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Labor must explain how its additional funding will benefit students.Mick Tsikas/AAP

School education funding is once again front and centre  of Australian politics. Despite historic
bipartisan agreement on the concept of needs-based funding, 
Labor is throwing
Gonski 2.0 back in the Coalition’s face.

Labor, backed up by the Australian Education Union, insists that nothing less than  “the full
Gonski” is worth contemplating. Further, they claim that this requires an extra A$22 billion over
the next decade. 

Surely more money is a good thing? 

Not so fast. Money can’t be spent twice, so funds must be directed where they will have the
most impact. Thus, we must analyse why Labor’s plan is so much more expensive than the
Coalition’s. Each component can then be considered on its merits.

To save you the trouble, I crunched the numbers. My estimates are necessarily rough, given
that the different components cannot always be cleanly separated. But the overall picture is
clear. Most of Labor’s extra $22 billion is not directed according to student need, and would
have little impact on outcomes.

Over-funded schools – $2 billion wasted

Every school has a target level of government funding, called its Schooling Resource Standard
(SRS). Under Labor’s plan, the combined Commonwealth and state funding for nearly all
schools would reach at least 95% of target by 2019. (A side deal means that Victorian
government schools would get there in 2021). 
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https://theconversation.com/au/topics/school-funding-557
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/gonski-2.0-a-%2422-billion-cut-to-labors-plan-plibersek/8491960
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But about 1% of schools already receive well more than their target, costing about $200 million
each year. Under Labor’s model, these schools would get funding increases of 3%, per student,
per year. 

Separately, Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Catholic schools are over-funded to the tune of
about $45 million a year, courtesy of a special deal that treats them as comparable to Catholic
schools across the nation, despite the fact that they are considerably more advantaged.  

Added together, over-funding schools wastes roughly $2-2.5 billion over a decade.

Indexation is too high – another $2 billion

Every year, per-student costs go up, largely driven by teacher wages. To account for this, both
Labor’s plan and Gonski 2.0 include annual indexation of the SRS target. 

The problem with Labor’s plan is that the indexation rate was fixed at 3.6% in the 2013
Education Act. As Grattan Institute’s Circuit Breaker  report shows, this rate is now too high
given historically low wages growth. 

Gonski 2.0 removes the fixed indexation rate in 2021, replacing it with a floating indexation rate
that is more in line with school costs.

Compared to this, Labor’s plan costs $2-2.5 billion more over a decade. This is enough to hurt
government budgets, but the extra money is spread so thinly that it would have minimal impact
on student outcomes. 

Better than both parties’ approaches is to apply the floating indexation rate from 2018 or 2019.
This would save billions, which could be used to fully fund schools more quickly.

Sweetheart deals waste at least $2 billion
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https://grattan.edu.au/report/circuit-breaker/
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Parents who send their kids to non-government schools are expected to pay school fees.
Parental capacity to contribute is estimated based on where they live. 

Under the current legislation, however, all schools within an education system (for example,
Catholic, Anglican or Lutheran schools) are rated as having the same capacity to contribute.
This means - for the purposes of calculation - that the parents are treated equally, whether they
live in Toorak or Toowoomba.

This “system-weighted average” costs the Commonwealth about $300 million per year. A
related quirk in the calculation of capacity to contribute for primary schools adds another $200
million per year. 

The main beneficiaries are Catholic primary schools in affluent neighbourhoods, which use the
funds to keep their fees artificially low. 

Gonski 2.0 removes these sweetheart deals; Labor, which put them in there in the first place ,
would keep them. 

Catholic school leaders say these features are needed to compensate for flaws in the SES
score, and the formula does need to be reviewed. But even if they are half right, Labor is
wasting about $2 billion over a decade. 

Labor’s cash splash puts about $2 billion at risk

Labor back-ended its Gonski funding so heavily that some disadvantaged schools would get
huge funding increases in 2018 and 2019. 

But much of this money will be wasted if schools chase the same limited pool of resources -
speech therapists, instructional leaders etc - without the market having time to adjust. 
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https://theconversation.com/gonski-model-was-corrupted-but-labor-and-coalition-are-both-to-blame-65875
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Delaying by just two years, to 2021, would save about $2 billion, and give schools time to plan
how to get the most out of the extra cash. 

By contrast, however, the Coalition’s 2027 target is too far away. If Labor wants to invest the
extra $7 billion needed to deliver Gonski 2.0 in four years rather than ten, that would be a solid
policy argument. Even then, nearly half of this amount could be funded by moving to a floating
indexation rate two years sooner. 

Commonwealth generosity is a two-edged sword

The last component of Labor’s high-cost model is more subtle. Back in 2013, federal Labor
offered to pick up the lion’s share of whatever money was needed to get schools to their target. 

This generous approach has perverse impacts. Western Australia, which funds its government
schools well, gets nothing extra from the Commonwealth. Victoria, which does not, gets
rewarded. 

By 2027, these differences are stark. Victoria would get a two-thirds boost in its Commonwealth
funding (on top of enrolments and indexation), such that its students get 28% of their SRS
target from Canberra. WA students are left languishing at a paltry 13%. These huge differences
are not driven by student need, but by discrepancies in state funding.

Commonwealth government funding as a proportion of SRS, by state, government schools, if
Commonwealth picks up 65% of the needs-based funding gap in each state.Source: Grattan
school funding model, based on analysis of data from the Commonwealth Department of
Education and Training

Removing this inequity is a central element of Gonski 2.0: once fully implemented, all
government schools will get 20% of their target from the Commonwealth, and all
non-government schools 80%.
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Labor’s model adds about $8 billion to the Commonwealth’s tab over a decade, money that
should be stumped up by states.

Where to from here?

If Labor believes Australian schools need $22 billion more than the Coalition is offering, ambit
claims won’t cut it. It must explain how its additional funding will benefit students. And soon.

Grattan Institute began with contributions to its endowment of $15 million from each of the
Federal and Victorian Governments. In order to safeguard its independence, Grattan Institute’s
board controls this endowment. The funds are invested and Grattan uses the income to pursue
its activities. 

Authors: Peter Goss, School Education Program Director, Grattan Institute

Read more http://theconversation.com/even-for-those-who-believe-in-the-full-gonski-labors-22
-billion-figure-makes-no-sense-78669
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