
SOPHIA MUNDI

An inner-city Steiner School

To the Parliament of Australia: The Senate 

Submission from the Sophia Mundi Rudolf Steiner School to

The Committee of Inquiry  into the States Grants Primary and Secondary Assistance Bill

The healthy social life is found

When in the mirror of each human soul

The whole community finds its reflection

And when in the community

The virtue of each one is living.

Rudolf Steiner

Introduction 

Sophia Mundi is a Rudolf Steiner School in Abbotsford, Melbourne. Steiner schools are based on the “whole of life” educational and human development principles indicated by Rudolf Steiner’s educational philosophy. The Steiner curriculum prepares the child to meet the usual requirements of primary and secondary education, but in addition, is committed to develop the potential of its students for life long problem solving and personal, vocational and social adjustment. Whilst the great majority of Steiner schools are located in rural areas, the Sophia Mundi Steiner school seeks to implement Steiner’s vision and approaches in an inner-city location. Sophia Mundi is a non-elite independent school. Like other Steiner schools, Sophia Mundi contributes to the diversity of the Australian educational system. Such diversity offers opportunities for families whose needs are not met elsewhere in the educational system. 

Achieving Steiner’s ideals  is not easy. Sophia Mundi consists of some 250 children from K to year 10, with a full K-12 span planned for 2002. The school rents its facilities. The area in which the school is located  is  undergoing a rapid escalation in land values with corresponding pressure on rents. Despite this and associated pressures of financial survival, the Sophia Mundi community is committed to a policy of social and educational inclusiveness. This means we maximise the amount of funding we currently receive from the government to maintain a bursary system to assist families in need. Whilst a few of our families are affluent, most could not be so described. Many are small business people, with a sprinkling of professional people either in private practice or salaried. Many of the intact families are one income families and the fees are a major commitment for most of our families. Some 20% of our children come from single parent families, the majority headed by women, many  of whom rely fully or in part on social security assistance.

SOPHIA MUNDI Ltd (incorporated in Victoria)

95 Nicholson Street Abbotsford 3067 Victoria Australia Tel: (03) 9416 3011 Fax: (03) 9419 7977            A.C.N. 006 422 016

Throughout the year the governance group of Sophia Mundi have been in ongoing dialogue regarding the proposed legislation, with the school community: parents, teachers and committed supporters. Members of the school community have been active in writing to senators and their local Federal parliamentary members to share their opinions and experiences so that our representatives are well informed of some the issues at the ‘grass roots’ level. Our submission is grounded, that is, it is informed by the views of parents; we draw on material that they have presented to us in putting our case before you. Senators may find it helpful to ‘hear’ some representative community voices:

When choosing a school for my son I sought a school that would best nurture him and his love of learning. I found, to my delight, the caring surroundings of Sophia Mundi Steiner School. I found that my son’s specific emotional and physical needs would best be met by the close and supportive community of Sophia Mundi. As a single parent living on Parenting and Family payment and myself a full time university student, the school fees were a major obstacle. 

Fortunately I received full bursary assistance from the school’s use of government funding. The proposed funding changes for independent schools, based upon the incomes of parents, (using census information) would be a more equitable system to families across the whole community. A funding system such as the SES that takes into account the financial needs of the students’ families would improve the availability of a wider variety of quality educational choices for all families (Katie Roberts parent).*

and another family: 

We are the parents of three young boys who have decided to educate our children according to the philosophy of Rudolf Steiner. Sophia Mundi is 10 kilometres away from where we live up one of Melbourne’s busiest roads. I drive a Mitsubishi Express 1983 model and share drive four other children and including my own three this makes seven. 

This has been a wonderful experience and these children, some of whom have come with me now for seven years, have opened up another world for me. All the children in the car have their own stories. One child is one of five children within a single parent family. Another family has struggled at different times to keep up with the fees. Most times we too, are late paying fees even though we are committed to paying fees as a priority.

We believe we should be supported in our choice of education for our children and not be penalized because of this choice. Mothering and fathering has been a difficult but beautiful experience for us. Providing their roof, food, clothing and education has taken our all (Meg and Tony Jarvis parents). 

Another parent has made this contribution:

My son Ben is in class six at Sophia Mundi. Ben has some particular learning difficulties that mean we have tried a private and public school before coming, by then somewhat desperate, to Sophia Mundi. At first, it was difficult for Ben to settle in here as well, but we now know it’s by far the best school for him. My other son Daniel is in class eight and really thrives with the way things are done in the High School curriculum... As for Ben , he is accepted and encouraged, challenged to extend himself but where appropriate exempted from some requirements where insistence would damage his self esteem. He gets a lot of good vibes from the school and for the first time is happy about learning (Philip Stray parent).
At Sophia Mundi a commitment to community is fostered. A developed and active school community including the teachers, is not only essential to the school’s survival, at a practical level, but is a vital component of the Steiner approach where parents and family members are involved in a journey of learning, formal and informal, throughout their child’s (children’s) educational experience. Parents describe some aspects their experience of community: 

The school is a supportive generous community where sharing is always visible. We attend working bees and participate in fundraising. Teachers at times use their own money to provide what the children may need (Meg and Tony Jarvis parents).

and by another:

The community atmosphere is outstanding! We help out on school camps and with fundraising and maintenance. We all do our bit to try and keep fees down so we can meet the needs of as many children as possible. (Philip Stray parent).

Specific concerns

1. ERI FUNDING SYSTEM IS INADEQUATE AND UNFAIR 

Sophia Mundi has been distinctly disadvantaged by the Education Resource Index (ERI) funding system. Not only was the school inappropriately categorized many years ago, but since then, despite numerous attempts to have the school reclassified, the rigidity of the ERI system has been impenetrable with the categorization remaining unfair and effectively discriminatory. One parent has reflected on the early days of Sophia Mundi when the school found itself ‘homeless’ and parents took out personal loans to purchase a property. It was while the school was occupying this property that it was categorized:

An extraordinary effort was made to raise the deposit to purchase part of the ex Seventh Day Adventist school in Hawthorn. Some families borrowed money from their credit unions or bank to lend the school even though they knew that Hawthorn was not to be a permanent home. These families held a strong commitment to the education of their choice and were prepared to work hard to make it work. They also wanted to see Steiner education a choice for other inner city children. The need to find a permanent home thus creating stability for growth, was upper most in the minds of those parents (Judy Weatherhead ex school parent and committed supporter).

Sophia Mundi was classified at this time in the mid 1980s at level 3 under the ERI system and has remained at this level for fifteen years. Another parent involved at that time who still has children at the school comments:

Lyn and I were part of the group of founding parents at Sophia Mundi. The Steiner method offered an educational approach that was not then available within the state school system. Our aim was to make this approach available to children living in Melbourne’s inner suburbs regardless of the economic means of the parents. There was never the intention to establish an elite school. It was inexperience on our part and lack of responsible guidance from the funding authorities that placed us in our adverse funding category. Only after did we realize the implications of this. The poor level of government funding has placed huge stresses on the school over its history. Only the school community’s will to maintain the school for the education it offers has kept it going (Lyn Harrop and David Mayes parents).

and another founding parent:

The school has made two attempts to buy itself a building. On both occasions the buildings  had to be sold because repayments on them were beyond the capacity of the school or parents to support (Judy Abbott parent).

Judy asks:

How do parents support the education of their children if the government does not? They have to do it themselves.

Judy goes on to observe that the very commitment of the parents to fundraising and has penalized the school under the ERI system, where fundraising is considered as income:

Sophia Mundi has alway been a poor school. Now in its fifteenth year it remains a school without its own permanent  buildings and with very little in the way of equipment. Its physical presence remains in the numerous rented buildings its parents have repaired and repainted. In this it must be unique among schools in Australia: to have existed for such a time and yet own virtually nothing (Judy Abbott parent).

The proposed funding change for Sophia Mundi is a significant improvement on the current ERI based approach. It is our view that the change to a Socio Economic Status (SES) funding model is the first step to maintain the vitality and diversity of the Australian schooling system by supporting, more fairly, schools like ours.

2. A FAIRER FUNDING MODEL = INCREASED ACCESSIBILITY

There has been a constant battle for low income families who select a level 3 funded school to be able to afford the fees the school has to charge to survive. This has allowed a process of reverse residualization to occur at Sophia Mundi, where the more affluent families are able to stay  and the less affluent are forced to leave. Even with the provision of bursaries many families are unable to remain in the school. Even a half bursary can stretch a family on social security to their financial limits. Others see bursaries as charity which they feel reluctant to accept over a long period of time. It is for this reason that governments should support the choice of families from low income levels of appropriate schooling for their children.

The SES funding model is better than the present system because it uses ABS data as a way of compiling a profile of families who constitute a school community. We consider this to be a fairer, more objective measure of the capacity of a school community to contribute to the education of children than the ERI system which we know from first hand experience can grossly misrepresent a school community. While we are aware that the proposed model has limitations in that it provides a broad brush, rather than a precise profile of a school community, we consider it preferable to the present system. A fairer funding system for Sophia Mundi means an increased capacity to realize our commitment to diversity within the school community - it would permit us to make our school more accessible. 

... the school does all within its capacities to encourage and maintain the diversity of families who can access it. I am a sole parent and in short term financial difficulties have been afforded a bursary so that I have not had to withdraw my children from the school. The capacity of the school to offer bursaries is extremely limited and it does so as a priority in the context of other significant financial pressures (Clare Carberry parent).

3. PROMOTE DIVERSE EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY 

Parents often seek either the particular school or educational system that they believe will best meet the needs of their children. Some parents are unable to achieve this goal because of the financial burden that fees incur. Some go into debt and may eventually be forced to find a lower cost option in either the government or non-government sector. Others find their children’s needs fulfilled in the government sector. Still others choose to mix and match schools with the result that families may have children in both the government and independent school sectors. Some parents send their children to independent schools for their primary education and government schools for their secondary education and vice versa. Stereotyping families into those who choose independent ‘private’ schools  and those who do not is too simplistic and grossly misrepresents the situation of ordinary Australian families. The decision on where to send a child is complex and represents a balancing of factors, financial, educational, family matters and the special needs of the child.

The clientele of the Australian education system (which comprises government and independent schools) is the Australian population. So how best are limited resources, public and private, to be distributed? This is the great challenge for the future of education policy in Australia. We request that senators listen to the voices of the school community of Sophia Mundi in their deliberations on this matter.

Conclusion 

We would like to conclude in the way we began with a final comment from a parent:

We came to Melbourne due to employment reasons when Peter was in class 3. He went to a government school, a composite class 3-4. This composite approach and an over-crowded and poorly thought out curriculum did not suit him at all. Knowing by year’s end we were going to stay in Melbourne we switched to Sophia Mundi.

The difference is incredible. A caring community, not a single cynic on the staff and an emphasis on the children completing and taking pride in activities, a balance between individual development and sharing experiences mean Peter is particularly happy and fulfilled. Having the same class teacher until the end of class 8 suits Peter’s need for stability in key relationships.

My only concern is whether the school will be able to meet his emerging needs at secondary level due to resource issues. There are limits to what even the most dedicated teachers  and voluntary parental elbow grease can achieve. I admit that I am looking at a local state secondary school as an alternative if there’s no improvement to the ‘topsy turvy’ funding of non-government schools that so discriminates against schools like ours (John Carmichael parent).

The  anonomolous nature of the ERI funding system severely restricts Sophia Mundi’s present capacity to extend its bursary system to be more socially inclusive. Despite this perception the Sophia Mundi community is reluctant to be drawn into any  public-private sector debate. Many of our parents have children attending public schools and others of our community work in a paid and voluntary basis in the public sector. Our concern is with the rectification of anomalies in the current ERI funding through its replacement with a better system. To that extent we believe the proposed SES model represents a considerable advance and that the general principle it enshrines, viz targeting government assistance in a more dynamic, objective, needs based way will promote diversity in education and maximise choices for parents seeking the most appropriate form of education for their children. 

We appreciate that some senators may have concerns about the ability of private schools perceived as elite to raise significant amounts from fundraising activities. Sophia Mundi appreciates this concern and similar concerns with the detail of the legislation and  understands there may be a need to amend the detail not so much to maintain an arbitrary equity in the allocation between public and private sectors, but to provide greater equity and choice to lower income groups across all schools in both sectors. Within the private sector, however, there is  an immediate and compelling case to more fairly and transparently reallocate the amounts of government funding that are provided. For this reason we would urge senators of all political persuasions to recognise and support the positive funding improvements in the Bill.

We include as appendices a  copy of a School Newsletter and a copy of our High School News to supplement the community voices included in this letter. The latter includes a letter from a parent with children in both public and private schools.

We thank Senators for their attention to our submission and their efforts generally in seeking to achieve more effective educational opportunities  for all Australian children.

Yours sincerely,

Tony Martin

For the Sophia Mundi Governance Group

Sophia Mundi Rudolf Steiner School

95 Nicholson Street Abbotsford 3067

3rd August 2000

*Please note: copies of the letters that have been quoted from are on file and available for further perusal if requested.
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