No school for our community – A summary of the issues
For more than five years now parents and residents of Agnes Water/Seventeen Seventy have been lobbying the Department of Education and Training, and others, for a secondary school for the Discovery Coast.  Many families leave town or don’t settle here due to the lack of this educational resource making this not just an educational issue but a social and economic one as well.   
Families come to Agnes to live a family oriented life.  Many have come from bigger cities to escape the rat race.  Many come with young families on the promise that by the time their kids are bigger, there will be a high school.  Family life is challenged because the governments that plan the future of our town aren’t planning a high school as part of this future.  Our community wants this addressed.
Agnes Water has currently approx 180 secondary school aged students who have to leave town or travel for two – four hours a day to get a secondary education. 
The percentage % of Agnes Water children aged 5-14 years is higher than the national average (2006 census data).  Yet, the State Government will not commit to a middle school or high school here in the near future. They are not planning for a high school. 
	AGE 
	Selected Region
	% of total persons in Region
	Australia
	% of total persons in Australia

	Age groups: 

	0-4 years 
	115
	7.1%
	1,260,405
	6.3% 

	5-14 years 
	254
	15.7%
	2,676,807
	13.5% 

	15-24 years 
	108
	6.7%
	2,704,276
	13.6% 


 

Anna Bligh, Geoff Wilson and the Education Department are not looking at this need for a high school through the eyes of the children, families and businesses of Agnes Water.  

180 children currently have to receive their secondary education ‘out of town’, faced with only two major choices:

1) Travel 2-4 hours daily on a bus to and from schools in Rosedale or Bundaberg

2) Be sent to boarding school and leave their families

During rainy weather our children can’t attend school for weeks at a time due to roads and bridges being flooded.  Our town becomes completely cut off.  This was the case last year, it is the case this year. Our children have been stranded at Rosedale High for a whole week when flood waters rose quickly and unexpectedly.  Parents and children are scared to send their children in the bus in these conditions and when roads are cut they can’t. So, in the end our children receive their secondary education via emailed or faxed worksheets!
More than 100 of our students travel two hours each day to attend Rosedale High School (our students making up approx half the secondary school population of Rosedale School), another dozen (and this number is growing due to dissatisfaction with Rosedale) travel four hours each day to attend schools in Bundaberg.  Another five or so families rent or board in Bundaberg during the week so that their children don’t have long hours in a bus.  Then we have around 70 students who are boarding at schools in Yeppoon or Rockhampton or further a field.  In addition, we have some families who are home-schooling their children or travelling to Miriam Vale State School (which is funded for Years 8 – 10 despite only having 40 secondary students).    
These numbers and myriad of arrangements alone suggest a real need for a local high school or at least a Middle School for our local Agnes Water/Seventeen-seventy community.
What supports our case?

The Gladstone Regional Council has expressed support for a high school here and so has the Federal Government.  It is just the State Government who continues to dismiss our secondary schooling dilemma, and its impact on our children and families and local community.  
In every forum and planning document from 2008 till now the need for a school at Agnes Water is documented.  The 2028 Futureye vision document for the Gladstone region mentions it and recommends a school.  The Gladstone Regional Council/DIP/GEIDB Social Infrastructure Strategic Plan (page 7-8) recommends that Education Queensland review its position with respect to a secondary school in Agnes Water. The Gladstone Region Economic Development Strategy Forum and Consultants SGS Economics and Planning also note the absolute importance of a high school for our community.  We have received letters of support from GAPDL and DCTC furthering this position that a school is essential given the characteristics and projected growth of our region. The Gladstone region is going to experience enormous growth with the population doubling by 2031 and we are part of these statistics.  Growth will come to our town and we need the infrastructure already, but it will become a very urgent need very soon. 
Our governments are investing a lot of money in our community – a new community centre, boardwalks and parks at Seventeen-seventy, electricity power stations, desalination plant – due to the projected growth and needs of our area. They are also investing a lot of money in subsidising education of our children ‘elsewhere’.  Currently between $500,000.00 - $1,000,000.00 is being spent each year by governments for subsidies and funding for our children to receive a secondary education ‘outside of Agnes Water’. 

 

One of the arguments from the Minister for Education for why he isn’t convinced we need a school is around the 'settlement patterns' of the township.  This is actually a 'catch 22' as people leave the town precisely because there is no high school here.  December 2009 results of a survey about secondary schooling filled out by 260 parents and local community indicate our town will be at risk if schooling options are not revised by Government.  
The survey results show that 40% or 68 families with children aged 0 – 12 years state they will leave town and relocate to a community that has a school if there is no secondary school located in Agnes Water.  “No families, no business, no town” was one of the qualitative comments written on the survey.
97% or 189 respondents, including parents of 385 children, state in the survey that if Agnes Water had a high school they would use it.  

The Education Department harps on about how we need more enrolment numbers….yet their own figures are rubbery and there are many communities with schools that are operating with far less enrolments than Agnes would have in a Prep – 10 option: 
· Miriam Vale State School has 113 students Prep -10 (and only 40 of these are secondary students). 

· Rosedale High School has 253 students Prep -12 (and 204 of these are  secondary students but half of those are our kids travelling from Agnes Water).

· Mt Larcom has 112 students Prep -10

· Alpha School has 72 students Prep - 10.

· Blackall School has 133 students Prep -12. 

· Yarraman School has 219 students Prep - 10

· Goomeri has 138 students Prep - 10

· Agnes Water Primary School has 285 primary students Prep - 7 

Adolescence is a critical time

The Department is also not taking into account the critical period of adolescence, the challenges for adolescents in regional areas, and the significance of factors such as schooling/peer groups/sense of opportunity/family support on mental health. Neither is it considering its own rhetoric on the importance of home/school partnerships and community engagement.
A real concern is about the impact not having a school in our community is having on the opportunities and experiences of our young people. If you look at current literature and reports about the importance of protective factors, and minimising risk factors  (eg. ARACY publication entitled "Violent and antisocial behaviours among young adolescents in Australian communities: An analysis of risk and protective factors." which is available for download from the ARACY website at http://www.aracy.org.au/cmsdocuments/violent_and_antisocial_behaviours.pdf  and see page 20, 41-43 ) you will see that not having a school in our community contributes to:

· Low community attachment (our kids are on buses 2-4 hours a day, having to leave our community for schooling)

· Limited community opportunities for prosocial involvement (due to travel issues again)

· Limited school opportunities for prosocial involvement and commitment to school (children and families cannot involve in extra curricula activities or sports due to need for travel and transport and time involved, children do not remain in the high school community after hours due to bus travel to get home, no opportunity for home/school partnerships or parental involvement or attendance at the school due to distance and travel, extra challenges for families who have children at both Agnes Water primary and Rosedale High and juggle the distances between, the high school teachers don’t live at Rosedale: they travel from Bundaberg and are also disconnected from the school)

· Limited family attachment and limited family opportunities for prosocial attachment (due to travel issues, or children being schooled/boarding in another town for their secondary school life).

· A perceived loss of hope and opportunity due to these unsatisfactory arrangements (children start exhibiting anti-social behaviours, risk factors are increased, children leave school, children leave town)
Would it cost much?

Education Queensland say that there is already land for a high school on the primary school campus. A  middle school would cost a mere $5 million and a full high school $10 million, (and Geoff Wilson has just been handed $468 Million for schooling in Queensland) and classes could be added year by year in a staggered way, so that the full amount wouldn’t be needed all at once.  The government is easily spending this already on Rosedale High, the school an hour away.
The reality is too much money has been invested in the school an hour away so the government continue to plan for expansion there despite the fact that no teachers live at Rosedale, all commute from Bundaberg, a significant number of students who live in the ‘Rosedale catchment’ travel to Bundaberg rather than attend Rosedale, there is no forecast growth for the population of Rosedale at all, in fact projections show numbers will fall away each year. 
The functioning of Rosedale High is dependent on the enrolment numbers of children from Agnes Water.  Without our kids at Rosedale the investment by the Bligh government would be questioned, and Education Queensland would then become accountable because it has thrown millions of dollars into this school already, with millions more to come in partnership school funding.   Doing this is ensuring that our children will always have to travel significant distances to receive and education, the risk factors for our adolescents will be greatly increased, and people/businesses/essential services will leave our town.
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