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1. INTRODUCTION

Independent Schools Australia (ISA) is the national peak body for Independent schooling in Australia.
ISA represents the sector on national issues and engages with the Australian Government, national
agencies, media, key stakeholders and the wider Australian community.

Working with the eight state and territory Associations of Independent Schools (AlSs), ISA represents
744,993 students, 1230 schools and a workforce of nearly 129,000 people.

Independent schools are long-established partners in Australia’s education system, alongside
government and Catholic schools. They make a valuable contribution to society and the learning and
wellbeing of Australian children.

Independent schools are a diverse group and serve a wide range of communities. The median fee for
an Independent school in 2023 was $5,836, and most Independent schools charge fees below $6,000
per year.

Most families with children enrolled in Independent schools are middle-to-low-income earners,
increasingly from multi-cultural backgrounds, and residing in outer-suburban and inner-suburban
communities. Many of these families are currently facing significant economic stress and are making
substantial sacrifices to provide what they believe to be the best education for their children’s future
and an education that aligns with their values.

The economic value of parent and family choice and their contributions to the cost of education
nationally in Independent schools is $10.6 billion annually. Of this total contribution, the economic
value of parent and community contributions to school capital costs is more than $1.2 billion annually.

Independent schools offer a range of educational experiences and services that are not readily
available from other school providers and play a vital role in educating disadvantaged student cohorts:

— Approximately 175,000 students with a disability attend an Independent school.

— One hundred and fifty-one Independent Special and Special Assistance Schools play a crucial
role in educating close to 23,000 students that are unable to access mainstream schools due
to complex barriers and facilitating their pathways to employment or further education
outcomes.

— Nearly 21,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are enrolled across 1,011
Independent schools. Of these schools, 52 have Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander student
enrolments of more than fifty per cent, and many are leading the way in developing and
delivering highly innovative educational programs aimed at improving educational outcomes.

— More than 146,000 students attend 415 Independent schools across regional, rural and
remote Australia.

— Independent schools are the largest provider of boarding places with more than 15,000
students. For many students in remote communities, an Independent school is the only
available option.

As the cost of living continues to rise, families face increasing financial pressures. It is essential to
safeguard parents’ ability to choose the educational path that best suits their children. Independent
schools provide families with the freedom to select a learning environment that not only aligns with
their academic needs, but also with their values, religious beliefs and cultural identities.

Independent schools are committed to playing their part in improving educational opportunities for
young Australians and contributing to a robust and successful national schooling system.

ISA welcomes the opportunity to put forward our priorities for the 2026-27 Federal Budget.
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2. RECOMMENDATIONS

Independent schools are an essential part of Australia’s diverse educational landscape. The families
who enrol their children in Independent schools seek stability, security and educational options that
align with their values. For many parents, the choice of school is one of the most important decisions
they make for their children. Independent schools provide families the opportunity to choose a learning
environment that meets their specific needs and aspirations.

To ensure their needs and aspirations are met, ISA makes the following recommendations:

— Maintaining and extending existing federal funding schemes, for example the Choice and
Affordability Fund, for all students to keep school fees affordable for families and preserve their
ability to choose, as cost of living pressures continue to impact

— Ensuring genuine open and comprehensive consultation for the 2027 Schooling Resource
Standard (SRS) review

— Introducing a Disadvantaged Student Safety Net to support highly vulnerable students and
ensure they receive a guaranteed minimum level of support through the current funding model

— Providing secure and stable funding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding students
and boarding facilities that addresses their unique additional needs

— Ensuring that Independent schools have the resources they need to accommodate growth in
student numbers sustainably by increasing the Capital Grants Program funding pool

— Undertaking further data collection and analysis to accurately determine the costs of regional and
remote education, consider an increase in regional loadings within the funding model, and
providing additional capital funding to support regional and remote schools, and

— Providing funding for a national, sector-blind Al pilot to support whole-school approaches to
embedding Al in teaching and learning.

3. ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION OF INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS

Independent schools make a substantial contribution to Australia’s economy, generating
approximately $45.69 billion in GDP and supporting 264,360 full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs through
both direct and flow-on activities. This represents 1.8% of total national GDP and 2.1% of national
employment.

In addition to these economic impacts, Independent schools play a crucial role in delivering significant
savings to governments. In 2023 alone, they saved the Federal and State Governments an estimated

$12.51 billion, made up of $9.91 billion in recurrent education costs and $2.60 billion in infrastructure
costs, delivering significant and ongoing taxpayer benefits.

Because all Independent school students are entitled to a place in a government school, their
enrolment generates significant cost efficiencies. It costs governments roughly $26,600 per student to
educate a child in the government system, compared with only $13,500 for a student in an
Independent school. This difference translates to an annual saving of $13,100 per student.
Furthermore, the sector saved governments an estimated $2.60 billion in capital costs, primarily
through the contribution of Independent school communities and parents, that would otherwise be
required for government school facilities.

Independent schools deliver strong educational outcomes supported by high-quality teaching and
personalised learning environments. These enhanced outcomes contribute to broader economic gains,
with improved student performance linked to an estimated $1.55 billion in GDP growth in 2023-24,
based on the latest PISA test results.
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4. ENHANCING FUNDING CERTAINTY

Independent schools’ ability to budget and plan for the future is based on the ability to make sound
assumptions regarding future school funding. Independent schools rely on timely and predictable
funding information to ensure certainty and continuity of learning for families.

4.1 Safeguarding school choice and affordability

Independent schools play a vital role in Australia’s education system by offering diverse and tailored
learning environments. In times of economic uncertainty, families need the assurance that their
educational choices will be supported by stable government funding. Protecting family choice means
protecting the ability of all Australian families — regardless of income or location — to choose the school
that best meets their children’s needs.

As cost-of-living pressures continue, many families are making considerable sacrifices so that their
children can continue to attend their chosen school.

Families who opt for Independent schools are investing in their children’s future. In return, as tax
payers they expect the Australian Government to ensure that the funding gap between sectors does
not grow, and families are not forced to choose between essential household expenditure and their
children’s education.

One of the main funding programs through which the Australian Government supports Independent
schools is the Choice and Affordability Fund (CAF). The Australian Government established the CAF
to assist the non-government school sectors in supporting schools to achieve government priorities,
and it has been vital for low-fee, regional, remote and Special-Assistance Independent schools.

Without the CAF, many Independent schools would struggle to maintain accessibility and equity,
especially for families facing cost-of-living pressures. Additionally, some Independent schools in
disaster-affected regions may lack the financial resources to recover from natural disasters, making the
recovery process even more challenging. CAF is critically important to Independent schools.

4.2  Supporting equity and student wellbeing

The Choice and Affordability Fund (CAF) has been instrumental in enabling Independent schools to
deliver programs that address equity and strengthen culturally responsive practice in schools. One
example is the Waratah Project in NSW and the ACT.

The Waratah Project Framework, developed by Independent Schools NSW through action research, is
a model for embedding First Nations culturally responsive curriculum and student welfare policies.
Implemented in more than 45 day and boarding schools across NSW and the ACT, the Waratah
Outcomes Framework provides a holistic approach to creating culturally inclusive environments for
First Nations students.

The program prioritises improved academic and wellbeing outcomes, fosters culturally informed
relationships, engages and promotes culturally competent leadership of staff, and integrates
Indigenous culture and perspectives across the curriculum. Continued CAF funding is essential not
only to sustain the program but also to expand its reach to more schools. A long-term funding
commitment is essential to maintaining high-quality, culturally responsive programs that enhance
equity and student wellbeing across the Independent sector.

ISA seeks further discussions with the Australian Government on the extension of CAF beyond 2029
to safeguard school choice and affordability for families and to ensure key equity initiatives such as
the Waratah Project can continue delivering improved outcomes for First Nations students.

The Australian Government must commit to stable, long-term federal funding by extending the Choice
and Affordability Fund beyond 2029 to keep school fees affordable for families, protect school choice,
and sustain initiatives that drive excellence, equity and student wellbeing.
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4.3 Effective Engagement with the Independent sector in a review of the SRS Funding model

The Better and Fairer School Agreement (BFSA) requires that a review of the Schooling Resource
Standard (SRS) commence no later than mid-2027.

Independent schools rely on government funding to maintain affordable and accessible education for
Australian families. Any changes to the current funding model will have significant implications for
these schools and the students, teachers, parents, and communities they support.

Given this, it is vital that the Australian Government engages meaningfully with the Independent
sector through comprehensive and genuine consultation. ISA urges the Australian Government
approach the review process openly, without predetermined positions or outcomes.

For the Schooling Resource Standard (SRS) review, the Australian Government must approach its
engagement with the Independent sector with genuine openness and through comprehensive
consultation.

5. SUPPORTING VULNERABLE STUDENTS

Independent schools play a significant role in educating disadvantaged students, including students
with disability, students from low SES backgrounds, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students,
and students who are disengaged from education.

5.1 Disadvantaged Student Safety Net

ISA is calling for the introduction of a Disadvantaged Student Safety Net to enable the ongoing
support of disadvantaged, vulnerable and at-risk students. The safety net proposal would guarantee
that schools supporting these students receive the necessary resources to meet their unique needs, by
providing a minimum level of guaranteed funding to ensure that critical services remain accessible.

Between 2018 and 2022 there was a mechanism, known as ‘deeming’, that ensured schools serving
highly educationally disadvantaged and vulnerable students received guaranteed minimum amounts
for the Socio-Educational Disadvantage and English Language Proficiency loadings. Deeming applied
to Special Assistance Schools, Special Schools and Majority Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Schools.

The cessation of deeming through a phased reduction over four years commenced in 2023. This is
causing financial distress for some Independent schools and putting essential programs at risk. The
students in these schools are, by definition, highly educationally disadvantaged — they are students
with disability, from low socio-economic backgrounds, from remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities and/or are disengaged from education. Some students also experience a range
of other challenges including trauma, domestic violence, and addiction.

These schools are focussing on the highly disadvantaged and disengaged equity cohorts that were
highlighted in the recent Expert Panel report, Improving Outcomes for All: The Report of the
Independent Expert Panel’s Review to Inform a Better and Fairer Education System, including students
living in out of home care. The report noted that “Governments should consider including students
living in out-of-home care as a priority equity cohort in the next Agreement.”!

The values for a safety net would be set in a way similar to the previously deemed levels

In 2024 approximately 190 schools (or 26,000 students, which is 3.5% of students in the Independent
sector) were CTC-exempt schools and eligible for deeming. The proposed safety net is a small cost to
the Australian Government but represents great assistance to this disadvantaged cohort.

The Australian Government should introduce a Disadvantaged Student Safety Net to support highly
vulnerable students and ensure they receive a guaranteed minimum level of support through the
current funding model.

I Improving Outcomes for All: The Report of the Independent Expert Panel’s Review to Inform a Better and Fairer
Education System, p 104
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5.2  Recurrent funding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding schools and students

Independent schools are the largest provider of boarding in Australia. They serve a diversity of rural
and metropolitan students including those from regional and remote areas and highly disadvantaged
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, many of whom have limited educational choice in their
local communities.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students from regional and remote communities are the most
educationally disadvantaged students in Australia. For many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students living in remote communities, there is limited or no access to school education, particularly at
the secondary level. An Independent boarding school is often the only option for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander students from remote and regional communities who must board away from home to
access education.

In 2024, approximately 2,300 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding students attended
Independent boarding schools. Most of these schools have a high concentration of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander boarding students. Often these schools serve students and families with limited
or no capacity to contribute to the costs of their children’'s educational and boarding needs.
Government funding, including ABSTUDY payments, plays a central role in funding these services.

Without sufficient funding, these Independent boarding schools would not be able to provide the
needed services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding students, which will impact the
learning and wellbeing for these students.

The additional costs of educating students from rural and remote communities in boarding schools,
away from their families and communities are significant. These additional costs include not only living
and educational support, but also health, pastoral and cultural support and costs associated with
maintaining links to home communities. For boarding schools where Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander students from remote communities make up all or most of the student body, these additional
costs can threaten the financial viability of boarding provision.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding schools often face a funding shortfall of up to $12,0002
per student each year. This funding gap creates significant strain on their ability to provide
comprehensive educational and support services, which include accommodation, allied health and
cultural care.

While we commend the Federal Government’s two-year extension of the Indigenous Boarding
Provider Grants program in late 2024, it is critical to recognise that this temporary measure is not
enough to secure the long-term future of these essential institutions.

The Australian Government should provide secure and recurrent funding for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander boarding students and boarding schools which meets the unique additional needs of
the students.

6. BUILDING CHOICE

As the demand for Independent schools continues to grow, so too will the need for expanded student
capacity via the expansion of existing schools and the establishment of new schools. This is
particularly true for fast-developing areas. We need to ensure there is adequate infrastructure to meet
this demand without placing additional financial burdens on families.

6.1 Increase the Capital Grants Program

As the demand for Independent schools continues to grow, particularly in rapidly expanding suburban
and regional areas, it is vital that these schools have the infrastructure necessary to support their
communities.

2 Based on ISA research report Supporting Their Futures: A Sustainable Model for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Boarding, available on ISA’s website.
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Independent schools are the fastest-growing sector in Australia’s education system. With enrolments
increasing by 3.9% between 2023 and 2024, this trend is expected to continue. An additional
114,000 students are projected to enrol in Independent schools by 2034, necessitating the
construction of 260 new schools or campuses®.

Table 1: Predicted enrolment growth in Independent schools, 2024 to 2034

024 aosa | Charme | Eadlent b
Primary 313,163 372,288 59,125 135
Secondary 431,830 486.782 54,952 125
Total 744,993 859,070 114,077 260

Source: ISA calculations, utilising Australian Government Department of Education Non-Government Schools Census, ABS
Schools, ABS Population Projections
*Based on average Independent school campus size, Non-Government Schools Census

Parents choose Independent schools to provide their children with an education that reflects their
beliefs and values, and where they believe their child will thrive. Much of this growth is in low-fee
schools serving low to middle-income families. For the Independent school sector to continue to meet
this growing parent demand, additional capital funding is needed.

While Independent schools are often portrayed as benefiting from extensive government capital
grants, the reality is that the vast majority of funding for capital works comes from the school
communities themselves. In fact, 86% of capital funding is sourced from parents, donors and
fundraising efforts.

Government funding contributes only around 14%, and this support is primarily directed to schools
with the greatest need, such as schools where school communities have the least capacity to support
capital development. Most long-established Independent schools receive no capital grants from
governments.

The growth in enrolments in Independent schools has placed heavy demands on capital development
including not just the building of new schools and the expansion of existing facilities, but also
refurbishing and updating infrastructure, the provision of staff accommodation in boarding schools, the
replacement of out-of-date materials, and upgrades to equipment to meet changing curricula and
expanded courses. Given the limited funds available, projects undertaken under the Capital Grants
Program tend to be small-scale capital works such building refurbishments.

While the funds available under the Capital Grants Program are indexed annually, the quantum of
Capital Grants Program funds has not changed in any material way for many years and is not sufficient
to meet the needs of a growing and changing Independent school sector.

By increasing the Capital Grants Program funding pool, the Australian Government should ensure that
Independent schools have the resources they need to grow sustainably and keep fees affordable to
current and future families.

6.2 Strengthening the regional loading within the funding model

Many families living in regional and remote Australia have limited school options, often with only one
viable choice for their children’s education — Independent schooling. However Independent schools in
regional and remote areas face unique challenges, from higher operational costs to difficulties in
attracting staff, and the need for specialised infrastructure.

There are 415 Independent schools in regional and remote areas, enrolling over 146,000 students and
employing over 20,000 teachers and non-teaching staff. Nearly half of the Independent schools
located in regional and remote areas are small schools, with fewer than 200 students.

3 Based on average campus size in 2024.
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All schools in regional and remote areas face significant challenges in the delivery of education, due to
geography and associated disadvantage. Challenges include rising costs for staffing, transport, and
ICT, as well as limited subject choices and curriculum delivery constraints. School visits to cultural
institutions are costly and difficult, unlike in metropolitan areas. Attracting and retaining teachers is
also a major issue for regional and remote schools.

In order for students from regional and remote areas to achieve the same outcomes as students in
metropolitan areas, ISA believes it is imperative that the loadings intended to address disadvantage in
the current funding model accurately reflect the additional costs of educating children in regional and
remote areas and are sufficient to meet the needs of regional and remote schools in all sectors.

There is an urgent need for more comprehensive data to quantify the true funding gap for regional and
remote schools. The National School Resourcing Board (NSRB) was unable to complete this work due
to insufficient data. To ensure fair funding, policymakers need a clear understanding of the additional
costs associated with delivering education in these areas. Accurate data will be crucial in ensuring
funding models truly reflect the costs faced by schools in remote and regional Australia.

Schools in remote regions also often require specialised infrastructure due to environmental and
logistical challenges. Increased funding is necessary to build and maintain modern classrooms,
technology and boarding facilities that offer students safe, well-equipped learning environments.
These investments are vital for providing equitable educational opportunities, ensuring students
receive a high-quality education regardless of where they live.

The Australian Government should undertake further data collection and analysis to accurately
determine the costs of regional and remote education, consider an increase in regional loading within
the funding model, and provide additional capital funding to support regional and remote schools.

7. INVESTING IN DIGITAL INNOVATION

Independent Schools Australia, through its paper “Whole School Approaches to Al in Teaching and
Learning”, calls on the Australian Government to establish a national, sector-blind Al pilot to ensure Al
benefits are shared across all schools, not confined to isolated pockets of innovation. Although some
schools in metropolitan, regional, remote and disadvantaged communities are already using Al to
support learning, inclusion and student wellbeing, these efforts remain fragmented and risk widening
gaps without coordinated national action.

A sector-blind pilot would create the conditions to test safe, education-ready Al tools, develop
whole-school implementation models, and identify risks and guardrails early, ensuring Al strengthens
learning while protecting students. It would also build a strong evidence base to guide future policy,
curriculum and funding decisions, while supporting regional, remote and under-resourced schools to
participate fully in Al innovation, so that every student, regardless of postcode or learning context, can
benefit.

To ensure equity, the Australian Government should fund a national, sector-blind Al pilot to support
whole-school approaches to embedding Al in teaching and learning, with a strong focus on regional,
remote and under-resourced schools.

8. CONCLUSION

Independent schools make a significant contribution to Australia’s education system, offering diverse
learning environments that meet the needs of families across metropolitan, regional and remote
communities. To ensure Independent schools can continue to provide high-quality, inclusive and
affordable education, long-term funding stability and policy certainty are essential.

This submission sets out a set of practical, evidence-based measures that will strengthen equity,
empower families, and support sustainable sector growth. Extending the Choice and Affordability
Fund (CAF) is central to protecting school fee stability and family choices, supporting low-fee and
regional schools, and sustaining culturally responsive initiatives such as the Waratah Project.

With a review of the Schooling Resource Standard (SRS) funding model approaching, the challenges
facing Independent schools must be heard. The Australian Government must approach this review
with genuine openness through comprehensive and meaningful consultation.
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Targeted investment is required to support our most vulnerable students. Establishing a
Disadvantaged Student Safety Net will ensure that schools serving highly disadvantaged cohorts can
continue to provide essential programs. Similarly, dedicated recurrent funding for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander boarding provision is vital to maintaining access to education for students from
remote communities and ensuring continuity of culturally informed care, wellbeing and support.

As the fastest growing sector in Australian schooling, Independent schools require a sustainable
infrastructure pipeline. Increasing the Capital Grants Program funding pool and revisiting the regional
loading within the funding model to reflect real operating costs of regional and remote school
education will help schools meet demand, maintain affordability, and ensure equitable access to high-
quality learning environments.

Finally, a coordinated, national pilot to embedding Al in whole school approaches to teaching and
learning will ensure that all students, regardless of postcode can benefit from safe, Al technologies
that support and enhance teaching and learning outcomes.

Together, these measures will strengthen educational choice for families, support vulnerable students,
and enable Independent schools to continue contributing to a high-performing, diverse and equitable
national schooling system.
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