT's Yalukit Yulendj delegate,
ZUZETTE FAHEY, tells us about the
important work this committee has
been doing in 2021.

It also aims to promote social
justice and the process of
Reconciliation between Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander
members and non-Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander members.
All committee members are
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander educators, representing
workers in various roles in
government early childhood
education centres, schools and
TAFE campuses across Australia.  
The AEU has a long history of
involvement with and support
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples and issues
affecting Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander students, teachers
and workers in the public
education system. The AEU, then
known as The Australian Teachers
Federation, first established a
national Aboriginal Education
Committee in 1981 and appointed
the first Federal Aboriginal
Education Officer in 1982.
Today there are a number of ways
the union includes Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people
in its decision-making structures.
As well as Yalukit Yulendj, these
include a designated position
on AEU Federal Executive and
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander delegates to Federal
Conference.
As the General Division Yalukit
Yulendj delegate, I generally take
part in two face-to-face meetings
and two teleconferences per year.
This ensures that Yalukit Yulendj
members meet to discuss matters
every school term.

In these unprecedented times,
our meetings are all online, and
an advantage of this is we can
meet more often. It has also
presented us the opportunity to
participate in more online
podcasts and forums. Yalukit
Yulendj is involved in many
initiatives and campaigns with our
union, and 2021 has been a big
year for the committee.
The AEU First Nations Education
Seminars kicked off in April 2021,
with an online forum called ‘A
critical national conversation
about the state of First Nations
education policy and its impact on
practice in today’s classrooms.’
The guest speakers shared their
wisdom and visions with us,
and they included Professor Peter
Anderson of the Carumba
Institute at QUT; Carly Jia, Senior
Advisor, Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Education at the
Australian Institute for Teacher
and School Leadership (AITSL)
and Joe Sambono, Curriculum
Specialist Australian Curriculum at
the Assessment and Reporting
Authority (ACARA).
Importantly, this seminar
culminated in a statement being
released in support of proposed
changes to the curriculum that
will assist teachers and educators
to make the curriculum more
culturally responsive and
inclusive. The statement rejected
as utterly false the claims by some
education leaders that the
changes being considered will
‘’Indigenise’’ the curriculum.

This was met with backlash
from some, including Federal
Education Minister Alan Tudge,
who objected to the use of the
word “invasion”, and claimed
he didn’t want students “to be
turned into activists”.
The statement was written to
address the mistruths being
presented and was signed
by more than 150 Indigenous
education experts and
practitioners, who together
represent 2,168.5 years of teaching
experience. It reads in part:
“In our expert opinion, the
changes proposed in the
current review of the Australian
Curriculum do not ‘Indigenise’
this version of the curriculum.
In fact the proposed changes
are modest in scope and will
improve the current education
workforce’s approach to achieving
our shared objectives as a nation.
In particular, they will assist
teachers and educators to respond
more fulsomely to the needs
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander students, parents and
communities by highlighting
approaches that teachers can
use to make the curriculum more
culturally responsive and inclusive.”
That seminar was closely followed
by others in June and July, with the
respective titles of ‘Racism in the
Workplace’, where the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander
members participated in an online
consultation meeting about their
perceptions and experiences
of racism in the workplace, and
‘Teaching First Languages in
Schools’, which explored the
policy context and sharing our
achievements and challenges.
Elinor Archer, Palawa woman living
on Ngunnawal Country, and a
fellow AEU ACT member, proudly
accepted the challenge to sit on
the panel. Elinor’s Indigenous
Language and Culture course was
launched at Dickson College last
year and is the first of its kind in
the ACT. The class is visited by a
different community guest
speaker each Friday, including
Ngunnawal Elders to start and
finish each term.

With thanks to Cathy Wilcox. Used with permission.

It was created through two years
of collaboration between a group
of teachers at the Board of Senior
Secondary Studies and the United
Ngunnawal Elders Council, and it
is already having profound effects
on its students.
On June 15 and 16, members of
Yalukit Yulendj held our annual
Committee meeting online, where
we discussed important issues
such as the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Engagement Plan,
the Australian Curriculum Review,
the National Public Education
Campaign, the AITSL Cultural
Competency in the Australian
Teaching Workforce study and the
Anti-Racism Review.
On the second day of this
meeting, we joined with the AEU
Federal Executive Committee to
discuss Making our Words and
Actions Meet, the report from the
survey of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander AEU members on
their perceptions and experiences
of racism in public education
workplaces across Australia. The
survey found that there is a
substantial issue with racism
towards Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander workers in many
public education settings across
Australia.

While most Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander educators in most
workplaces feel mostly welcome
and respected, more than half
(53%) of respondents agree or
strongly agree that they feel they
have to minimise aspects of their
culture in order to be able to ‘fit in’
with their colleagues due to a lack
of support. It found that urgent
action is required to address these
issues and develop culturally safe
workplaces.
As the leader in this space,
the AEU can take on the role
of cultural change agent.
These results drive home the
importance of committees
like Yalukit Yulendj to ensure
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander members have a strong
voice within our membership and
our profession.
The final copy of this report will
be available to the general AEU
membership soon, and I urge
you to read it when you get the
chance.
The ACT branch of the AEU is
fully committed to supporting
me in my role as Yalukit Yulendj
delegate. I am confident that all
our Aboriginal and Torres Strait
islander members here in the ACT
can access all the supports and
benefits that our union provides
and I am proud of my part in the
work to ensure their voices are
heard.
17

The Rainbow
Connection

Strong and supportive connections can empower students to take
the lead and make real change, writes Gungahlin College's
MATTHEW NOONAN.

F

rom the AEU/EDU Pride Network to studentled initiatives empowering student voice in our
schools and community, our Branch has a strong
and supportive LGBTQIA+ community. The ACT’s
COVID lockdown may have put a damper on some
of our plans this year, but there has still been a lot to
celebrate.
On a personal level, I’m very proud to be part of the
community at Gungahlin College, where it has been
a big year for our Rainbow Students Leadership
Team. Supported by dedicated staff members, the
student-led group has modelled strong student voice
and leadership to effect real change in their school
and across the ACT.
Guided by Safe and Supportive Schools Officer
and LGBTQIA+ Ally David Gould, in some years the
group has been small and focused on providing a
safe and supportive place each week for students,
staff and community guests. In other years, David
has supported and empowered the students to see
opportunities to lead, both within the school, and
in our local community. David’s quiet but strategic
approach to student empowerment inspired House
Coordinator Lisa Walker, Associate Principal Michael
Lemmey, Principal Priscilla Wray and myself as
Pastoral Care Director, to become his support crew.
Starting from conversations and very small studentrequested activities, modelling inclusive thinking,
action research, and wellbeing supports across
the Years 10 to 12 school, David’s empowerment of
students and staff has engaged voices at Gungahlin
College and throughout the ACT, culminating this
year in an ACT-wide student Inclusion Forum, hosted
by the College at the end of term 1.

Despite taking place in the last week of a very busy
term, the forum was a massive success, with more
than 100 attendees engaging to discuss a range of
issues and strategies that students, staff and
community partners can use to support inclusion
and care for LGBTQIA+ students. Participants in the
event included Gungahlin College staff and students
along with visiting students from other schools. It
was also attended by Minister for Education Yvette
Berry, ACT Children and Young People
Commissioner Jodie Griffiths-Cook and senior
members of the Education Directorate, giving
students a rare and important chance to share their
views directly with those in a position to make real
change.
Gungahlin College student Gemma Steele
(Student Board Representative and Chair) and
Student Rainbow Team Leader Alex Zatschler were
interviewed on ABC Radio earlier this year about
their work and their roles leading with a group of
dedicated students, staff and community members
to make the forum so successful. The key at every
stage – make the forum by students, for students,
together with teachers and leaders in education.
Gemma shared how important it is for schools
to support student-run Rainbow Groups so that their
voices and ideas can be investigated and integrated
as they are at Gungahlin College. Alex explained how
starting conversations about diversity, inclusion and
respect can be difficult at first, but that through
starting them with students, staff and community
partners, everyone benefits from better
understandings, and fewer issues are being revealed
later due to anxiety, depression and challenges at
home.
Image: Matthew Noonan (left) and Gungahlin College’s Years 10 to 12
Student & Staff Rainbow Leadership Team on IDAHOBIT Day 2021

IMAGE: Matthew and pal Madgey get into the spirit in
lockdown in the leadup to WIP Day 2021

The amazing work of these young people to lead
the forum was preceded last year by another
powerful example of what can be achieved through
empowering student voice in a truly open and
supportive environment. The Gungahlin Enrichment
Rainbow student and staff group engaged student
and community voice, mined a range of data, and
then proposed solutions to implement "all genders”
signage for bathrooms at the school. The pilot
negotiated with the Rainbow students and staff was
for three bathrooms to be redesigned and promoted
(one of which was also fully disabled access, so every
student and staff member can access it).
Twelve months on and the three bathrooms are
well used and also 100% respected, without issues of
vandalism or disrespect. Principals, leaders, teachers
and students of the newest ACT school, Evelyn Scott
School, and proud Rainbow-supporters and leaders
at Melrose High, have requested tours and to use the
Gungahlin student and staff designed resources, to
investigate trialling the approaches at their schools in
2022, as have staff at two of our feeder schools.
Gungahlin College’s student-led Rainbow
Enrichment and Community Programs proudly
network with and mentor other schools, educating
and celebrating important community dates such as
IDAHOBIT and Wear it Purple Day.
While IDAHOBIT Day in May was able to go ahead
in person onsite as planned, Wear It Purple Day this
year fell during the ACT’s COVID lockdown. It required
some quick thinking and pivoting of all the hard
work invested to adapt our events to online-friendly
programs! Schools across the ACT held online
gatherings to celebrate this important day, including
one at Telopea Park School that was joined by
Minister Berry. Students and staff were encouraged
to dress in purple at home and share their photos
from the day with some beautiful photo collages and
personalised photo-stories emerging from a range of
P-12 Canberra schools even in remote learning.
This demonstrates true connections, resilience
and leadership, despite the new worlds we all live,
learn, connect and support each other in. While key
staff across the ACT met on the Friday evening to
recognise the enormous engagement and successes
this year, it's so important to remember it was the
original care and hard work of teachers and school
leaders such as David and Lisa, working to connect
with, listen, learn and support a range of students,
that makes the inclusive activities and programs
happen in the first place.
If you work at a Canberra school, or any role
connected to education, consider that David started
his first Enrichment group with just a handful of
interested students. Small steps led to staff such as
Lisa and myself wanting to join and support him to
empower his students more every term and year, and
now the sky is the limit! Do see the newly launched
ACT ED Inclusion portal resources, advice and
community supporters site.
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For staff, the AEU/EDU Pride Network is a vitally
important professional network that meets each
term both formally and to mentor and socialise. The
network had planned to hold a trivia night to mark
Wear It Purple Day. Tickets to the event had already
sold out when COVID forced us to postpone, but
keep an eye out for this to be rescheduled in term 4
for a slightly belated celebration!
There are always opportunities for members to
get more involved in our LGBTQIA+ education
communities. As well as building student networks
within your school (I’ve included some tips to get
started below) all members are welcome at our
regular AEU/EDU Pride Network meetings. Cochaired by our Branch President Angela Burroughs
and Margaret Hendry School Principal Kate Woods,
this network meets every term (our last meeting was,
in fact, scheduled to be held on Thursday 12 August
– the day the ACT snap lockdown came into effect).
For more information about the network, email our
union office at aeuact@aeuact.org.au. I’d love to see
you there!

Tips for forming Rainbow
Connections at your school:
• If your school does not have a Rainbow
students and staff group, start one ASAP.
• Start small – providing a cup of tea and biscuits
to come together and chat provides support.
• Reach out to wonderful community partners
SHFPACT for their outstanding PL, kits, advice
and more.
• Get involved in the AEU/EDU Pride Network
meetings, socials and mentoring.
• Encourage simple, targeted education through
Pastoral Care for IDAHOBIT and Wear it Purple
days.
• Promote students, staff, parents and
community members asking and learning
preferred pronouns.
• Keep whatever you do based on the
students' needs, empowerment and
leadership!
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Ten years after
Gonski, where do
we go from here?
AEU member TOM GREENWELL explains the motivation behind his
new book with Chris Bonnor, Waiting for Gonski: How Australia Failed
its Schools, which will be released next year to coincide with the
10 year anniversary of the Gonski report.

F

ebruary 2022 will mark a decade since the
public release of the Gonski report on school funding
in Australia, a report powerfully shaped by the
Australian Education Union both in character and
implementation.
When the Gonski review called for submissions from
all sections of the Australian public in early 2011, the
AEU’s For Our Future campaign sprang into action.
6000 public schools across the country, including
many in the ACT, wrote to the review, describing
substandard infrastructure, shortages of teachers
and specialist staff, and the difference that adequate
resourcing could make in the lives of the children in
our care.
I remember, as a beginning teacher at the time,
feeling the sense of opportunity this moment
presented. Here was a chance to do more than just
empathise with each other in the staff room, or let off
steam at the pub, but to actually communicate the
lived experience of educators in a way that might just
help address the challenges we face.
Our message got through. When the Gonski report
was released, it called for an additional $5 billion
investment in Australian schools every year. But more
important than the figure was how - and where - the
report proposed the money should be spent. The
report said the key to success was to allocate funding
to schools according to educational need.
That meant a baseline amount for every student,
plus additional funding loadings for kids from
poor families, Indigenous children, students with
disabilities or low English proficiency, as well as small
schools and schools in rural and remote locations
where costs are higher. In recognition of the fact that
most disadvantaged kids attended public schools,
the Gonski report recommended the public sector
receive three quarters of the additional investment it
was proposing.
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It was a simple but powerful response to Australia’s
educational ills. And when the Gonski report
was released it received a remarkably positive
reception across the board. It was welcomed by
the non-government sectors and championed
by the Nationals NSW Education Minister, Adrian
Piccoli. And yet Prime Minister Gillard, who had
commissioned the review when she was still
minister, refused to offer the report even in-principle
support. It seemed possible that the Gonski report
was going to be left on the shelf to gather dust, and
the transformative potential of Gonski would be
squandered.
That’s when the AEU stepped in once again. In May
of 2012, our union launched the ‘I Give A Gonski’
campaign. Television ads ran across the nation while
members letterboxed their neighbours and mobbed
MPs.
We donned the Gonski green, and turned up at
Parliament House, planting hands on the lawns
to represent every public school in Australia. We
made the Gonski report famous, a document that
just could not be ignored or forgotten. Finally, in
September of that year, Prime Minister Gillard
announced she was going for Gonski.
The Labor Government’s implementation of Gonski
was imperfect and incomplete, but Gonski lived.
All the while, the I Give A Gonski campaign grew
into a broad-based social coalition. Union members
joined with the P&Cs across the country, as well as
the principals’ associations, and organisations like
Children With Disability Australia and St Vinnies.

Ten years later, we would like to be able to tell a story
of triumph, of how our students are getting more and
more out of their time at school, of how educational
outcomes are no longer the result of ‘differences in
wealth, income, power or possessions’, in the words
of the Gonski report. Or, at least, we would like to be
able to point to small steps in the right direction. But
that is very difficult to do.
As we know well from periodic reports of PISA results,
Australian 15 year olds appear to be about one year
of learning behind where their predecessors were
in 2000. We know there is so much more to school
than standardised tests, but nor should they be
discounted entirely. The learning gaps between the
haves and have-nots has only increased, with around
three years of learning separating the most privileged
and the least, on average. We haven’t even got any
closer to the proximate goal of needs-based funding.
In fact, taxpayer funding has increased much faster
at private schools than at public schools in the period
since the Gonski report. By 2018, the ABC could
report that a third of private schools receive more
taxpayer funding than public schools enrolling similar
students.
With the ten year anniversary of the Gonski report
approaching, I wanted to investigate where Australia
has gone wrong, so I teamed up with fellow educator
and author Chris Bonnor. Chris and I both felt that
Gonski was too important, and too promising,
to simply be forgotten. Our interest was not just
historical; we wanted to find out what can be learned
from the last decade and what we need to do now.
Chris and I wanted to find out why educational
outcomes have continued to decline. And if a big part
of the answer is that the Gonski report has not been
faithfully implemented, why is that? What are the
obstacles and interests in the way? And what do we
have to do to overcome them?
To find the answers to these questions, Chris and I
interviewed David Gonski, along with other members
of the review’s expert panel, like Ken Boston and
Carmen Lawrence. We spoke to Tanya Plibersek and
Peter Garrett and Julia Gillard’s top education advisor,
Tom Bentley (although Gillard herself declined
our request for an interview). We also talked to the
protagonists on either side of the debate, from
people like Angelo Gavrielatos, president of the AEU
at the time, to the heads of the National Catholic
Education Commission and Christian Schools
Australia.

Our book Waiting for Gonski: How Australia Failed
its Schools is due to come out early next year. Much
of the tale Chris and I tell is about how politicians,
on both sides of the partisan divide, failed to realise
the promise of the Gonski report. But we also
explore another, less familiar story. The Gonski report
identified the disturbing power of so-called ‘peer
effects’, the impact on learning outcomes of the
other kids sitting in a child’s class. The report even
cited evidence that who you go to school with has a
bigger impact on learning than who your parents are.
The weakness of the Gonski report was that it failed
to propose a solution adequate to this problem.
Australia’s unique dual system of taxpayer funded
schools, some private and fee-charging, others public
and free, was concentrating disadvantaged kids
in the same schools and classrooms. Even modest
private school fees meant the non-government
sectors enrolled many fewer children from lowincome families. Selective enrolment policies at
private schools, and some public schools, only
compounded the problem. Our school system was
only further stacking the odds against the children
born into the most challenging circumstances.
Gonski never addressed this. In fact, a close reading
of the report reveals that it endorsed the current
no-strings-attached approach to funding private
schools. Chris and I argue that this was a mistake. As
a country, we won’t turn our results around until we
level the playing field on which all taxpayer funded
schools operate. That means that public funding
has to come with commensurate public obligations,
especially the responsibility to enrol children from all
walks of life.
This might seem politically impossible - even harder
than delivering needs-based funding. But we argue
that getting both the resourcing of schools right,
and equalising the responsibilities they face, can
be done. When we look to international examples,
including countries like Canada and New Zealand,
there are examples we can learn from. We believe
that we have to try, or else our nation’s schools face
the risk of further decades of decline and growing
disadvantage. And we believe that to get there, it
is organised educators, those who live the complex
reality of the nation’s schools each day, for whom
teaching and learning is a vocation, who must once
again lead the way. If nothing else, Chris and I hope
our book will help spark a conversation about what
we must do now to finally realise the hopes that the
Gonski report raised ten years ago.

In the lead-up to the 2013 election, the opposition
leader, Tony Abbott, felt compelled to declare a ‘unity
ticket’ on school funding (and was forced to honour
it when he tried to abandon his promise after the
election). And in 2017, Malcolm Turnbull launched
Gonski 2.0. The Turnbull plan had its flaws, but it was
further proof that Gonski now occupied the centre
ground. Debate about school funding in Australia
had been transformed. Or so it seemed.
IMAGE: AEU campaigning made the
Gonski report famous.
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You joined the AEU very early in your teaching
career. What made that such an easy decision for
you? Have you had a chance to be very involved
with the AEU since joining?
Chantal: I think I joined in the first year of my
teaching degree. There was an AEU stand at
university and from that it just felt like the right
decision. During my degree, it kept me informed of
what was happening in the world of teaching.
Since joining the AEU and since I started teaching
professionally, I have attended many events. The
New Educator Conferences in particular have been
amazing, as they really highlight the benefits I am
entitled to as an educator. Importantly, they have
taught me that it is OK to say no, that it is OK to feel
a little tired sometimes, and that the most beneficial
thing I can do is to take care of myself first and
foremost. With our busy schedules, it is often too easy
to forget to take the occasional day off to relax and
recharge.

Beginning teaching
in the time of COVID
We caught up with two of our new educators to talk about teaching,
union, and the challenges and unexpected benefits of remote learning.
How long have you been teaching, and where are
you teaching at the moment?
Chantal: This is my third year teaching mathematics
at the college level. I have been with Hawker College
since the very start of my career and had the privilege
of having multiple teaching placements there.
Jordan: I just started teaching this year. I teach a mix
of science, maths and PE at Caroline Chisholm High
School.
Why did you choose teaching as a profession?
What do you enjoy most about it?
Chantal: I have always known that I wanted to be
a teacher. I always enjoyed helping my friends and
classmates when they were struggling, and I looked
up to my teachers as inspirational role models. I
wasn’t always encouraged to become a teacher, so it
has been a long journey for me to get to this point.
What do I enjoy most about it? That’s hard to decide.
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Jordan: What really resonated with me at this year's
New Educator Conference was hearing speakers talk
about the merging of two passions – education, and
the union idea of equal power among people. I’ve
always been pretty aware of the need for solidarity
and community amongst people to resist power, but
I hadn’t had much exposure to unions before and it
was great to hear it articulated like that.

How have you found the transition to remote
learning? It wouldn't have been what you
imagined when you pictured the start of your
teaching career...
Chantal: I definitely felt more prepared for remote
learning this year, having gone through the
experience of the past twelve months. I knew what to
expect and knew where to find resources.
There was a lot of trial and error last year to figure out
how to best do remote learning. I don’t think anyone
was prepared when the pandemic hit; there was
definitely an adjustment period from the known to
the, ‘OMG, what am I doing?’, ‘Is this working?’, ‘Can
they see and hear me?’, and ‘Why does technology
hate me!?’.
Jordan: There’s a lot of things going on in first
year teaching, but this wasn’t one of the things I’d
planned on! The transition itself was good.
The five-day transition period was enough time to
get organised - the extra time and energy you have
when you’re not managing students really helped.

Since then, I’ve taken on the role of New Educator
Contact in my school. It was also great to attend the
last Branch Council meeting before lockdown and
report back to our sub-branch on the survey results
that had been presented.

It changes day to day, but I think it would have
to be the rapport with the students. Seeing them
every day, you build and nurture these professional
working relationships. After a while, they start to feel
comfortable around you, asking for help with their
classwork and even opening up about issues they
may be facing. With the situation we are facing at the
moment, these relationships play an even bigger role
for the well-being of everyone involved.
Jordan: I saw teaching as a positive driver of change
– and a proactive rather than reactive one, working
with children. Education provides a space to have
challenging conversations about how we create a
more sustainable harmony and a beautiful world.
That’s what my purpose is, and that’s the reason I got
into teaching.
The part I enjoy most about it is when you can create
a space where people feel comfortable to explore,
whether that be their beliefs or ideas or whatever.
When there’s a culture of people that feel safe
around each other enough to challenge those things,
I like that environment.

IMAGES: Chantal (left) and Jordan, in their
home work setups and pictured opposite
at our New Educator Conference in
February..
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What have you found to be the biggest challenges
posed by remote learning?

Have there been any positives, or any highlights
for you from this period of remote learning?

Chantal: The biggest challenge would be
encouraging students to engage with the class work
and being available when they need help. Last year, I
struggled to keep my working day within the official
work hours. I found myself checking emails all the
time since I had easy access to them at home. But I
would say that I have gotten a lot better this year. I
don’t check emails as often and I do not respond to
emails after work hours. Work-life balance during a
lockdown is difficult to maintain since there is little
change to your environment throughout the day.

Chantal: I think there has been a general rise in
appreciation for teachers across the community,
which is always a good thing. I found that I had more
engagement from some students during remote
learning as they were able to complete the classwork
during their own time and at their own pace.

Jordan: The reality is that everyone is stressed. Kids
don’t necessarily want to learn when they’re at home,
and they’re all in very different home situations as
well. It’s hard to set consistent expectations when
there’s such a spectrum of learning environments for
kids right now.
In some ways, it’s probably been helpful as a new
educator. It puts some space between you and
students’ challenging behaviour. But having to find
new parameters of what I’m able to control and what
the boundaries are between doing my best and
letting some things go is a challenge.
Do you think there are any extra challenges in it
for you as a new educator compared to some of
your colleagues? Or perhaps any ways in which it's
easier for you as a new educator?
Chantal: Some things were definitely more difficult
as a new educator, such as maintaining a reasonable
workload, maintaining a work-life balance, and
understanding the curriculum and requirements
that need to be ticked off.
Being on the younger end of the teaching workforce,
and having grown up with technology, I found myself
adapting to remote learning relatively easily and
readily. I had a better understanding of the different
technologies involved and how I could leverage
them to build an effective digital classroom, which
definitely helped me engage with my students
during this difficult time.
Jordan: It’s tricky to say, because even teachers with
one year experience have done remote learning
before and probably nutted out some of the issues. I
think maybe the enthusiasm of being a brand-new
teacher might have helped with adapting to remote
learning.

Importantly, I have been able to stay hydrated and
have proper lunches while working from home!
Jordan: There’s been some really nice moments
where students have shared gratitude unexpectedly.
That stands out for me. That’s always a highlight in
teaching – when a student catches you off guard like
that and lets you know they appreciate what you’re
doing. And the work-life balance shift has definitely
been a positive.
How are you looking after yourself during
lockdown?
Chantal: My husband and I see more of each other
now and we are able to eat lunch together, which
is nice. I keep in touch with colleagues via video
conversations during free lines and video call family
and friends regularly. This is especially important
since most of my family and friends are interstate
and some have been in lockdown for many long
months. I have been reading a lot and have managed
to tick-off a lot of the books I have on my to-read list.
Jordan: I try to stick to a good routine and do the
things I like that I know keep me balanced, like yoga
in the mornings. It’s nice to be able to set a routine
and actually stick to it without things throwing it off!
I’ve been going for walks by the river near my house,
and it’s great to be able to cook healthy food and eat
it fresh.
I’ve set a timer to go off every ten minutes, which
breaks up the day and chunks of work really nicely.
If I schedule an hour for say, marking or planning a
lesson, hearing that timer go off every ten minutes
reminds me to take a 30 second break and do some
exercise – even just as a reminder to stop sitting and
stand up for a bit.
Also having the extra time to dedicate to
relationships that can sometimes fall to the
wayside during busy school periods when you get
overwhelmed and overworked has a great flow-on
effect to my wellbeing. Part of me will miss lockdown
when it's finished!

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.
Adrienne Zandona; Alison Wallace; Alyssa Smalley; Amy Fleming; Anna Barlin; Arno Visagie;
Asma Gilani; Benjamin Heckenberg; Bethany Marsh; Briana Brockman; Brooke Willcox;
Celine Muller; Christine Durward; Christopher McEwan; Clare Melvin; Claudia Patricia
Vanegas Alzate; Damian Robbie; Dhiraj Chhetri; Dori White; Erin Torpy; Fabiola Tiberti; Fallon
Holt; Jacqueline Kaio; Jacqueline Martin; Jade Birkeland; James Voss; Jane Clark; Jemma
Crampton; Jody Whichelo; John Cole; Judith Percy; Karen Low; Karice Ward; Karina Hopkins;
Kira Vines; Lachlan Maxwell; Lara Braithwaite; Laura Burns; Linley Jenkins; Loidee Santos;
Maureen Rooney; Melinda Whiles; Michael Earl; Miho South; Nicole Butterworth; Nicole
Lipman; Olivia Cable; Paula Calderon; Peta Stanhope; Rawya El Masri; Rebecca Richards;
Robert Kley Lageano De Oliveira; Sabine Koerbin; Samantha Gilchrist; Sarah Harding; Stacey
Simmonds; Stephanie Ikin; Stephen Dixon-Jain; Taeko Tamatsukuri; Tahlia Kecan; Teah
Fogarty; Teegan Townsend; Thomas Hopkins; Trent Adams; Waqas Haider

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 360,000 teachers,
education staff and their families
across Australia.

Andrew, Teachers Health member

We’re for teachers, not for profit.
Visit teachershealth.com.au
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AEU ACT HISTORY PROJECT

Former AEU ACT Secretary CLIVE HAGGAR is compiling a history
of our branch to commemorate its 50th anniversary.

ACT teachers taking industrial action
On 1 October 1968, ACT teachers (still employed
under the NSW Department of Education)
participated in the first strike action in the history
of the NSW Teachers Federation. The strike was
held in response to the Askin Liberal-Country Party
government’s failure to address poor working and
learning conditions in schools.

Through the Fair Work Act 2009, the Rudd–Gillard
ALP government (2007–2014) removed individual
contracts (AWAs) but allowed many of the
WorkChoices constraints on industrial action to
remain. Sub-contractors and casualised workers
in the modern ‘gig’ economy have continued to
experience insecure employment ever since.

The full-day stoppage was accompanied by a
march on the NSW Parliament in Sydney and by
regional protests. By any measure, the strike action
can be seen as a success:
•
•
•

Taking action
Our union has a proud history of showing courage and
solidarity in change-making campaigns. CLIVE HAGGAR
looks back at the role strike action has played in some of the
Branch's victories over the past 50 years.

A

s we have seen in earlier articles, ACT
teachers have shown courage and solidarity
in campaigning for the working conditions,
professional development and pay that would
support their work and support good outcomes
for ACT students and their communities. This
article, and two more, will look at the different
ways in which AEU ACT members have made the
case for change and brought pressure to bear in
salary and working-conditions campaigns over
the past 50+ years.
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Tools for change: the role of strike action
The ‘right to strike’ is recognised as a human right
by the International Labour Organisation (ILO):
The right to strike is one of the essential means
available to workers and their organisations for
the promotion and protection of their economic
and social interests. These interests not only
have to do with obtaining better working
conditions and pursuing collective demands of
an occupational nature but also with seeking
solutions to economic and social policy questions
and to labour problems of any kind which are of
direct concern to the workers.1

1 ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations, 1983, ‘Freedom of association and collective bargaining: general survey’, cited by Josh Bornstein, 2018, in Requiem for the right to strike, Annual Castan Centre for Human
Rights Law Conference, Monash University.

It won significant community support, with
most students kept home from school.
Up to 80% of teachers participated in the
action across NSW and the ACT.
Importantly, it provided the momentum for
sustained progressive, political and industrial
campaigning for the NSWTF and other teacher
unions across the nation in the coming
decades.

But their action was illegal.
In 1968, the industrial action undertaken by NSW
and ACT teachers was still an illegal act — as were
all strikes undertaken in Australia at that time.
Wages cases were considered under a centralised
industrial wage-fixation system — and (although it
rarely happened) governments had the legal right
to prosecute striking workers, who could face fines
or even time in jail.
Government constraints on industrial action
1983–2021
The Hawke–Keating ALP Government (1983–1996)
passed the Industrial Relations Reform Act 1993
(the IRR Act), which provided legal protections for
unions (and employers) to undertake industrial
action — but only in limited circumstances.
Employers and unions were moved to a system of
enterprise bargaining and agreement-making.
However, the Howard Liberal–National Party
Coalition Government (1996–2007) again reshaped
Australia’s workplace relations system as a national
system that favoured employers. The Workplace
Relations Amendment (Work Choices) Act 2005
severely limited the ability of unions to take any
industrial action, and unions could be pursued
with fines and damages if they breached any of
the tight constraints on protected industrial action.

Watch this space
While further constraints on union
action have been drafted by the
Morrison Government in the form of its
Ensuring Integrity Bill, this is yet to pass
into legislation.

Case-study: Industrial campaigning when
the employer is the government
Key issues for the 2005–2006 campaign
In 2005, based on incorrect Treasury advice, the
ACT’s Stanhope Labor Government came to
believe that deep cuts needed to be made in
education funding. The proposal for systemic
restructure and resource cuts to schooling had a
massive impact on teacher morale throughout the
year, and 2006 now ranks as the most difficult year
of the ACT education system's history until the
current COVID crisis.
The 2006 education budget cuts were to include:
•

•
•

elimination of 145 school-based and 90 officebased positions:
•
high schools to face a loss of 70 positions
(equivalent to the increase in positions
promised by the government in 2004)
•
secondary colleges to face a loss of 50
positions
•
secondary teachers would see teaching
loads increased to 20 hours per week
planned closure of 39 preschools and schools
a 5% cut to Canberra Institute of Technology
(CIT) funding

The government also began negotiations for a
new wages and conditions agreement by offering
a salary increase of only 9% over three years — a
proposal that would have resulted in a wage cut in
real terms.

The Act also brought in a system of non-union
agreements and individual workplace contracts
(Australian Workplace Agreements or AWAs)
which prevented workers from involving their
union in any negotiation.
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Delays and changing offers
from the employer
The way the ACT Government
conducted the budget cuts
and wages negotiations had a
profound and ongoing impact
on teacher morale.
Government tactics that
angered members included:
•

•
•

•

the 18 months that elapsed
between the serving of the
log of claims on the employer
and an arbitrated outcome
five different ‘offers’ made by
government
a focus on job cuts just in
the secondary sector in an
effort to divide the AEU ACT
membership
the hiring of the legal
firm, MinterEllison, which
had been a key Howard
Government defender of the
WorkChoices legislation in
the High Court.

Teacher industrial action
During 2006, the AEU ACT
conducted six full and partmembership strikes with the
threat of more to come. Marches
and rallies kept the issue in
the public view and actively
engaged members in the
campaign.
The AEU National Office and the
ACTU (headed by Sharan Burrow,
herself a former classroom
teacher) provided support in
the arbitration process and in
lobbying government.
AEU ACT members strongly
supported the industrial action,
even though it was conducted
(in part) in the early days of the
WorkChoices legislation and
under the threat of fines and
other penalties.
Without strong membership
support for industrial action, the
outcome of the dispute would
likely have been much worse for
teachers and for students.

A decision by the AEU Executive
and Council to timetable further
strike action in October 2006
finally forced the government
to agree to an arbitration
process. The arbitration decision
of 12 January 2007 ended the
longest-running industrial
dispute in the history of the ACT
teaching workforce.
The timing of announcements
also caused distress and
confusion for schools and
teachers.
School closure decisions were
announced in the last week of
the 2006 school year, with 22
preschools and schools to close
over a three-year period. Many
new and transferring teachers
had no idea where they were to
be teaching until days before
the 2007 school year was to
commence.
Secondary schools began
the teaching year with the
addition of a 19th hour of faceto-face teaching, in order to
accommodate the government’s
staff cut of 5% (35 positions in
high schools and 25 in secondary
colleges).
During the arbitration hearings,
the ACT Government received
revised advice from Treasury:
by the end of the 2007–08
financial year the ACT Budget
showed a surplus rather than a
$90m deficit. The EBA process
(incorporating the arbiter's
decisions) concluded with
an 11.5% increase paid over
18 months, maintaining ACT
teachers' salaries over the period
of the agreement as the highest
or second-highest in the country.
However, the salary increases
were scant recompense for
the personal financial and
emotional cost to teachers and
the disruption to the start of the
2007 school year.

IMAGE: Former ACTU President Sharan Burrow (now General Secretary of the International
Trade Union Confederation).
Image credit: World Economic Forum on Flickr.
Creative Commons License CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
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IMAGE: Mass meetings, like this one in Bruce in 2011, provide a dramatic visual indication of the strength of member commitment

Reflecting on the role of strike
action
The right to strike is essential
in any meaningful system of
collective bargaining. Fair
and balanced bargaining
requires all parties to have
a comparable measure of
bargaining strength. Without
at least the credible threat of
industrial action, workers do
not sit as equals with employers
at the bargaining table. The
realistic prospect of workers
taking industrial action is the
difference between collective
bargaining and collective
beseeching.
M Bromberg & M Irving,
Australian Charter of
Employment Rights2

2

Withdrawal of members’ labour
by stopping work is, of course,
only one measure that may be
employed to bring pressure to
bear on a government employer
in an Enterprise Bargaining
Agreement (EBA) campaign.
Other important forms of action
have included:
•
•
•
•
•
•

out-of-hours mass meetings
and rallies
alliances with other unions,
community organisations
and parent groups
direct lobbying and effective
negotiation
advertising
building strong relationships
with local and national media
an increased focus on
teaching as a profession.

Cited in Josh Bornstein's Requiem for the Right to Strike

In our history as a union, strike
action has been used sparingly
and only when necessary. Since
the 2006 dispute, EBAs have
been negotiated with only two
half-day stoppages (in 2011) and
generally with positive outcomes
for members (both teachers and
support staff).
However, this has only
been possible because the
government of the time has
recognised that the union
can and will use appropriate
responsible industrial action in
support of its members if the
government acts against the
interests and wellbeing of the
public education system.
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Getting vaccinated
protects you,
protects your community.

A

s a union, it is core business for us to fight
for the safety of our members in their workplaces.
Official health advice is now telling us that
widespread COVID vaccination is the pathway
to a safe return to work and to normal life for
our members and for all Australians. The union
movement around the country is encouraging its
members to get vaccinated as soon as possible,
and the AEU is proud to have won priority
vaccinations for educators, as is appropriate for
their essential frontline work.

Women of Steel

The ACT Government’s advice is that you should
get vaccinated against COVID-19:

WOMEN
WOMEN
WOMEN OF
OF
OF STEEL
STEEL
STEEL

This new Australian documentary,
partly funded by the AEU, follows a
group of determined local women
in their 14 year fight for the right
to work in Wollongong’s steel
industry.

After being told “there’s no jobs for women” at the local
steelworks, a group of Australian and migrant women
began a campaign against Australia’s most powerful
company. Their political and legal battle for the right to
work changed the rules forever.
Forty years ago, the film's director Robynne Murphy, one
of the leaders of Wollongong’s 1980-1994 Jobs for Women
Campaign, joined hundreds of migrant/working class
women to take on Australia’s most powerful company
BHP – and initially they seemed to have won. But when
the 1983 steel slump devastated the city’s economy, the
women were forced into the courtroom and onto the
streets to face a prolonged battle for equality.

•

to protect yourself – getting vaccinated is a
safe and effective way to protect you against
the severe effects of COVID-19.

•

to protect the whole community – the more
people who have had the vaccine, the less risk
there is for infection for those who are most
vulnerable to this disease.

•

Their struggle plays out against a background of societal
changes: from the emergence of the women’s movement
and anti-discrimination legislation to the shifting roles of
women in the home and in a largely migrant workforce.

to reduce the health, social and economic
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic – higher
vaccination rates makes outbreaks much less
likely and reduces the need for preventive
measures, like border closures and travel
restrictions.

All official health advice tells us that the COVID-19
vaccines are safe and effective and our best line of
defence in mitigating the risk of further outbreaks.
Vaccination reduces the risk of both transmission
and infection and protects against the most severe
effects of COVID-19, in turn keeping our frontline
health workers safe and ensuring our health
system is not overburdened.
As essential workers, educators are among
those most vulnerable to COVID outbreaks
in the community. Vaccination uptake within
the ACT is very high, and we know most of our
members will already have taken the decision to
vaccinate to protect themselves, their families
and their community. As union members, we
are also guided by a strong sense of solidarity,
especially with other essential workers and those
who are vulnerable or not eligible for vaccination
(remembering that at this time children under 12
are one of those groups).
Nobody wants to see ACT teachers and students
back at school more than our members. This will
only be possible with high rates of vaccination
in the population. Of course, members are
encouraged to consider the wealth of official
advice available when making decisions about
their health, including the ACT Government’s
COVID-19 website (www.covid19.act.gov.au), which
answers frequently asked questions about the
vaccine, and the Fair Work Australia website
(coronavirus.fairwork.gov.au), which
has information about vaccine rights
and obligations in the workplace.

The AEU is proud to be one of many trade unions who
contributed to the funding for this film, with its story of
perseverance and comradeship offering inspiration to
those who seek justice and equality against seemingly
impossible odds today.
You can access the film online through its website,
womenofsteelfilm.com. and Australian Teachers of
Media (ATOM) has also developed s study guide so
you can incorporate it into your teaching. Find it here:
theeducationshop.com.au/downloads/women-of-steelatom-study-guide.
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Have your details
changed, or will they
be changing in 2022?

If you've changed
your home or
postal address,
phone number or
email address...

your work
location,
workload
or level...

credit card or
bank account
details (if you
pay your dues via
direct debit)...

...don't forget to let us know!
Visit aeuact.org.au,
or email
aeuact@aeuact.org.au
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