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Background

The Western Australian Council of State School Organisations Inc. (WACSSO) is the representative voice of Parents & Citizens Associations in Western Australia.  There are  currently 634 government schools P&C Associations directly affiliated with WACSSO.  WACSSO is therefore well placed to offer comments, feedback and suggestions for future developments in the Australian telecommunications network specifically relating to education issues and concerns.

The Terms of Reference for the Inquiry have been examined by WACSSO and general comments are provided in this submission, to broadly address the five categories or topics.  The comments could be considered as principles for further consideration rather than final solutions to the many evolving and complex issues.  

Many parent members of WACSSO with experience and interest in telecommunications in schools, have expressed mixed concern and feedback about developments to date in Western Australia.  The learning opportunities open to WA government schools through the application of new technologies have been applauded.  These advances though have not been entirely problem free.  

Over the last few years, WA governments have spent millions of dollars on learning technologies and computer access in WA schools.  While the motivation was sound and commitment of funds welcomed, concern about best use of those funds remains in many quarters.  The Office of Auditor General Western Australia
 critically evaluated operations and plans that set short-term goals focused on ‘boxes’ into schools. The benefits of negotiating central licensing arrangements for economies of scale were identified as significant achievements, and WACSSO commends this approach.  

WACSSO also supports more recent policy shifts to address problems identified through various evaluations. School surveys have reported and confirmed criticisms about early programs that aimed at ‘device density ratio’ for primary and secondary level government schools, but neglected to address associated issues including complementary IT support, professional development for staff, upgrading to equipment, facilities and ongoing replacement.  

Issues of concern

Accessibility is of major concern, not only in geographical areas slow to benefit from the extension of improved services and facilities.  The needs of economically and socially disadvantaged students cannot be overlooked.  An audit of adequacy and coverage would reveal pockets of ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ with regards new technologies made possible through the Australian Telecommunications Network.  

What is considered an ‘adequate’ service level? Now apply that standard to students experiencing multiple disadvantages, for example a student living in a house without electricity, telephone connection, vehicle, medical services and books!  Familiarity with computers for many children is determined by availability in schools, let alone teaching and literacy programs delivered through video-conferencing.  So, if the Australian community is serious about preparing our society for the globally competitive futures, then schools of today must be highest priority for quality teaching and modern course content delivery.

Facilities

WACSSO recognises government efforts to introduce and expand advanced telecommunications to government schools in WA.  Multi-year, multi-million dollar programs have been undertaken and are bearing fruit.  However, more needs to be done.

The construction of new schools should engage the whole community in planning school environments that are conducive to leading technologies.  That means both broadband and wireless capabilities are essential as a starting point.  But, older school sites have particular needs that must also be addressed in order for consistency in standards and systems.  

At the most basic level, schools need to be able to actually turn their computers on without blowing fuses - impossible in some older schools with inadequate infrastructure.  These schools cannot fully benefit from even one new computer let alone one per five secondary students.  Planning for the introduction of new and advanced technologies (in some cases even the first facsimile machine for the school) should be mindful of the full range of predictable requirements from bricks and mortar, wiring and ergonomic chairs, to the people who operate and maintain the new system.

Professionals

The education system should be accountable and all classrooms assessable for best practice in teaching, systems, facilities and equipment, health and safety. WACSSO has for years been expressing concern about the construction of mobile phone towers near schools, and the lack of authoritative information for school communities seeking reassurance about health and safety.

Teaching must be optimised for those technologies. WACSSO is concerned about the difficulties in attracting and retaining specialist staff for these roles, especially in rural and remote WA.  Many teachers are being used to fill gaps in classes without the relevant qualifications, and it is not good enough to accept as commonplace classes where the students teach the teachers computing.

And professional development should include all school staff, not stop with classroom teachers.  For example, skills development for administrative staff is also necessary in the modern school environment.  Schools are networked and expected to maintain systems that record and enable analysis at local, district and central levels across a wide range of data from student attendance, individual academic performance, health and safety, financial accounts, and information to parents/carers.  

The ‘new’ school environment has to project positive images to its community in an increasingly competitive bid for students.  The school has to use technologies in its’ efforts at marketing, accountability and communications.  The school’s profile and performance increasingly needs to be projected via a highly sophisticated website, interactive and on-line curriculum, and a variety of teaching and learning activities made possible with technologies that are available 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  The people involved in these developments are usually overlooked or taken for granted. 

Special needs

WACSSO points to the challenge of educating children with special education needs including refugee (NESB) students, children with a range of disabilities, children in isolated locations, and indigenous students.  How are these school populations to be supported and educated in classrooms that lack the basics from experienced teachers to the infrastructure essential for on-line course delivery.  How can schools deliver high resource intensive programs when ISP costs are prohibitive and cable roll out is years away? 

The WA Government project to equip government schools with state of the art technologies and facilities has been welcomed by students and parents, but progress is only as fast as funds permit, technologies are available, and attitudes have shifted.  Take-up by teachers of low-cost leased laptops has been slow but encouraging in WA.  Both means and enthusiasm are necessary for programs such as hand-held pocket palms used across the school for administration purposes, for example student attendance.  

Professional development for teachers, occupational health and safety research, and education for parents/carers and the wider school community all contribute to acceptance and usage of the new systems.  Synergy must be developed to link IT and education outcomes.

Responsibility

The Commonwealth Government has an important role and responsibility in this field and must support state and territory initiatives. WACSSO has particular interest in the application of telecommunication to education services and delivery.  Peak bodies and local community groups are all interested in these developments and are keen to be part of the process.  The private sector is poised to take advantage where possible, and must be held accountable where the wellbeing of children are concerned.  

Global business interests and multinationals must be monitored and in the education sector especially. WACSSO is concerned that the introduction of technologies be subjected to close scrutiny and not ‘bought from the lowest bidder’ transform schools into showplaces for the latest gadgets and toys.  Already the community is watching children and young people become preoccupied with computerised games and entertainment taking the place of physical activity, higher level reading, and ‘healthy’ lifestyles.  

Schools have a responsibility to model appropriate, educational/learning attitudes and behaviours.  That translates at the most basic level into conscientious resistance to potentially destructive school sponsorships by computing companies and technology providers.  

There is a significant lost opportunity cost of not addressing the issues raised above and involving the community at all levels. Australian schools and students should be the envy of the international education sector.  

Research indicates high acceptance of the Internet by Australians and other indicators point to Australian students performing well against international standards.  However, the challenges are many and varied for WA and Australia as a whole.  Crude statistics on Internet usage do not provide the complete picture to inform schools, program designers, facilities planners and consumers.  

The future 

The Australian Telecommunications network can either facilitate or frustrate a school’s progress and achievements against international standards, a teacher’s capacity to harness opportunities with confidence and ease, a student’s educational ambitions and outcomes, and a parent’s opinion about the success of the education system.

WACSSO concludes that the Australian Telecommunications Network is currently not delivering adequate services to all Australians.  Much can and should be done to build capacity, coverage, research and development activity, regulations that protect users, and delivery systems that facilitate accessible, safe usage of new technologies. Considerable investment is required.  The Commonwealth should lead with visionary, ambitious and all-inclusive attitudes and programs. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.
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