
 

 

 

 

Shaping the Education State 
 

Introduction 

 

High quality education creates opportunity and is one of the most powerful 

levers we have to address disadvantage and rising inequality in our 

communities. It is also the mechanism by which we prepare young people for 

the world of work, and with access to the right skills, knowledge and 

experiences, will ensure our young people can face the future with confidence.  

 

Victoria has a good and diverse education system. This is reflected in the 

electorate of Macedon where a mix of government, independent and Catholic 

schools, both large and small, provide a range of education experiences for our 

children. We can do better, however, and we must if we are to become the 

Education State. 

 

The insights in this submission are based on six public forums I undertook 

within my electorate in the month of July 2015. Two of these forums were held 

with students from Gisborne Secondary College and Sacred Heart College and 

four took place with parents, teachers, principals and residents in Daylesford, 

Romsey, Gisborne and Woodend.  

 

The issues highlighted for students from rural and regional areas in a 2014 

report by the Victorian Auditor-General also inform the observations in this 

submission. This report found that rural students are more likely to come from 

a disadvantaged background, are less likely to complete year 12, study at high 

levels or attend university. 1 The report also found that distance and cost are 

common barriers to rural students’ greater participation in further education.2  

 

 

                                                           
1
 Victorian Auditor-General (2014) Access to Education for Rural Students, Victorian Government Printer  

2
 Ibid. 
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As the representative for a regional electorate, I’m passionate about 

overcoming barriers to education for rural and regional students and ensuring 

our children have access to the same quality of education as their city 

counterparts.  

 

All children deserve the best possible education irrespective of their socio-

economic status, geographic location or which school they attend. 
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About Macedon 

Macedon is an electorate of small towns and communities to the East and 

West of the Calder Freeway, from Gisborne in the South, to Elphinstone and 

Sutton Grange in the North, Daylesford to the West and Romsey and Lancefield 

in the East.  

We are home to young families, farmers, tradespeople, artists, retirees, 

commuters, tree-changers and families that have been here for generations 

including Wurindjeri, Taungurung and Jaara people. 

Food and wine, tourism, our natural environment, agriculture, building and 

construction and health and community services are all a part of our economic 

mix and we are home to a terrific spirit of volunteerism through our 

emergency services agencies, environmental and Landcare groups, community 

sport and service clubs.  

There are 40 schools in the Macedon electorate including 34 primary schools 

and six high schools. Two of the schools in my electorate are independent, six 

are Catholic and the remaining 32 are government schools.  

 

What the current system does well 

Positive engagement in primary school 

Reflecting parents’ greater involvement during the early years of their 

children’s education, several parents observed their children enjoyed a positive 

primary school experience. Teachers are seen to have freedom to employ a 

variety of teaching and learning strategies and students seem to enjoy higher 

levels of engagement than in secondary school.  

Parents also praised the focus on learning behaviours and emotional 

intelligence in primary school. I agree this focus is important as it recognises 

that success in school and life more broadly, is more than about achieving 

good grades but also being able to manage life’s setbacks and challenges.  
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Focus on professional development 

An increased focus on professional standards is a positive development for the 

teaching profession and should continue. Parents want to see teachers 

developing their professional expertise. As one local principal noted, “Teaching 

isn’t a one-way street and teachers themselves need to model life-long 

learning”. We can’t set high expectations for students without setting equally 

high expectations for teachers and their own professional practice.  

 

Areas for improvement 

Students with special needs 

Parents and teachers noted that students with special needs such as autism 

and dyslexia are not getting the support they need because, in many cases, 

they don’t qualify for funding. Without aides and specialist support, these 

students are falling behind and some teachers reported feeling powerless to 

help them.  

In addition to addressing the funding criteria for students with special needs, 

parents and teachers stressed that intervention and targeted support was 

especially critical during the early years of primary school, before children have 

an opportunity to disengage and when the impact of support will be greatest.  

Parents were also emphatic that students with dyslexia and autism should be 

funded under the Program for Students with a Disability (PSD) and that this 

funding should continue into high school.3   

Slipping through the cracks 

Parents and teachers highlighted concern for students who are slipping 

through the system and progressing through school without basic numeracy 

and literacy skills.  

                                                           
3 Topsfield, Jewel, “Labor promises help for students with autism and dyslexia,” The Age, November 12, 2014  
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During one conversation, a tradesperson who employs young apprentices 

noted that one of his apprentices who had completed year 10 “didn’t have the 

basic maths skills to read his time sheet even though he is a smart enough 

kid’”.  Anecdotes like this paint a picture of an education system that is set up 

well to cater to students who ‘sit in the middle’ but fails to cater to students 

who struggle and fall behind.  

Not only does this situation produce students who fail to perform at the 

required standards, it creates students who disengage from their education, 

causing further problems for teachers in relation to discipline and behaviour. 

As one teacher noted, students with special needs or who are struggling can 

dominate the teacher’s time in the classroom, “robbing” other students of the 

teacher’s attention.  

Even with smaller class sizes, it’s clear some students are missing out on the 

specialised attention needed to thrive in school and that in some instances 

teachers are not able to adapt to the needs of their students.  

Therefore there was broad agreement in the consultations in my electorate 

that greater classroom support is needed to assist students struggling or with 

special needs.  

Getting the basics right in literacy and numeracy and a relentless focus on 

ensuring all children are equipped with these skills is essential. 

 

Team teaching 

More team teaching, including with non-teacher specialists and aides, was 

suggested to better enable teachers to cater to learners at different levels and 

with special needs as well as respond more effectively to disruptive classroom 

behaviour. According to news reports, team teaching has been applied to 

schools in Bendigo with great success and it makes sense to extend this model 

to other schools, particularly in regional Victoria where rates of disadvantage 
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and learning challenges are greater and this model of teaching has been known 

to have a positive impact.4  

 

Recruiting more support staff 

It is an unavoidable fact that teacher salaries comprise a major component of 

the recurrent costs of our education system. Teachers also observed they are 

required to take on increasing amounts of non-teaching duties which seems an 

expensive waste of valuable expertise. To relieve teachers of non-teaching 

duties and provide more time to focus on teaching and learning, there was a 

broad consensus that schools would benefit from recruiting greater numbers 

of support staff to assist in the many non-teaching related duties teachers 

undertake.  

Other professionals, including social workers, nurses and psychologists have an 

important part to play in creating the education state, particularly in working 

with students and families struggling with school. 

 

Collaboration and sharing of resources 

There was a broad acknowledgement that our education system needs to 

better maximise the use of buildings and facilities as well as teachers. To this 

end, schools should be encouraged to collaborate and share resources within 

their geographic area. This is particularly important for students in rural and 

regional areas where subject choices can be limited by insufficient numbers of 

students in smaller schools.  

By sharing specialist teachers, subjects and resources, schools that collaborate 

can achieve economies of scale and offer a wider range of subjects than they 

would in isolation. Collaboration between government and non-government 

                                                           
4
 Romensky, Larissa, “Bendigo education model to be adopted by other schools in Australia,” ABC Central 

Victoria, 15 July 2015 http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2015/07/13/4272640.htm 
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schools has already been successfully achieved in parts of regional Victoria5 

and it makes good economic sense to apply the model on a broader scale.  

 

Unlocking the resources in our communities 

Some parents raised the problem that schools undertake much of their work in 

isolation from the broader community. Therefore they miss significant 

opportunities to tap into the rich learning and expertise available in their own 

communities. Again, this is important for regional communities where smaller 

schools lack the resources to provide specialist subjects and teachers.  

It’s my firm belief that students, particularly in the middle years of high school, 

benefit from exposure to adults beyond their teachers and parents. Such 

exposure gives students the opportunity to strengthen their interpersonal and 

communication skills and learn from the real life experiences of others. 

Local collaborations between our Men’s Sheds and local primary schools is a 

good example of an easy cross-generational connection that can be made. 

Support for this idea was echoed by the year 10 students I interviewed who 

felt very strongly that they should be given the opportunity to try new 

experiences outside of the classroom during the middle years of high school.  

Accordingly, schools and students would benefit from establishing ongoing 

relationships with businesses, industry and volunteers within their local areas 

beyond the two-week work experience rotation in year 10. Such opportunities 

could take place on or off campus and give students an opportunity to explore 

career pathways and related skills and qualifications. It would be especially 

beneficial for students at risk or who are disengaged.  

These relationships also help build social capital in school communities, which 

is particularly important in rural and regional schools that experience higher 

levels of disadvantage.6 

 

                                                           
5
 Topsfield, Jewel, “Rural public and private schools unite to improve education” The Age, August 29

th
, 2014 

6
 Victorian Auditor-General, Access to Education for Rural Students, Victorian Government Printer, 2014 
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Learning experience 

Primary schools generally do well at creating positive and engaging learning 

environments arguably because learning is valued in and of itself. This is felt to 

diminish as students enter high school and the focus of learning shifts to 

achieving good grades that will lead to a particular pathway or university 

course. Indeed, the pressure to achieve a good ATAR score can start in the 

earliest years of high school. Learning becomes a means to an end instead of 

something that can be enjoyed and is beneficial for its own sake.  

The immense pressure placed on students in VCE to achieve a “good score” is 

counterproductive to fostering students’ love of learning and enjoyment at 

school. It is important to reconsider how the focus on the VCE exams and the 

ATAR contributes to stress and anxiety for young people and diminishes the 

achievements of those pursing VCAL and other pathways.  

Greater effort needs to be made to celebrate the accomplishments of students 

who have achieved their own goals, not just on those with high ATARs. 

 

Importance of extra-curricular activities 

School and particularly secondary school needs to be a positive experience in 

and of itself - not just a means to an end. Students spend up to six years of 

their lives in this setting so it’s vital the environment is happy and stimulating. 

The students I spoke to in two schools in my electorate were unequivocal that 

extra-curricular activities such as camps, school plays, sport, concerts and 

volunteer programs enhanced their experience of school and provided 

meaningful opportunities to learn ‘real-life’ skills. It is important schools 

provide as many of these opportunities as possible for students and that these 

opportunities are equally shared.  

In regional Victoria access to extra-curricular activities can be problematic for 

students who rely on buses to travel to and from school and are unable to 

participate activities that run past the end of the school day.  
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According to data from the Australian Institute of Family Studies, except for 

team sports, a smaller percentage of children from regional areas are involved 

in extra-curricular activities such as individual sport, art music or dance 

compared to their city counterparts.7 The fact students from regional areas 

often travel long distances by bus to school may be one reason for their lower 

participation in extra-curricular activities.  

Given the widely documented benefits of extra-curricular activities for 

adolescents, high schools could play a greater role in facilitating access to 

these activities by lengthening the school day. A range of extra curricula 

activities to cater for diverse student interest could be offered and could be 

run by non-teaching staff. This policy discussion has emerged in the UK and US 

in recent years and could be examined in more closely here in Victoria.8  

 

Trades and technical education 

Despite significant labour market shortages in technical trades, parents 

reported that VET subjects and VCAL pathways do not enjoy the same status in 

school as mainstream academic subjects.  

Students who don’t fall into a traditional academic mould are often 

encouraged to undertake VET subjects or a VCAL pathway in high school as a 

“second best” option.  

Accordingly, many parents observed that VCAL is just not getting the 

“attention it deserves” compared to other more academic subjects. In one 

school, parents reported that new teachers were frequently rotated through 

VCAL subjects and timetables were not finalised for several weeks into the 

semester. As a result students feel that VCAL is not valued as highly as other 

academic subjects in the school’s program.  

                                                           
7
 Baxter, Jennifer, Hayes, Alan & Gray, Matthew, “Families in regional, rural and remote Australia – Fact Sheet” 

Australian Institute of Family Studies, March 2011 https://aifs.gov.au/publications/families-regional-rural-and-
remote-australia 
8
 Panahi, Rita, “Longer school hours, not home study is the way ahead,” Herald Sun, February 17, 2014 
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Parents also noted a shortage of apprenticeships for their children, while a 

Principal noted local employers couldn’t attract apprentices. There appears to 

be a mismatch in expectations and understanding from students and 

employers about apprenticeships. Further, the requirement to travel to TAFE in 

either Melbourne or Bendigo was a disincentive to students in Macedon to 

take up apprenticeships locally. 

It is important schools and the education system more generally places greater 

emphasis on the value of trade and technical education. It’s also important 

that our students are acquiring the numeracy and literacy skills they need to 

succeed in their vocation. Employers also need to be given the right incentives 

to take on and retain apprentices for the duration of their training.  

 

Leadership 

Leadership is a vital ingredient in any organisation’s success. In an educational 

context, a good leader will set high expectations and have a clear vision that 

unites staff and students. The culture of a school and its ability to attract and 

retain good staff is heavily influenced by the calibre of its leadership. It’s also 

been well documented that dynamic leaders are important catalysts in turning 

around underperforming schools.9  

Good school leadership was a key theme emerging from discussions in my 

electorate about their schools. Parents reported getting a good feel for the 

culture of a school through the standards set by school principals. There’s risk 

that government schools in regional Victoria are disadvantaged in attracting 

the same calibre of experienced principals in metropolitan areas due to their 

remoteness. For this reason, incentives need to be created to attract and 

retain experienced principals in regional areas.  

 

                                                           
9 See Ben Jensen, Turning around schools: it can be done, Grattan Institute February 2014 and Vic Zbar (2011) 

Leading from the Front: Turning around and Underperforming School – Case studies in Principal Leadership, 

Northern Metropolitan Region, Victorian Department of Early Childhood Development 
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Conclusion 

This submission draws together the main themes emerging from consultations 

in my electorate. The discussion is not exhaustive but highlights those issues 

that relate to the underperformance of schools in regional areas. By and large, 

the recommendations tendered here are far from radical and in some cases 

have already been trialled in parts of Victoria.  

It’s important to note however, that the industrial model of schooling as it was 

first conceived has barely changed in the years since the Education Act (1872) 

created an Education Department and mandated free, secular and compulsory 

education for Victorian children aged 6-15.  

School learning in 2015 typically takes place in a classroom in groups of 

students directed by a single teacher. If Victoria is to truly become the 

education state, we need to push beyond this conventional model of learning 

to better reflect the rapidly changing world around us and the demands of the 

Victorian economy in the 21st century.  

Returning to the main concern of this submission, if there is one aspiration I 

have in shaping Victoria as the Education State, it is the urgent need to lift the 

achievement of students in regional areas so that they can enjoy the same 

equality of opportunities as their city counterparts.  

 

Mary-Anne Thomas 

State Member for Macedon 

 

 

 

 


