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SCHOOL OF THE AIR 
Grievance 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre) [9.30 am]: I thank Minister Day representing the Minister for Education for taking 
my grievance today, which is about the education of Amber, a School of the Air student who lives 
900 kilometres from Kalgoorlie at Eucla. The School of the Air program involves the student spending hours 
each day with a teacher on the airwaves, with mum, dad or nanny as a mentor surrogate teacher by their side. 
The student submits work and assignments through information technology, because of the capacity of the IT to 
handle large amounts of information. The work offered is posted not only online, but also in hard copy. There 
are five School of the Air bases in Western Australia. One is in Kalgoorlie and the others are in the Kimberley, 
Port Hedland, Carnarvon and Meekatharra. There are around 185 students and 38 students like Amber at 
Kalgoorlie. The special features of the School of the Air include a home tutor, which, in Amber’s case, is her 
mother. Once a year the tutor attends a home tutor program with the student and there are two teacher visits. The 
teacher drives from Kalgoorlie to visit Amber twice a year. There is a school camp that is very important for the 
student to go to to learn swimming. This is the face-to-face nature of the School of the Air that is so important. 
The teaching materials are replicated and a teaching package is provided not just for the teacher at the base, but 
for every surrogate teacher with a student, whether that be a mother, father or nanny. The packages are posted to 
support the student and each student needs a state-of-the-art computer facility to access the network. 

The special characteristics of the program do not quite fit the new student-centred funding model if we do not 
consider these characteristics. Without considering these characteristics, the School of the Air in Kalgoorlie will 
lose around $50 000 to $60 000 a year. Another important feature that must be remembered in this formula of the 
student-centred funding model—this is the situation for Amber—is that the School of the Air educates the whole 
family. The process of teacher correction is not necessarily very responsive and can be tortuous. Obviously, it 
goes without saying that the student is extremely remote and having face-to-face events throughout the year is 
important for the student’s education. A brochure released by the Minister for Education titled “Student-centred 
funding model” states — 

 … based on equity of funding for individual students will help ensure that every child in 
Western Australian public schools receives the opportunity for a high quality education. 

That is why I stand before the minister today, because there is some disadvantage in being in a distant location. 
These are future doctors, lawyers, marine biologists, pastoralists and agricultural scientists. They are bright and 
resourceful students, and we need to support them in an effective way. The message in the brochure also 
states — 

 … that funding could be used more effectively to improve students’ learning outcomes. 

That is what I am asking for today. Funding models are challenging; you betcha they are challenging! In the 
School of the Air they are very challenging, but we must recognise those characteristics. The brochure 
continues — 

The State Government will be working closely with educators and key stakeholders ahead of 2015 to 
ensure that implementation of the new model is as seamless as possible. 

Of the recent meetings that my staff and I have attended, one of the criticisms was that consultation has been 
great until this hit and then obviously there has been a very poor consultation process. There is the vision. The 
brochure also contains a heading “The case for change” that recommends “equitable resourcing across a large 
and very diverse jurisdiction”. This is certainly a large and diverse jurisdiction. We need to tackle the problem of 
educating those students who are at a disadvantage. As I said, they are bright and resourceful students, but the 
disadvantage of distance must be recognised in this formula. Here is the kicker. The Teese review brought about 
the student-centred funding model. The brochure states — 

It also proposed that any new funding model should consider each student according to their 
educational needs, rather than just where they live or what school they go to. 

I say: especially where they live and especially where they go to school. 

I need to clear up some myths very quickly. The ratio quoted by the Department of Education is one in five. That 
means that at Kalgoorlie there should be seven teachers, but there are not; there are three. There has been some 
carryover funding. It is a myth that there is $257 000 for Kalgoorlie. The carryover funding is $90 000, which is 
carried over to price and cost necessary computer upgrades. Kalgoorlie is appropriately funded but not incredibly 
funded. Transitional funding is important. What I want, and what I humbly suggest to the minister, is that the 
locality allowance take into account the remoteness index, which considers the students’ remoteness, not the 
remoteness of the Kalgoorlie base. Kalgoorlie, as a base, is not considered remote. However, Amber lives 
900 kilometres down the road in Eucla and she is remote. We must recognise that characteristic. In closing, all 
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remote resourcing should be consolidated in a single allocation and a remoteness index and contextual factors 
must be used. I recommend that the remoteness allocation take into consideration where the student lives, not 
where the base is. 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Planning) [9.37 am]: I acknowledge the concerns that have 
been expressed by the member for Eyre and, as he said, I am responding on behalf of the Minister for Education. 
I would like to provide some background to this matter that will help to provide some context about why the 
Minister for Education and the department, and the government more widely, considers that it is appropriate to 
move School of the Air into the student-centred funding model from 2016. 

Members representing remote areas and many other members, including me, certainly are conscious of the 
important role that School of the Air has played across Western Australia and indeed across Australia over close 
to 60 or 70 years, I think, since the early 1950s. Its methods of delivery have changed quite dramatically since it 
was first established, which I think was in about 1951, when pedal-powered radios were operated that were often 
used for Royal Flying Doctor Service communications. It has gone from that type of technology to provide 
correspondence lessons and talking to the teachers via the radio, to state-of-the-art delivery of lessons via the 
internet, using web conferencing to bring students together in a virtual class.  

I have just looked on the internet in the library, using modern technology, at some of the information about 
School of the Air. On the website for Kalgoorlie School of the Air, I was interested in the photographs of the 
classrooms of the various students from their widely dispersed and various locations on pastoral stations or in 
other communities, as the case may be. They all certainly seemed to have rooms that are well set up and 
provided for. For anybody who is more deeply interested in this issue, I can certainly recommend looking at 
what is on the internet. 

School of the Air now operates in much the same way as teachers at Schools of Isolated and 
Distance Education—otherwise known as SIDE—in Leederville, yet in 2016, School of the Air had very low 
teacher–student ratios because it continued to be funded based on historical delivery methods. Current  
teacher–student ratios in School of the Air, excluding the principal, average at about one teacher to every 
seven students, compared with one teacher to about 15 or 16 students for all public primary school students as at 
the second semester 2015 census, and around one teacher to 20 students for SIDE. Each School of the Air retains 
one full-time equivalent for a support teacher learning position that is created especially for SOTA to support 
students with learning difficulties, despite the significant reduction in enrolments from 327 students in the first 
semester 2000, to 186 at the same point in 2015. School of the Air also provides camps for students in the 
regions and at the end of the year in Perth, which is known as the muster. None of the cost for these camps is 
passed on to parents due to the funding provided to School of the Air, unlike in mainstream schools. Similarly, 
School of the Air provides parent and home tutor seminars in regional centres at no cost when all parents come 
into the centre for a week to receive professional development. 

Updating the funding model for School of the Air ensures that it is reflective of contemporary practice within 
these types of schools. A comprehensive analysis of the current funding arrangements for School of the Air and 
the impact of transition to the student-centred funding model was undertaken to ensure that School of the Air 
would be able to meet its industrial requirements and legal obligations, and provide an appropriate curriculum 
for all students. The student-centred funding model is transparent and flexible and will give more control to 
principals and school communities to determine how funds are spent to deliver the best education to students. 
Importantly, the new model provides funding for each student enrolled in a school, with additional funding for 
student characteristics such as Aboriginality, social disadvantage, disability and English as an additional 
language. Some schools receive more funding than they would have expected under the previous funding model, 
while others receive less. In 2015, the average allocation per student across the five schools of the air is $31 094. 
For 2016, this is projected to be approximately $30 000 on average per student, compared with approximately 
$12 000 in primary schools. Kalgoorlie, which I understand is of particular interest to the member for Eyre, will 
have an average per-student allocation of around $30 942. Once School of the Air has fully transitioned to the 
student-centred funding model, its average per-student allocation will be approximately $23 000, which is almost 
double the average per-student allocation for all primary school students. 

The locality allocation is provided to address the additional operating costs for the school associated with being 
in a regional or remote area; for example, costs for utilities or other goods and services. The locality allocation is 
not determined by the location of students’ residences for any school, including School of the Air. The new 
modes of delivery mean that teachers do not have to travel as often to do home visits, so the locality allocation 
does not need to be applied based on the students’ place of residence. Having said this, the Department of 
Education recognises the geographical difference of students attending School of the Air. Unlike other 
Western Australian school students, each School of the Air student is provided with a high-quality personal 
computer and internet service 24 hours a day, seven days a week, that not only delivers School of the Air 
lessons, but also provides access to internet services. In addition, the department maintains a computer-based 
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virtual classroom solution that is used to provide remote lessons and other collaboration services to parents as 
part of the statewide School of the Air service. All of this is provided at no cost to the school and is significantly 
more in terms of service and costs than is allocated to other students in the public education sector. 

In conclusion, I reiterate that the student-centred funding model is an appropriate, contemporary funding 
mechanism for School of the Air. All of the schools will continue to be very well funded under the model, even 
when compared with some of the most remote and challenging schools. The additional support and infrastructure 
put in place by the department for School of the Air students, such as personal computers, 24/7 internet service 
and virtual classroom technology, ensures that students attending School of the Air have equity of access to 
appropriate educational programs. 
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