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BIRMINGHAM AND THE CORRUPTION OF GONSKI 

 

The declaration of Federal Education Minister Simon Birmingham that a 

fix is needed on Gonski ‘corruption’  is correct. He even ( on Q & A  

26/09/16) admitted to awareness of the ‘overfunding of wealthy schools’. 

But he has got the wrong end of the stick entirely.  

 

The corruption of all Needs policies since the Karmel Report of 1973 has 

always been the outrageous diversion of money to the wealthy schools run 

by the religious institutions while the poor in public schools go begging. 

Nobody has been prepared to take on the biggest multinationals of all – the 

religious lobby. 

 

Birmingham’s political antics would be diverting if it was not a political 

distraction in line with Coalition policy of ‘blaming the victim’ - in this case the 

States and disadvantaged children in public schools.  

 

His answer? To abandon the Gonski plan for more of the same Coalition policy 

of privatisation of public education while the wealthy religious schools go 

laughing to the bank.  

 

The only answer to the ludicrous and ridiculous unfairness in funding 

arrangements between 

 public and private, and 

 schools in different States  

is 

 to take over those private schools, that already receive the major part of 

their funding from the State, 

  rationalise unnecessary duplication of facilities, and  

 have one first rate public system 

 together with genuine independent schools.    

 



 

 

This would mean a return to the pre-State Aid days and the lessons learnt 

by the Founding Fathers of this nation.  

 

What are the facts about the Current Situation that have led to the 

Birmingham  decision to come up with yet another “Needs” policy.  

He appears to have some knowledge of the work being done by Chris 

Bonnor and Bernie Shepherd of Save Our Schools.  

They are slowly coming around to the DOGS position – but they have not 

arrived there yet.  

They have written an article entitled ‘Institutionalised Inequality” for Inside 

Story at http://insidestory.org.au/institutionalised-inequality 

In the Section entitled ‘The Vanishing Independent School’, they note that 

following:  

The bigger picture emerges when we compare the funding of large numbers of schools that 

enrol students with similar educational needs. Most Australian schools fall into the 950–1150 

ICSEA range. In this ICSEA range, governments fund Catholic schools at between 90.8 per 

cent and 99.5 per cent of the dollars going to public schools. The figures for Independent 

schools range from 79.5 per cent to 94.6 per cent. Catholic schools in Queensland in this 

range get 94.2 per cent of government school public funding, NSW schools 96.9 per cent and 

Victorian schools 107.7 per cent. The corresponding figures for Independent schools are 

Queensland 84.5 per cent, NSW 91.0 per cent and Victoria 105.1 per cent. 

Average funding figures don’t tell this story because the sectors are quite different. The 

sector that must be available to every child from every family in every place and 

circumstance inevitably enrols students with higher needs and hence faces higher costs. 

Comparing average funding across whole sectors creates yet another half-truth. Whether it 

be student achievement or school funding, My School enables us to compare schools 

enrolling similar students. 

 

We might get to the point where our institutionalised farce will become too 

great to ignore. Perhaps it will be when the parents at Wodonga Primary 

School, having looked across the border, hammer on the door of the Victorian 

government. When the teachers at one non-government school compare their 

balance sheet with that of another. When the principal at the public school asks 

out loud why its rules and obligations shouldn’t apply to the publicly funded 

http://insidestory.org.au/institutionalised-inequality


 

 

non-government school down the road. When voters demand that the money 

spent on schools be used to target need and hence lift overall achievement. 

When governments join the dots and join forces to create something better. So 
far, there’sno sign on the horizon. • 

They indicate that they are tending towards the DOGS position on a takeover 

bid by public education.  

The alternative is wholesale privatisation, and does Australia want or need that?  

Institutionalised inequality  

Chris Bonnor & Bernie Shepherd 

21 September 2016 

With education ministers meeting this week to discuss school funding, a close look at the 

figures reveals large differences between states and sectors 

A game of luck: federal education minister Simon Birmingham helps Year 2 students with 

It’s hard to imagine that travellers between Sydney and Melbourne once had to stop at a 

customs post at the border, or change trains at Albury because each state had a different rail 

gauge, or suffer the winding two-lane NSW highway until reaching the better road in 

Victoria. All that has changed, and these days travellers might not even notice they’ve 

crossed the border – unless they’re parents or teachers of school-age children. 

Close to the border on the NSW side is Albury Public School, with its 600 students. Not far 

over the other side is Wodonga Primary School, enrolling students who are measurably less 

advantaged, according to the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage, or ICSEA. 

In the world that could have been after the Gonski report was released, each less-advantaged 

student at Wodonga Primary would have been supported by governments at higher levels 

than those at Albury Public. But the reality is the reverse. In 2014, the Victorian government 

funded each student at Wodonga Primary to the tune of $6173. The NSW government 

provided $8110 for each of its students at Albury Public. 

Between 2009 and 2014, the NSW school received an increase in state government recurrent 

funding of $1373 per student. The Victorian school received less than one-third of that 

increase from its government. Federal funding added something extra for each school, but the 

public-funding gap between the two remained unchanged. 

NAMING SCHOOLS 

This article names specific schools that illustrate serious deficiencies in the way we fund 

education. Comparisons are mainly made between primary schools, as these tend to be 

structured in similar ways, regardless of location or sector. Naming schools is not about 

attributing blame: the schools didn’t create the problems described. 

http://insidestory.org.au/authors/chris-bonnor-bernie-shepherd


 

 

What about other local schools? Albury North Public School is publicly funded, per student, 

at 26 per cent more than the equally disadvantaged Wodonga West Primary School. Xavier 

High School, a Catholic school on the NSW side, gets more public funding per student than 

the more disadvantaged Catholic College in Wodonga. Some non-government schools are 

funded by governments ahead of similar government schools: Baranduda, near Wodonga, has 

a Catholic, an Anglican and a government school, all within walking distance, all enrolling 

similar students. In public funding terms, the government school comes third. 

Can similar differences be found across other borders? St Joseph’s College at Banora Point 

on the far north coast of New South Wales gets more public funding per student than does the 

very similar St Michael’s College across the border in Queensland. Lindisfarne Anglican 

School in New South Wales is publicly funded well ahead of two similar independent schools 

in Queensland. How do the two Queanbeyan primary schools (Queanbeyan Public and 

Queanbeyan West Public) compare with similar schools in the Australian Capital Territory? 

Successive federal ministers might know; they have long used Queanbeyan schools as 

backdrops for the announcement of new policies. Nine schools with similar students in the 

ACT receive, on average, 30 per cent more in public funding than the two primary schools on 

the NSW side. 

There is nothing unusual about these schools near state borders – it’s just that their proximity 

to each other means the contrasts are more easily noticed. Any national sample shows similar 

problems. There are, for example, forty-eight medium-size metropolitan primary schools in 

Australia with an ICSEA value between 1000 and 1009. It is a small sample, but the schools 

are all very similar in terms of their educational challenges. Among the government schools, 

the highest-funded dozen average $12,300 per student, 43 per cent more than the lowest-

funded dozen at $8566. Eight of the thirteen Catholic schools receive more public funding 

than the lowest-funded half dozen government schools. 

Almost all of these schools have at least one thing in common: the differences in the way 

they are supported by governments make little educational sense. 

How much money is enough? 

There’s no shortage of commentary about how much funding is needed to lift student 

achievement – along with assertions that current levels aren’t doing it. Our expenditure on 

schools is substantial, but it is not effectively linked to goals and is poorly directed, with little 

coordination between levels of government. 

The problem is about much more than dollars. The way we resource our schools doesn’t 

sufficiently reflect the task faced by each school in improving the achievement of its students 

– and the future prospects of the whole nation. Despite all the apparent commitment to 

funding schools on the basis of need, we are not doing that in any systematic way. We aren’t 

focusing on the schools where the money will make the greatest difference. Indeed, much 

school funding goes to schools whose students are already advantaged, where the additional 

funding certainly makes very little difference. 

If were serious about funding schools according to their needs, the dollar figures for schools 

such as these would look quite different. To put this to the test, we have applied to the 

schools mentioned above a funding formula based on components of need, including school 



 

 

type, enrolment, location, and the proportion of students in known disadvantaged groups and 

in the lowest two quarters of the ICSEA. All the required data comes from the My School 

website. 

The figures for the likely needs-based funding level, along with the amounts above or below 

existing levels, are shown in the final two columns of this table. What matters is not so much 

the dollar amounts but the relative difference, for each school, between the needs-based 

projections and the actual funding levels. 

Likely needs-based funding for selected Albury–Wodonga schools, 2014. 

 

Our needs-based calculations show that a number of schools might be entitled to higher per-

student funding than they currently receive, while others might be entitled to less. The less 

advantaged Wodonga Primary, for instance, would receive more per student than Albury 

(although on these numbers, students at both schools would actually receive more). Using 

needs-based funding, the three Baranduda schools would be funded in closer relationship to 

their ICSEA values than is currently the case. 

These figures were calculated using the funding formula embedded in the Australian 

Education Act 2013 – the closest the Gillard government got to implementing the Gonski 

recommendations. We have used a My School proxy field for the English proficiency loading 

in the Act, though this is a relatively minor factor for the schools mentioned above. The My 

School data doesn’t contain another of Gonski’s needs categories, the percentage of students 

with a disability, for which we haven’t been able to compensate. 

In relative terms, our needs-based figures approximate the amounts that would have been 

calculated for those schools under the 2013 Act. They show what a different distribution of 



 

 

funds might look like, rather than laying down definitive amounts for each school, and better 

reflect the task faced by each school in improving student outcomes. 

None of this denies the importance of investing in specific, high-quality programs in schools; 

implementing evidence-driven reforms; improving the capacity of teachers and school 

leaders; and ensuring authentic and properly resourced school accountability. None of that 

goes away. What would largely go away, or at least substantially decrease, is the large 

element of chance in how we currently fund schools. 

The chances we lost 

What did Gonski want? The review recommended that the resource level for each school 

should be expressed as a school resourcing standard, or SRS, set at a level at which it has 

been shown – in schools with minimal levels of educational disadvantage – that high 

performance is achievable over time. As Gonski panellist Ken Boston reminds us: 

We took as our benchmark those schools in which at least 80 per cent of students were above 

national minimum standard for their year level in reading and numeracy in the most recent 

three years. This was highly aspirational: it was, and still is, about 16 per cent of schools. We 

saw the SRS not as a funding mechanism, but as the “price” that had to be paid to bring all 

schools to standard. 

To that end, the panel recommended for all schools a system of funding based upon a fixed, 

evidence-based amount for each primary or secondary student – the SRS – plus additional 

amounts for various elements of need (“loadings”). 

We proposed a change from a funding allocation system that for forty years has been top-

down, politically driven, sector-based and needs-blind, to one that is built from the bottom 

up, educationally-driven, sector-blind and needs-based. 

Gonski and his colleagues recommended that funding consistency and equity across Australia 

should be driven by a National Schools Resourcing Body, jointly owned by all governments. 

It didn’t happen. Separate funding deals were done with the states and non-government 

sectors, and we were left with what we’ve had for decades: school funding that’s still 

essentially a political settlement, sector-based and needs-blind. New South Wales has proven 

to be an exception, as Boston describes, demonstrating the feasibility of building school 

funding from the bottom up as envisaged by Gonski. 

The heated discussions about school funding have rarely touched on the local impacts of this 

negligence. It isn’t a remote problem; it plays out in the schools we see each and every day. 

It’s easiest to see on the state borders, where schools that are treated differently are so close 

to each other. But all schools are affected: we now have vastly different levels of provision 

for students, a provision based on the state, sector and community in which they are located – 

and the families into which they are born. 

States of chaos  

We’ve seen what school funding looks like on the ground and how it could be different.What 

does the broader picture reveal, especially about our two levels of government? 

http://insidestory.org.au/what-gonski-really-meant-and-how-thats-been-forgotten-almost-everywhere


 

 

For a variety of reasons, the federal government has become a large source of school funding. 

Between 2009 and 2014, its recurrent funding expenditure on all schools increased by 34.5 

per cent, around three times the percentage increase in state and territory expenditure per 

student. Federal education minister Simon Birmingham is right to complain about the states 

not pulling their weight – even if they are responding, in part, to mixed messages from his 

government. 

In one respect there is consistency in federal government funding: it is consistently biased 

towards non-government schools and has consistently responded to pressure from that sector. 

As former senior education official Jim McMorrow observes, the Turnbull government has 

decided to index grants annually by 3.56 per cent after 2017, and will include school fees as a 

direct measure of inflation. 

If lack of logic and consistency is an indication of policy failure, then the funding of schools 

by state and territory governments ticks all the boxes. Some state funding of government 

schools, for example in New South Wales, rose between 2009 and 2014; in other states, the 

pattern resembles a roller-coaster track. Meanwhile, state government funding of non-

government schools rose almost everywhere, especially in both Victoria and Western 

Australia, where it increased at four times the rate of increases to government schools. If the 

states are run – as one federal minister asserted – by “adult” governments, then they have 

certainly neglected most of their own children. 

It is hard to believe that the government schools in Albury and Wodonga, Queanbeyan and 

the Australian Capital Territory, and on either side of the NSW–Queensland border exist in 

the same country. And these aren’t the most extreme examples. The ACT, for instance, 

provides 50 per cent more public funding to its public schools than does Victoria. Is anyone 

casting an eye across Australia and between sectors to see if the system is fair and consistent, 

and reflects any considered and agreed rationale? 

Accumulating problems 

The shift in government funding priorities and directions over the past few years, measurable 

using My School data, has both exposed and worsened a raft of other problems. We expand 

on these in two recent reports, School Daze: What My School Really Says about Our Schools 

and Uneven Playing Field: The State of Australia’s Schools, published by the Centre for 

Policy Development. 

The relative neglect of low ICSEA schools: Under the Gonski recommendations, the 

investment in these schools would have risen considerably. But public funding for low and 

high ICSEA schools has actually increased at much the same rate.Recurrent government 

funding for public schools, which enrol students with the greatest needs, has increased at just 

half the rate of increases to the non-government sector. 

Rising inequity: The educational outcomes of schools should be created by the things 

schools do, by the effort and expertise of teachers and by school leadership – all supported by 

the right policies. But recent outcomes are increasingly the result, in the well-known words of 

the Gonski review, of “differences in wealth, income, power or possessions.” Inequity is 

rising. 

http://www.aeufederal.org.au/application/files/8814/7245/1146/McMorrow2016.pdf
http://www.abc.net.au/7.30/content/2014/s4004718.htm
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxK25rJrOw-eeEtHb3hWVHVrYmc/view
http://cpd.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/The-State-of-Australias-Schools.pdf


 

 

Enrolment shifts that highlight a divide: There is a slow but consistent movement of 

students out of lower, and into higher, ICSEA schools. The students who are moving tend to 

be more advantaged than the ones they leave behind. This compounds disadvantage in low 

ICSEA schools, a problem that was strongly emphasised in Gonski’s findings. 

Diverging student achievement: Much is written about trends in our NAPLAN results, 

which are currently reported to be plateauing. But student achievement in high and low 

ICSEA schools has consistently diverged over six years and this trend will almost certainly 

continue. That goes a long way to explaining our drift. 

Poor allocation of apparently scarce funding: We overinvest, in both public and private 

schools, in students who are already advantaged, without any improvement in student 

outcomes. Meanwhile, these high levels of investment would make a considerable difference 

in less-advantaged schools in all sectors. 

The gap between schools and their local community: For two-thirds of Australia’s schools, 

the local community is increasingly not the community of the local school. Both push and 

pull factors have driven students to more distant schools. Schools are increasingly detached 

from, and less representative of, their local communities. 

The vanishing “non-government” school: Government funding to private schools has 

increased to the point where it is meeting and sometimes exceeding the funding going to 

public schools with similar ICSEA ratings. The public funding of the two sectors is now at 

odds with the reality that one is a public system and the other, in a legal and technical sense, 

is privately owned and operated, and has significantly different accountabilities and 

obligations. 

The mounting costs of inequity and disadvantage: The costs of failing to close the gaps are 

increasingly well-known and increasing. Young people who are not fully engaged in 

education or employment (or a combination of both) are at greater risk of unemployment, and 

of low pay and insecure employment. 

What all these developments have in common is not that they are new, but that they have 

worsened since 2009 in ways that can now be measured. And the evidence is compelling and 

mounting. More important, most are developments that would be having much less of a 

negative impact if Gonski’s recommendations had been implemented. 

THE VANISHING “NON-GOVERNMENT” SCHOOL 

A pressing problem challenges our very framework of schools. Governments fund two quite 

different sectors: the public, or government, sector is fully funded; and the private, or non-

government, sector is almost fully funded. In terms of funding, “public” and “private” are 

becoming meaningless. 

The extent of public funding is buried behind commonly touted average funding figures for 

each sector. Federal education minister Simon Birmingham tells us that private schools get 

just 60 per cent of the public funding going to government schools. But Xavier High School 

gets almost 95 per cent, not 60 per cent, of the public funding going to the quite similar 

Albury High School. In the far north of NSW, St James’ Primary School and St Joseph’s 



 

 

Primary school each get not 60 per cent, but around 106 per cent, of the public funding that 

goes to the otherwise similar Kingscliff and Terranora Public Schools. 

The bigger picture emerges when we compare the funding of large numbers of schools that 

enrol students with similar educational needs. Most Australian schools fall into the 950–1150 

ICSEA range. In this ICSEA range, governments fund Catholic schools at between 90.8 per 

cent and 99.5 per cent of the dollars going to public schools. The figures for Independent 

schools range from 79.5 per cent to 94.6 per cent. Catholic schools in Queensland in this 

range get 94.2 per cent of government school public funding, NSW schools 96.9 per cent and 

Victorian schools 107.7 per cent. The corresponding figures for Independent schools are 

Queensland 84.5 per cent, NSW 91.0 per cent and Victoria 105.1 per cent. 

Average funding figures don’t tell this story because the sectors are quite different. The 

sector that must be available to every child from every family in every place and 

circumstance inevitably enrols students with higher needs and hence faces higher costs. 

Comparing average funding across whole sectors creates yet another half-truth. Whether it be 

student achievement or school funding, My School enables us to compare schools enrolling 

similar students. 

Why should any of this matter? 

On 23 September, the COAG Education Council, made up of the nation’s education 

ministers, will meet once again to coordinate strategic policy on school education and to 

collaboratively address issues of national significance. Or that is what its website says. 

It is highly unlikely that the ministers will make any serious attempt to inject logic, 

transparency and efficacy into the way schools are funded, especially to ensure that the 

greatest support consistently goes to the students and schools with the greatest need. They 

will also avoid dealing with a potential crisis that may emerge from the burgeoning public 

funding of non-government schools – with all that this means for those schools’ identity and 

obligations, and the nature of their relationship with public schools. 

It is possible that the ministers will walk out of the room trumpeting the same patch-ups we 

have seen in the past. The trumpeting that won’t be heeded will come from the elephants in 

the room. 

Perhaps the escalating consequences of the failure to implement Gonski aren’t “national” 

enough or don’t warrant a “strategic policy.” After all, there have always been differences 

between the way different states provide and fund various services. Why put school 

education on a pedestal for greater consistency? 

There are three good reasons why. First, education is an essential foundation for personal 

livelihood, civic and social life, and economic growth. More than ever, we need assurance 

that our investment is properly targeted. The unequal distribution of resources to students and 

schools on the basis of accidents of geography seems, at best, a quaint hangover from the 

nineteenth century. 

Second, education has assumed much greater national significance. The federal government 

is now active in over three dozen school programs, from A (agriculture) to almost Z 

http://scseec.edu.au/Council.aspx


 

 

(vocational pathways). It sets standards and mandates, provides resources and creates policy 

initiatives, and it pulls just about every policy lever available to it. Time for it to show 

leadership where it really matters. 

Third, education funding is a mess, and it’s everyone’s mess. Gonski described school 

funding as complex, confusing, opaque and inconsistent among jurisdictions. He was 

probably being nice. The panel recommended that governments join forces to make sure that 

resources go to where they were most needed. Back then it was too hard. It is now even 

harder, but much more urgent. 

If all schools had similar obligations and accountabilities, the convergence of public funding 

might not matter. But they don’t. One sector is required to be available to all students from 

all families in all locations and circumstances. The other has no such obligation. Differences 

in requirements for legislative compliance, staff recruitment and school reporting; student 

enrolment discriminators; student management practices – all these make little sense when 

when public funding to most schools in each sector is not too different. 

Where to now? 

The effective withdrawal of the federal government from Gonski funding, combined with the 

lack of agreed funding priorities and coordination means that current problems won’t be dealt 

with for years. Indexing a reduced commitment will ensure that current arrangements will 

last well beyond the terms of the governments sitting around the COAG table. In the longer 

term, the deficits created by the way we provide and resource schools will continue to 

accumulate. The costs of repair in the future will dwarf Gonski’s price tag. 

We might get to the point where our institutionalised farce will become too great to ignore. 

Perhaps it will be when the parents at Wodonga Primary School, having looked across the 

border, hammer on the door of the Victorian government. When the teachers at one non-

government school compare their balance sheet with that of another. When the principal at 

the public school asks out loud why its rules and obligations shouldn’t apply to the publicly 

funded non-government school down the road. When voters demand that the money spent on 

schools be used to target need and hence lift overall achievement. When governments join 

the dots and join forces to create something better. So far, there’sno sign on the horizon. • 
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Chris Bonnor & Bernie Shepherd 

 

Chris Bonnor is an education writer, speaker and advocate, and author of several books 

including The Stupid Country and What Makes a Good School?, both written with Jane Caro. 

He is a Fellow of the Centre for Policy Development. 
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Bernie Shepherd has had a long career in teaching and curriculum development in science, 

and was the founding principal of the first public senior high school in New South Wales. He 

is a Fellow of the Centre for Policy Development and is active in educational matters as a 

researcher, writer, consultant and mentor. 
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