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INTRODUCTION

The primary purpose of this submission from the Australian Association of Christian Schools (AACS) is to represent the interests of its member schools to the Inquiry into the Definition of Charities and Related Organisations.  These member schools are currently defined as charities.  AACS believes that this definition should continue to apply to non-Government schools.  

A secondary purpose of the submission is to represent the interests of AACS as a national organisation supporting the educational endeavours of its member schools.  

A PROFILE OF THE AUSTRALIAN ASSOCIATION OF CHRISTIAN SCHOOLS

The Australian Association of Christian Schools (AACS) is a national organisation of systemic and non-systemic Protestant Christian schools with membership in all Australian States and Territories.  

Some member schools were established by a group of like-minded Christian parents, while others came into existence because of an initiative taken by one or more Protestant Christian churches.

Characteristically, Christian schools serve middle and working class Australian communities.  These socio-economic characteristics were confirmed during the recent Socio-economic Status (SES) survey conducted by the Commonwealth Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA).  Effectively, they are the Protestant equivalent of Catholic parish and regional schools.  

There are 239 Christian schools belonging to the Association.  Some of these schools have the same school authority with separate primary and secondary campuses.  These schools range in size from well over 1,000 to less than 50 students.  The Christian school sector has been growing in excess of 6% per annum over the last ten years.

The following statistical information has been provided by DETYA based on the 2000 Census of AACS member schools:

SCHOOLS

Region Types
Australia-wide

Urban
108

Rural
102

Remote
11

TOTAL AACS
221

STUDENTS

Student Types
Australia-wide

Male
30,215

Female
29,142

TOTAL AACS
59,362

ESL Students
2,091

Indigenous Students
940

Students with Disabilities
1,011

STAFF

Staff Types
Australia-wide

Teachers - Male
1,541

Teachers - Female
2,314

Total Teachers AACS
3,855

Admin-Support Staff
1,315

TOTAL Staff AACS
5,160

Member Christian schools of AACS derive their income per annum essentially from three sources:  Commonwealth Government, State/Territory Governments, parents/school community.  In general terms, the table below sets out the percentage income derived from each of these sources by member schools.  

INCOME

Income Source
$ per student p a
% per student p a

Commonwealth Government
$2,400
40%

State/Territory Government
$1,200
20%

Parents/School Community
$2,400
40%

TOTAL Income
$6,000
100%

The Commonwealth Government income and the State/Territory income is in the form of General Recurrent Grants paid on a student per capita rate per annum.  The Commonwealth Government has just passed legislation, States Grants (Primary and Secondary Education Assistance) Bill/Act 2000, that will result in General Recurrent Grants being paid to non-Government schools based on the socio-economic profile of the students’ families.   

There are a variety of methodologies used by State/Territory Governments to determine General Recurrent Grant levels to non-Government schools.  The above table, however, reflects the average and general status of member schools regarding funding from Government sources.  

Christian schools mainly derive their private income (parents/school community) from school fees paid by parents.  As can be seen from the above table, these fees are, on average, below $2,500 per annum.

Expenditure on capital infrastructure is also provided by the same constituencies.  The Commonwealth Government has a well established Capital Grants programme for which non-Government schools make application to a Block Grant Authority.  In 2000, the Commonwealth Government made some $28.4 million available to independent non-Government schools for capital works.  State/Territory Governments often have interest subsidy schemes or grants to support capital developments in non-Government schools.  However, the bulk of the money needed to provide infrastructure support in Christian schools is sourced through borrowings whose repayments are met through parent/school community contributions/donations.  

The Commonwealth Government also has a range of Targeted Programmes designed to assist independent non-Government schools with the needs of students either socially and/or educationally disadvantaged.  For example, students with disabilities are funded under these programmes.  In 2000, the Commonwealth Government made some $30.9 million available to support students in independent non-Government schools through Targeted Programmes.  Some State/Territory Government authorities also provide limited assistance to students in these categories in non-Government schools.  

In 2000, the Commonwealth Government via DETYA measured the socio-economic status (SES) of all independent non-Government schools in Australia.   The SES score of a school takes account of the residential addresses of all students and measures via Census data the index of income, education and occupation of the families represented at the school.  SES scores ranged from below (low) 85 to above (high) 130.  The mean was around 100.  The scores of AACS member schools by State and Territory are set out below.  

AACS MEMBER SCHOOLS – SES 2000 DATA ANALYSIS

SES Scores
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x = FUNDING MAINTAINED SCHOOL eg. SES score 100 = 4 Funding Maintained Schools - 2 in NSW; 1 in VIC and 1 in WA

The above data shows that AACS member schools serve dominantly middle and working class families across Australia.  For example, of the 26 member schools in WA, one recorded a high score of 107 SES, one recorded a low score of 82 SES, while four schools recorded scores of 99 SES and 92 SES respectively.  

EXISTING DEFINITIONS

Non-Government Christian schools are currently defined as charities.  As such, they are eligible for exemption from income tax and rebates for fringe benefits tax as well as concessions for GST purposes.  Under Commonwealth Corporations Law, these member schools defined as charities can incorporate under certain provisions and claim exemptions for fund-raising purposes.  

Both the purpose of non-Government Christian schools and the nature of the majority of activities in those schools is to educate young Australians at both primary and secondary school level.  This purpose is dominant.  Activities engaged in by the school, including fund-raising, are designed to enhance the dominant purpose.  

AACS, as an organisation, operates as an extension of its member schools to assist them through collective and co-operative activities to advance their educational purposes.  While organisationally distinct, the activities of AACS and other like organisations are as intrinsically a part of the educational process for achieving educational outcomes as the role of the classroom teacher.   Activities such as representing the interests of members and their position to government and other national bodies, when conducted on behalf of charitable organisations (schools), these activities are themselves charitable in nature and an extension of the dominant activities and purpose of their member schools.   Indeed, if these sort of collective activities were not undertaken by organisations such as AACS, individual charities (schools), would be expending far more resources, far less effectively by individually undertaking the same activities.

Similarly, all member Christian schools are non-profit bodies pursuing their dominant purpose, which is charitable in a technical legal sense, namely, the advancement of education. This definition, as a charity, does not constrain our school membership in terms of their activities designed to meet their dominant purpose.  

Education at a primary and secondary school level is essentially a teaching/ learning process involving nearly 60,000 students and over 5,000 staff (3,855 teachers).  The 221 member schools recorded by DETYA are more than 50% serving communities in rural and remote Australia.  Their role as schools is not likely to change significantly in the foreseeable future.  The growth and development of information technology will only enhance the teaching/learning process and better equip students in rural and remote communities across Australia.  These changes will result in additional resource demands for schools and more relevant pre-service and in-service teacher education.  

Given the above and the social and economic characteristics of the AACS member schools, the current definition of “charity” as it applies to those schools is relevant.  Among the four purposes of charities, AACS member schools can be seen to exercise each of these purposes because of their socio-economic context and relevance.  However, the dominant purpose is the advancement of education.   The nomenclature (definition), charity, carries with it significant taxation relief benefits that makes non-Government schools, such as those in AACS membership, economically viable.  It is important that the linkage between the definition and its legal and administrative implications is not ignored.  Any loss in tax relief would need to be offset by additional forms of income from either or both, government and private sources.

AACS would argue that the term, charity, continues to have relevance in the context of school level education and particularly, given the characteristics of its member schools.  AACS would also see benefits in maintaining the current definition of charity based on common law.  It is then possible administratively to describe through the four purposes those bodies/organisations (schools) that fall into the common law definition of charity.  AACS would also argue that because, in its member schools, there is substantial congruence between the dominant purpose of the organisation and the nature of the activities undertaken by that organisation, there should be acceptance of its common law definition as a charity.  

AACS, as a national organisation representing its member schools in the pursuit of their advancement of education, should also be defined under common law as a charity.
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