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TEACHERS at one of Melbourne’s most disadvantaged schools have been trialling new computer
software to ensure their students from more than 50 different ethnic backgrounds reach their potential
and stay in class.

Staff at St Albans Secondary College are using a Student Mapping Tool, which compiles a
comprehensive picture of a student’s performance and family circumstances.

Data on a child’s attendance and test results are grouped with sensitive information such as whether
they are refugees, their parents are unemployed or if dad is in prison. It also shows key information
about a child, such as ethnicity, medical conditions and child protection issues, which is mostly
obtained from the Education Department’s central database.

Education Minister Bronwyn Pike recently announced the software would be introduced in all
government schools as part of $11 million being spent to help disengaged teenagers.

While many educators welcome the software, they worry there will be no increase in resources to act
on the information it provides.

The director of policy at the Business Council of Australia, Patrick Coleman, says St Albans is a role
model because, despite having students with high needs, 95 per cent go on to further training, with 58
per cent at university. Only about 1 per cent don’t complete year 12.

“This school has shown how useful the mapping tool is in identifying students at risk, but there also
needs to be more funding for programs that help such students,” he says.

Professor John Smyth, a researcher at Ballarat University and co-author of a new book, Hanging in with
Kids in Tough Times, says investing in a mapping tool is useful, but says he shares concerns recently
expressed by the Australian Education Union, the Victorian Association of State Secondary Principals
and welfare agencies that the rest of the $11 million will go on bureaucracy.

“The money is likely to be wasted when there are so many young people needing help now. There is no
doubt that if we don’t fund these programs, those young people will end up lying around, in prison or
dead,” says Professor Smyth.

The $11 million will fund a secretariat in the department to look at options to help troubled teenagers
and to form committees in seven regional areas, which will then trial new approaches.

Principals Association president Brian Burgess says this may prove worthwhile, but appears to be at the
expense of funding existing programs that work. Mr Burgess supports the new software, but says each
school’s equity funding must rise so that teachers can act on the information.

He would like schools to be able to run successful programs for at-risk youth, which have been
independently assessed, such as Operation Newstart (an intensive program run by schools in
partnership with Victoria Police and welfare agencies), Hands On Learning (a preventive in-school
practical building and support program to stop at-risk teenagers leaving early) and alternative
education programs, such as the Pavilion school in Preston East, which caters to high school dropouts.

St Albans principal Kerrie Dowsley says extra funding would be helpful but urges schools to avoid being
“defeatist” and to give the software a go. She has found that it makes better use of existing resources.

St Albans staff have customised the software to include information they wish to monitor. Issues, such
as when a child’s attendance has dropped below 90 per cent or a cluster of risk factors for any one
child, are flagged in different colours.

That child may be referred to the student well-being co-ordinator, a literacy program, an educational
psychologist or to mental health agencies. High-achieving students are also identified and helped.

Only senior staff and welfare and careers teachers can access the sensitive data, but all teachers use
laptops to mark attendance and to view test results.

Each student is interviewed by a teacher at the start of the year, with relevant information, such as the
fact that they might not have books, acted upon.

This year staff have held case management meetings twice a term where they, along with the student
welfare co-ordinator and careers adviser, review the data, ensuring that flagged items are followed up.
Teachers also share anecdotes about students.

“It is not dead data. We constantly sweep through looking for indicators to make sure they complete
their year,” says Ms Dowsley.

If a child is at risk of suspension, a meeting is called with the senior staff, the student welfare co-
ordinator, the parents and the students to discuss the issue. Such an approach is now used by a
number of state and independent schools.

“There is a record and everyone signs it so they are all responsible for putting strategies in place and
reaching an outcome,” Ms Dowsley says.

She says the school has moved from being reactive to proactive. “We don’t miss any kids and there are
no surprises. We know who is at risk and can provide appropriate interventions.”

Ms Dowsley says information now precedes a student, rather than lagging behind, which is particularly
useful when students change subjects or schools.

Student Benjamin Sortino recognises this might be helpful. “I think it is a good idea that careers
teachers and others know about a student’s family circumstances,” he says.

He and fellow year 12 student Trang Dang say careers advice is a strength of the school, and they can
see how the mapping tool would help.

Trang says she values the fact that she is expected to see the careers teachers when she gets her VCE
results. Jon Kortuem, the careers and pathways co-ordinator, has embraced the new software. He goes
to great lengths to ensure students move on to further study or work.

“If they don’t come in when they get their VCE results, we ring them up and encourage them to do so,”
he says. “We also contact them over the holidays and make sure they go to their enrolment days or
turn up to jobs. It’s important to follow them up after they have gone.”
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