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That the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education
and Training inquire into and report on:
«

»

the incidence of young people under 15 years of age who are not exercising
their right to education;
the various policies and practices on excfusion which currently exist within

school systems;
•

availability of information about policies, practices and appeals mechanisms
against exclusion policies;

«

the causes of truancy and behaviour which leads to exclusion from school;

•

how the incidence of truancy and exclusion from school may be related to
criminal activity, poverty and homelessness;

®

availability, adequacy and nature of support resources and services for young
people who are not attending school, are at risk of not attending, including
those who are in juvenile detention centres and provide examples of best
practice models of service delivery; and

«

such other matters that the Committee considers relevant to the issue of nonattendance at school by young people under 15 years of age.

VII

The following chapters contain a discussion of the key issues derived from an
examination of the submissions to the Inquiry into Truancy and Exclusion from
School conducted by the Committee and from the transcripts from the public
hearings. The report attempts to address all of the issues raised in the Terms of
Reference except that of provisions for young people in juvenile detention centres
which are currently being examined by the Senate Standing Committee on
Employment, Education and Training inquiry into Employment and Training in
Correctional Institutions. It deals briefly with the issue of resourcing and the
relationship between resources and the range of preventative measures suggested
as solutions to the probiem of alienation.
The main difficulty in discussing the issue of alienation from education is that there
has to date, been no uniform, national statistical measure of the number of young
people under the legal school-leaving age who 'go missing* from school for whatever
reason. Some individual schools and some systems regularly record meaningful
data on absenteeism and others have acknowledged the need to do so. The
perception is that the number of young people who absent themselves from school,
and who 'disappear' because of the effects of formal and informal exclusions is
growing and the anecdotal evidence seems to support this, but any attempt to
remedy any unacceptable situation must be based on a thorough identification of the
problem, of its size, nature and causes.
The key issue is that truancy is not being monitored effectively, and until this is
done, any attempt to deal with the issue is limited to information gained by
individuals from individual schools or from anecdotal evidence. Solutions or even
effective debate is severely curtailed in such circumstances'.1
The analysts clearly indicates that there is considerable agreement among the key
piayers, education providers, teachers, parents, workers with young people and
other community workers, that a situation exists where young people are removing
themselves from school, or are being removed, that this affects their life chances
and that the situation, although not clearly quantified at this stage, is serious enough
to demand urgent remedial attention.
Causes of exclusion from school include a wide range of possible explanations from
learning difficulties, personal development and behavioural problems, low socioeconomic or dysfunctional family background, parental iack of interest, lack of school
support structures and welfare provisions, inappropriate and inflexible curriculum
and rigid school structures.
Suggestions about solutions are equally wide ranging, but all of the evidence to the
inquiry indicates that there is agreement that the problem of young people becoming
alienated from school and the benefits of education belongs to the entire community,
to the young people themselves, to governments which provide funds and set

Australian Education Union, Victorian Branch, Transcript, p, 525,
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guidelines, to the schools, teachers, the parents and to the community and that it
must be addressed by adequately resourced, integrated, coordinated programs and
services developed in partnership with all of these key players.
Three basic positions about roles and responsibilities have emerged from the
inquiry.
State and Territory government responses indicate that adequate funds and
appropriate guidelines are being provided to schools to enable them to buy the kinds
of services needed to meet local demands and to manage their affairs in an efficient
and safe environment. Many principals and teachers who spoke to the Committee
do not agree with this and argue that there are inadequacies in the current
resourcing ciimate which prevent them from meeting local demands. They maintain
that responsibility for the welfare of students does not belong entirely to the school.
They know what constitutes a good school environment but are unable to cater for
all student needs because of sometimes conflicting demands from parents,
students, administrative agencies and because of inadequate resources.
Community organisations responding to youth and family welfare needs such as
advice and referrals on housing, health, income support, and conflict resolution,
agree with the view of the principals and teachers. They increasingly find themselves
responsible for the educational and quasi-educational needs of their clients, a role
which traditionally belongs to the school but which schools are now having some
difficulty filling. This puts more demands on their restricted welfare resources which
have to be diverted from other kinds of support.
Government, schools and community representatives agree that education, welfare
and justice issues for young people should be addressed by Integrated programs
and services delivered through inter-agency cooperative and coordinated
mechanisms which ensure that there are no wasteful duplications and that no one
falls through the safety net.
Children and young people who chronically truant or are excluded from school are
severely educationally disadvantaged. The causes of truancy and exclusion, taken
individually are serious problems which require urgent remedial action. When an
individual experiences several of these causal factors, the likelihood of that
individual's rnarginaiisation is greatly increased.
This alienation of young people needs to be addressed by all the agencies and
influences in their lives, and in particular within the context of the National Youth
Policy endorsed by Commonwealth, State and Territory Youth Ministers. The Youth
Ministers recognise the need for better coordination of youth policy development and
programs and service delivery across agencies including those responsible for
education, health, welfare, housing and justice.
In conducting this inquiry into truancy and exclusion from school, the Committee has
also given attention to community and welfare services and the coordination
mechanisms encompassing the education and community sectors. The Committee's
recommendations reflect this approach.

1.

The Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth
Affairs request the Statistics Taskforce of the Council to examine and
advise on the feasibility of including the collection of national data on
the incidence of truancy, formal and informal exclusion, and expulsion
in the National School Statistics Collection, and that this data be
disaggregated by primary and secondary school sectors. (Paragraph
2.42)

2.

The Department of Employment, Education and Training evaluate the
Transient and Mobile Students (TAMS) Program, and develop in
conjunction with the States and Territories a national system for
monitoring the transfer of students between schools. (Paragraph 2.45)

3.

Each State and Territory ensure that:
a)

schooi disciplinary legislation, policy and procedures include a
precise and consistent statement of the grounds and procedures
for each category of exclusion of students from school; and

b)

that clear and accurate information be developed for students
and parents, and training materials for schools on procedures for
school suspensions, exclusion and expulsion, including
mechanisms of appeal. (Paragraph 3.31)

4.

The Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth
Affairs request the Curriculum Taskforce to evaluate the family studies
units, to consider the feasibility of making them freely available to all
schools, and to consider the modification of family studies units for
younger students. {Paragraph 4.21)

5.

The Minister for Employment, Education and Training increase the
number of social workers employed in the AUSTUDY assessment and
mediation referral program to ensure that every young person applying
for the AUSTUDY Student Homeless Rate has the opportunity to seek
family reconciliation. (Paragraph 4.26)

6.

The Commonwealth Government extend the Adolescent and Family
Therapy Mediation Program so that it is available to all young people in
dispute with their families. (Paragraph 4.27)

7.

Commonwealth and State/Territory governments provide more
resources to community welfare organisations to provide a wide range
of accessible appropriate programs to deal with family matters in an
holistic way. (Paragraph 4.28)

8.

Staterrerritory governments increase the number of professionally and
appropriately trained home-liaison officers to ensure that families and
schools work together to assist their young people. (Paragraph 4. 29)

9a)

The Minister for Employment, Education and Training in
consultation with State/Territory Ministers examine and resolve
any identified problems with the work of the Australian Student
Traineeship Foundation; and

9b)

In order to provide more effective vocational options for more
young people, revise the guidelines for the Australian Student
Traineeship to include at risk young people in Years 9 and 10.

10.

Subject to the evaluation of the Education Counselling for Young
People Program, the Minister for Employment, Education and Training
reintroduce the program and that best practice models be funded in
schools, targeting young people who have been disconnected from the
school system by suspension, exclusion or truancy or are at risk of
being part of this group. (Paragraph 4.50)

11.

Subject to evaluation, the STAR program be extended beyond 1996 for
a further four years, that it be expanded to include primary school
target groups and that it adopt best practice models, particularly those
involving coordination with community welfare agencies. (Paragraph

12.

The Minister for Employment, Education and Training consider
expanding the scope of the Children in Residential Institutions Grants
to make more funds available to substitute care agencies to enable
them to provide the increasing number of necessary educational and
quasi-educational services for young people in their care. (Paragraph
4.106)

13.

The Minister for Employment, Education and Training, in consultation
with States and Territories implement the recommendations of the
Children in Residential Care Research Project Getting an Education in
CARE in relation to:
a)

improving the data collection;

b)

further research into the needs of children-in-care particularly in
relation to those involved in truancy, exclusion and suspension;

c)

an interdepartmental inquiry into, and clarification of, the roles
and responsibilities of the welfare and education sectors;

d)

more effective intervention at primary level of schooling to
reduce the numbers with special needs at secondary level.
(Paragraph 4.107)
XI

14.

In the development of the National Strategy for the Education of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People, the Ministerial Council on
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs ensure that the key
objectives identified by the Schools Council in the report, Meeting the
Educational needs of Aboriginal Adolescents, for the education of
Aboriginal students be met. These objectives relate to teacher skills,
meeting students' needs, improved communication, attractive school
environments, careers and personal development programs,
recruitment of Aboriginal secondary teachers and further research on
identification of needs. (Paragraph 4.124)

15.

The Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth
Affairs give urgent consideration to the provision of intervention and
support practices for under fifteen year-olds who have left school or are
at risk, with a view to the undertaking of research into the current
policies and practices in terms of the principles identified by this
inquiry, and the use of best practice models. The research to be used
as a basis for the development of an agreed national policy on
provision for these students. The research should take into account the
comments made to this inquiry, particularly funding mechanisms,
including source, adequacy, and time limits. (Paragraph 5.111)

XII

1.1
Australia ratified the United Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of the
Child irk1990, thereby making a commitment to implementing Article 28 concerning
children, defined by the UN as young people, aged 0 - 1 8 years.
1.2

Article 28 states:
State Parties recognise the right of the child to education, and with a
view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal
opportunity, they shall, in particular:
a.

Make primary education compulsory and available to all;

b.

Encourage the development of different forms of secondary
education, including general and vocational education, make them
available and accessible to every child, and take appropriate
measures such as the introduction of free education and offering
financial assistance in case of need;

c.

Make higher education accessible to all on the basis of capacity by
every appropriate means;

d.

Make education and vocational information and guidance available
and accessible to all children;

e. Take measures to encourage regular attendance at schools and
reduction of drop-out rates.
1.3
Ratification of the Convention carries with it the requirement to report to the
United Nations on the implementation. At the time of this Report, Australia's
response is still in preparation and will not be submitted to the United Nations until
late 1995.
1.4
The education outcomes described in this report to the United Nations will
present a very healthy picture. During the last decade, there have been some
outstanding achievements in Australian education. There has been a dramatic rise
in retention rates, improvements in equity outcomes and an increase in programs
and services designed to create and maintain flexible systems meeting the needs of
all students.
1.5
The challenge now, according to the evidence of this inquiry is to maintain this
level of achievement and to effect further improvement in order to meet the
requirements of the future, but in the context of current structural changes to

1

education systems, and budget constraints causing concern within the education
community.
1.6
As at June 1994, there were 2 803 383 young people in the 5-15 years age
group and 3 053 851 aged 5-16 years. These are the years in which young people
are required by law to be in school, and these are the young people who are the
subject of this inquiry.
1.7
During the past decade, school retention rates to year 12 have risen
dramatically, from 34.8 per cent in 1981, to a peak of 77.1 in 1992 and then to 74.6
per cent in 1994. Commonwealth, State and Territory Government policies based on
the need to better prepare the workforce to meet the needs of structural changes in
the economy were a major factor in this change. The provision of information about
the benefits of education, targeted funds and direct assistance such as AUSTUDY
and ABSTUDY to encourage people to stay at school have been successful
strategies in achieving these increased retention rates.
1.8
Basic structural changes in the labour market, including the disappearance of
unskilled jobs traditionally filled by young school leavers, increasing demands by
employers for older, qualified/trained employees, the lack of teenage career paths
and replacement of full-time jobs by part-time jobs have also contributed to the rise
in retention rates. The marginal decline in retention rates since 1992 is 'partly
attributable to the larger number of alternative routes to employment now available
to young people and the improved labour market'.1
1.9
A comparison of retention rates for various groups of young people however,
indicates that students from low socio-economic backgrounds and from rural and
remote communities are trailing their higher socio-economic background, urban
peers.
Estimated Yea r 12 Comp!etion Rates by Socio -econom ic Status and Home
Location
1989

1990

1991(r)

Low SES

53

53

64

64

65

63

High SES

72

70

80

77

78

79

Urban

62

63

71

70

71

71

Rural

58

60

68

67

66

64

Remote

47

47

55

58

58

58

Total

60

61

70

69

69

69

Department of Employment, Education and Training, Annual Report 1994-95, AGPS, Canberra,

(r) Revised (p) Preliminary

Source: DEET Annual Report p. 81

1.10 Although these improvements in retention rates are achievements of which
Australia can be proud, there is a growing concern for the apparently increasingly
large numbers of young people who are for various reasons missing out on the
benefits of education and possibly on a better future. These are the young people,
the invisible ones, who are not even completing Year 10, who are becoming
disconnected from education before the age of 15 or 16 when it is legal for them to
leave school.
1.11 It is not known how many of these young people there are. There is no
uniform, aggregated data on the extent of school truancy, dropping out, or informal
exclusion from school. The extent of truancy and exclusion is explored in more detail
in Chapter 2 of this report.
1.12 The social and economic cost to these young people themselves and to the
Australian community is measured in the numbers who become long-term
unemployed, homeless, caught in a poverty trap, and dependent on welfare and in
the individual and community cost of those who become involved in the juvenile
justice system. It cannot be established that all early school leavers will fail to
become skilled, independent members of society, but there is ample research
evidence to indicate that these are the young people most at risk of not achieving
this transition to responsible adulthood and citizenship.
1.13 In discussing the long-term effects on young people's lives of educational
disadvantage the National Strategy for Equity in Schooling in quoting the Australian
Longitudinal Survey 1991, says that compared with young people who have stayed
on to complete year 12 or its equivalent, early school leavers were:
twice as likely to come from a low socioeconomic background;
two and a half times more likely to be unemployed;
two to four times more likely to be in low-skilled or unskilled jobs;
five to six times more likely to be neither in the labour force nor
undertaking study - perhaps doing nothing at all.
1.14 Early school leavers are those young people who leave school either before
or on completion of Year 10. Truants and students who have been suspended,
excluded and expelled are part of this group whose life chances are adversely
affected by an unsatisfactory education.
1.15 Community and professional organisations expressed the urgent need 'to
bring this disturbing problem out into the open',3 Even though it has not been firmly
established just how many young people are involved, it is essential that we know

2

3

Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, (MCEETYA),
National Strategy for Equity in Schooling, 1994, p. 5.
EDUCARE. Submission, p. S557.

more about them in order to develop policies and strategies to counteract an
apparently worsening trend towards school alienation.
1.16 'The nation needs all the talent and skill of the population to support economic
growth in today's highly competitive environment. We are not tapping the full extent
of young people's potential contribution to society when significant numbers of them
are not participating in, or receiving the benefits of, effective education',4

1.17 Under the Australian federal system of government, responsibility for primary
and secondary education rests with the State and Territory Governments which
provide the bulk of the total funding for government schools. States and Territories
also have responsibility for policies concerning structure, curriculum, accreditation,
assessment and attendance. Non-government school authorities also maintain
independent responsibility for their education systems and individual schools. All
State and Territory policies on attendance are based on legislation regarding the
compulsory years of schooling, until the age of 15 years, except in Tasmania where
it is 16 years.
1.18 Although the Commonwealth Government is not directly involved with the
management of schools, it contributes to total expenditure on schools. This includes
a direct input of more than $3 billion annually for specific purposes including
programs to reduce inequalities of resourcing, improve access for all young people,
particularly the socially, economically or geographically disadvantaged, to improve
the quality of education and promote the Common and Agreed Goals for Schooling
in Australia agreed by all Governments. Although States and Territories are
responsible for education of indigenous people, the Commonwealth is also
responsible for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs and this is reflected in
specific funding for the improvement of education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children and the implementation of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Education Policy agreed to by, and a joint responsibility of, all Australian
governments. It also provides direct assistance to students by way of AUSTUDY,
ABSTUDY and Assistance to Isolated Children.
1.19 Commonwealth, State and Territory agreement on the right of all Australian
young people to an education is reflected also in the National Youth Policy,
endorsed by the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth
Affairs (MCEETYA), which provides an agreed policy framework for developing
programs and services for young people.5 The ministers agreed:
To ensure that the present and future educational needs of al! young
people are met equitably through the delivery of high quality and
relevant educational opportunities.

MCEETYA, National Strategy for Education in Schooling, 1994, p. 3.
MCEETYA, National Youth Policy, 1993, p. 12-

To promote, through cooperative partnerships between educators and
the community:
«

the development of a range of options through government and
non-government schools, community based education programs;
and

•

post secondary school provisions which increase educational
opportunities and enable young people to reach their full potential.

1.20 Several reports of inquiries and surveys undertaken during the past few years
are highly relevant to this inquiry. All of them have been concerned with a group of
young people who share at least some of the following characteristics: early school
leaving, homelessness, poverty, unemployment, illiteracy, alienation, criminal
activity, substance abuse, physical and emotional abuse and welfare dependency.
They include:
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Our Homeless
Children, Report of the National Inquiry into Homeless Children, 1989.
David MacKenzie and Chris Chamberlain, The National Census of
Homeless School Students, 1994.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Community Affairs,
Report on Aspects of Youth Homelessness, 1995.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment,
Education and Training, The Literacy Challenge, A Report on
Strategies for Early Intervention for Literacy and Learning for Australian
Children, December, 1992.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment,
Education and Training, Sticks and Stones, Report on Violence in
Australian Schools, March, 1994.
1.21 The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission report Our Homeless
Children, (the Burdekin Report) indicated that 'the proportion of young people among
the homeless population grew rapidly during the 1970s.... that the number of
homeless young people has continued to grow throughout the 1980s,....and that the
average age of the homeless population is decreasing'.6 An estimated 41414 15 - 24
year olds were homeless in 1988, and 8521 young people aged 12 to 15 years were
homeless. The report links homelessness to family poverty, social isolation,
unemployment, and inability to participate in educational activities.7 It goes on to say
that the majority of homeless children leave home and school simultaneously, and

Human Rights and Equai Opportunity Commission, Our Homeless Children, AGPS, 1989, pp.

67-68.
ibid, p. 100.

consequently have "poor academic records and few skills which would assist them to
obtain even unskilled employment in a competitive labour market. These unskilled
jobs, however, are rapidly disappearing from the labour market.
1.22 The discussion on the school as a factor in homelessness identifies as critical
factors, the lack of a supportive school environment, student-teacher conflict, and
inappropriate curricula, to which young people respond by truanting or behaving in a
way which leads to suspension and formal or informal exclusion. Conflict at school,
accompanied by conflict at home often leads to a young person leaving both.
1.23 When the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Community
Affairs produced A Report on Aspects of Youth Homelessness (the Morris Report) in
May 1995, it made clear that in spite of the recommendations of the Burdekin report,
the number of homeless young people 'has doubled between 1991 and 1994'.8 One
of the themes of this report is the positive role which schools can play in providing a
stable environment for young people whose family lives are disintegrating.
1.24 Without claiming a causal connection or suggesting which of the two occurs
first, that Report firmiy establishes the relationship between early school leaving and
homelessness and in Recommendation No. 61, recommends a national collection of
information about the number of young people who fail to progress to secondary
school and about the number of young people who leave school before the
compulsory school leaving age.
1.25 The National Census of Homeless School Students was also concerned with
the link between homelessness and early school leaving. MacKenzie and
Chamberlain estimated that over a year 25000 to 30000 students experience
homelessness and that most of them (up to three quarters) do not complete the
school year and are more likely eventually to drop out of the system completely.
1.26 Literacy is consistently identified as the critical factor in school achievement
and the failure to learn to read during the first few years of primary schooling can
lead to cumulative academic failure, behavioural problems and ultimately, dropping
out of school. The Report of the House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Employment, Education and Training, The Literacy Challenge, examined the range
and effectiveness of identification of children at risk of developing literacy problems
at any early age, the range of intervention strategies available and the role of
Commonwealth funding in promoting literacy development.
1.27 The report confirmed that unless children learn the basics of reading and
writing, listening and using spoken language by the end of Year 3, they will probably
be disadvantaged for the rest of their lives.
1.28 In reaffirming the necessity for early identification of the problem, early
intervention and remedial measures, the report says:
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Community Affairs, A Report on Aspects of
Youth Homelessness, AGPS, 1995, p. 34.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training, The
Literacy Challenge, AGPS, 1992, p. 1.

The development of English skills is fundamental to the quality of life
and opportunities for members of our society. The Australian Language
and Literacy Policy states that apart from its obvious importance to the
individual Australian's personal, social and cultural development,
proficiency in English is central to the education, training and skill
formation necessary to produce a more dynamic and internationally
competitive Australian economy. If Australia is to provide a more
flexible and highly skilled workforce, capable of maximising its
productivity and innovation, then it is essential for the literacy,
numeracy, and English language skills of adults and youth to be
improved. There is a strong relationship between low levels of literacy
and high levels of unemployment and social disadvantage.10
1.29 In examining the impact of violence in schools on student performance and
educational outcomes for students, the House of Representatives Standing
Committee on Employment, Education and Training report on violence in Australian
schools, Sticks and Stones, concluded that violence 'resulted in low self esteem,
truancy, illness, stress, tiredness, disruptive behaviour, lack of concentration, and an
inability to form relationships, it also reduced a student's ability to achieve
academically and socially'.11
1.30 Teachers' evidence to that report consistently linked violent and antisocial
behaviour with poor academic achievement and low self esteem.
1.31 The conclusion from all of this evidence is that young people who are at risk
of leaving school before the legal leaving age unfortunately share some or all of the
characteristics examined in these reports. The at risk indicators are: homelessness,
illiteracy, low socio-economic status, abuse {as perpetrator and/or victim),
dysfunctional family background, academic failure, substance abuse, physical, social
and intellectual disability.
1.32 Risk indicators such as homelessness and early school leaving must be
addressed to prevent further deterioration in the lifestyle of the young people
concerned. The long-term consequences for these young people are likely to be
unemployment, poverty, poor health, and criminal activity. This is a cost to the
individual but there are also direct and indirect costs to society in providing health
care , accommodation, income support and the costs of detention and incarceration.
The benefits of preventing the alienation of young people from society are
substantial. The Australian community as a whole would benefit both from the
reintegration of these young people into social life and from their enhanced
productively.12

10
11

12

ibid, p. 1.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training, Sticks
and Stones, AGPS, 1994, p. 17,
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Our Homeless Children, AGPS, 1989, p. 81.
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2.1
For the purposes of this inquiry the Committee considers that non-attendance
at school encompasses truancy, school refusal, school withdrawal and early leaving,
as well as school disciplinary categories of suspension and exclusion (both formal
and informal) and expulsion.
2.2
Home schooling of school age children by parents or carers is recognised by
State education authorities subject to certain conditions being met. The Committee
has not included home schooling in this inquiry into school non-attendance.
References to non-attendance at school, or of parents failing to enrol their children at
school, do not apply to children receiving home schooling.
2.3
A national inquiry into school non-attendance, including an analysis of the
extent and pattern of categories of non-attendance, requires consistency in defining
and measuring these categories. The Committee considers that such an analysis is
hindered by two factors, the lack of comparable aggregated data on truancy, school
refusal, school withdrawal and early leaving, and the different definitions of the school
disciplinary provisions used within each State education system.

2.4
As a category of non-attendance, school truancy received considerable
attention in submissions to the inquiry. For the purpose of this inquiry, school truancy
is taken to mean the persistent, habitual and unexplained absence from school of a
child of compulsory school age, although it can occur with parental knowledge and
sometimes consent. Fractional truancy occurs where students regularly absent
themselves from school for part of a day. Chronic truants are those children who are
absent without reason for twenty percent or more of school time.
2.5
School refusers (sometimes referred to as school phobics) are those children
who refuse to attend school even in the face of persuasion and punishment from
parents, and the possibility of school discipline measures.
2.6
The category of school withdrawal is those children whose parents keep them
away from school, either on a regular basis or for long periods, for reasons related to
the needs and priorities of the parent. This group of children also includes those who
have not been enrolled at school by their parents.
2.7
Children who leave early or 'drop out* of school, are perhaps the most
problematic group. These children become completely disconnected from the school
system.

2.8
In order to report on the dimensions of non-attendance, and particularly the
extent of truancy, amongst children and young people of compulsory school age, the
Committee sought aggregated school attendance data from State education
authorities.
2.9 , Each State and Territory Government requires State schools to collect and
maintain student attendance statistics, including data on unexplained absences. With
the exception of New South Wales, State and Territories do not consolidate these
school attendance records into aggregated data collections. The New South Wales
Department of School Education aggregates student absence information which is
used to target resources and monitor programs within the Department of School
Education, however, it is not made public.1
2.10 Consequently, there is no reliable time series data on a State, Territory or
national basis which would enable an analysis of the extent and patterns of truancy,
and would indicate whether there has been any change in the incidence of truancy.
Similarly, the lack of aggregated and comprehensive information hinders analysis of
whether particular groups of students might be at greater risk of truanting, and the
subsequent development of targeted strategies to reduce truancy.
2.11 Several State education departments advised of some survey work that had
been undertaken in recent years on school absenteeism.
2.12 The Tasmanian Department of Education and the Arts conducted a state-wide
survey of school attendance over a single week in 1994. The survey found that
nineteen percent of all students were absent for one or more days in the survey
period. On any one day, between 6.0 and 7.7 percent of all students were absent, an
absenteeism rate considered by the Tasmanian Department of Education and the Arts
to be relatively unchanged since the 1970s. One percent of students were absent for
all ftve days covered by the survey. There was a marked increase in absenteeism in
the later years of primary school and early high school, with a higher absenteeism rate
for girls than boys in all years except Years 5 and 7.2
2.13 The Queensland Department of Education advised that surveys of a number of
metropolitan secondary schools in 1991 indicated that up to ten percent of students
were absent on any given day, including those absent with legitimate reason. The
department also stressed that:
Comprehensive, accurate information concerning the extent of school
non-attendance is difficult to obtain (due to) problems of definition and
measurement.3
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Queensland Department of Education, Submission, p. S1103.

2.14 The Committee is cognisant that these estimates are based on sample surveys,
and include those children who are absent for acceptable reasons.
2.15 The South Australian Department for Education and Children's Services has
estimated that over the past six years an average of eight percent of the total student
population was absent from school each day including those absent for acceptable
reason. The department also advised that non-attendance rates were considerably
higher for Aboriginal children, especially in remote areas. 4
2.16 It has been estimated that at least 11,000 students truant daily from schools in
New South Wales. 5
2.17 The ACT Department of Education and Training does not yet have a systematic
approach to truancy and has only very recently started to consider collecting truancy
data on an ACT-wide basis.6 Nevertheless, the department considers that the level of
truancy in the ACT is low and occurs predominantly amongst secondary school
students.7
2.18 The Victorian Directorate of School Education was unable to provide an
estimate of truancy in that State.6 The Victorian Association of State Secondary
Principals reported significant truancy in that State.9
2.19 Territory-wide statistics on truancy were not available from the Northern
Territory Department of Education.
2.20 The Darwin and Rural Workers with Youth Network estimated that at least one
percent of the school population in the Northern Territory were chronic truants, and
that the incidence is increasing in the Darwin area.10 Absenteeism amongst Aboriginal
children in the Northern Territory can be as high as 65 percent in some schools.11

2.21 The Committee notes that the inadequacy of existing school attendance data
has been considered in a number of States.
2.22 In its 1992 report on children and young people at risk, the Western Australian
Legislative Assembly Select Committee on Youth Affairs highlighted the lack of
adequate data on school truancy in that State. The Select Committee recommended
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that the Ministry of Education and Youth Services establish a central tracking
mechanism for non-school attenders including chronic truants.12
2.23 The conclusions of the Select Committee regarding the adequacy of programs
to combat truancy in Western Australian schools are addressed in chapter 5 of this
report.
2.24 During the truancy inquiry the Committee was advised that an attendance data
base had now been developed for use in Western Australian schools, although data
was available only at the school and district level. The Department of Education
advised that it did not use this available information to compile a state-wide
aggregated data base, and considered that:
such statistics would not be meaningful in terms of addressing the
issue of truancy.13
2.25 It has been estimated that up to 8,000 students truant daily from Western
Australian schools.14
2.26 A Select Committee of the House of Assembly of South Australia reported in
1992 that without a systematic collection of data on unjustifiable school absenteeism
in that State it was unable to estimate the extent of truancy. The Education
Department had provided the Select Committee with its estimate that non-attendance
levels represented 6.8 percent of primary school enrolments and 9.8 percent of
secondary school enrolments, of which some absences would be for acceptable
reasons.15 The Department for Family and Community Services advised the Select
Committee that an estimated 3,000 students were truanting daily, and that in some
locations daily absenteeism rates averaged 15 to 20 percent of students.16
2.27 The South Australian Department for Education and Children's Services has
since introduced a more detailed school roll book as a transition measure until a
proposed electronic attendance data collection system is implemented. Some detailed
data is now being collected on the patterns of non-attendance amongst categories of
students.17
2.28 Commencing in 1996, Victorian schools will be required to provide attendance
data in their annual report. The electronic attendance recording system used in
schools is being updated to enable access to statewide data on a regular basis, and to
include a more efficient student transfer tracking system.18
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2.29 Submissions to the inquiry considered that the use of school suspensions had
increased, and that school discipline policies are being used as a mechanism for
streamlining the exit of some students from schools.19 The Committee sought from
State education departments information on suspensions and expulsions from State
schools in order to assess whether there has been any significant change in the
incidence of school exclusions.
2.30 A number of States provided the Committee with some limited statistical data
on school suspensions.
2.31 There were from 200 to 1000 suspensions a month in Queensland schools in
1994. A further 872 students were suspended in 1994 with a recommendation for
exclusion made by the school principal, and of these students forty percent were aged
under 15 years. Nearly half of those students recommended for exclusion were
subsequently excluded. Thirteen percent of students excluded from Queensland
schools in 1994 were primary school students.20
2.32 During 1994, 1137 students of compulsory school age, including primary school
students, were suspended from Tasmanian schools for a total of 5780 days.21
2.33 There were 1630 suspensions in Western Australia schools during Term 3 in
1994.22 Data on total school suspensions in 1994 was not provided.
2.34 Between 1992 and 1994, 1164 students were suspended from Northern
Territory schools, accounting for nearly four percent of students enrolled over that
period. 3
2.35 Suspensions from New South Wales schools have increased by fifty percent
since 1994 24
2.36 Suspensions data was not available for Victoria. Over the school year to August
1995 there had been 54 students expelled from their school of enrolment under the
new student code of conduct procedures which delegate to school principals the
authority to expel students.25
2.37 Suspensions and exclusions data was not made available for the Australian
Capital Territory or South Australia.
2.38 The Committee considers that this State and Territory data underestimates the
real incidence of school non-attendance. Existing school attendance data collections
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