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“Chaplaincy in Australian government schools is making a major contribution to school morale;  it is proactive, unique, effective and important.  Government project funding should be continued when the three year cycle of project funding ends.”    These were some of the sentiments of 98% of principals who took part in Australia’s first ever national research project on “The effectiveness of National School Chaplaincy Association (NSCA) Chaplains in Government Schools in Australia”.    The national research findings are being presented at the National Conference of the Australian Council of State Schools Organisation (ACSSO) which takes place in Hobart, Tasmania today.  Copies of the Research Report have been supplied to the Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minster’s offices.

According to the 688 principals who participated in the national study, chaplains in their government schools were also helping to build the sense of community in the school , support the school ethos and were assisting the integration of potentially ‘at risk’ students, including recent immigrants and Aboriginal students.
The quantitative and qualitative study, commissioned by the National School Chaplaincy Association (NSCA)* involved feedback from school principals, chaplains, teaching staff, parents and students.   In their research,  Edith Cowan University and University of New England academics Dr Phillip Hughes and Prof Margaret Sims found that Chaplaincy in government schools was not only unique, proactive and effective, but also a neutral and non-judgmental service that has long term value to the wellbeing of Australian Communities. 

‘A WINNING FORMULA’
According to Stanley Jeyaraj, NSCA Convenor and Rev Peter Robinson CEO of GenR8 Schools Ministries (the largest provider of Chaplaincy Services in NSW public schools), the research findings confirm that the role and impact of school chaplains in government schools should not be watered down or altered.  “This is a winning formula.   Chaplains are making significant impact within the school and the broader community.   They are often able to make an important contribution in linking the schools with the wider community.  This is particularly significant in rural and isolated areas where chaplains are more likely to be living in the local community, being able to bring support within the school for community projects.”
But not just in isolated areas. Recently retired Principal of Homebush West Public School Margaret Coote said of her experience of chaplaincy in its first year that “the school in this community would be poorer for the loss of the chaplaincy program. Not only does the chaplaincy program lighten everyone’s loads within the school community, but it brings a warmth and cohesion to the community that is long-lasting. [The chaplain] has made all new members of the community feel welcome. She has been a wonderful asset in facilitating communication between home and school.” 
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“Last year, the school won a high commendation in the NSW Government’s Cohesive Community Awards. Where 90 percent of the school population is from a language background other than English, and where so many of the parents are new to Australia, this is an outstanding achievement. Much of the credit for this is due to the school chaplain and the willingness of the school staff to support her programs.”

PASTORAL CARE COMPLEMENTS EXISTING SERVICES WITHIN GOVERNMENTAL SCHOOLS

Mr Jeyaraj said that the study also found that chaplains provided pastoral care in a way which complemented what was being provided by other members of the school staff.  “The fact that the chaplain was not a teacher, nor a  

psychologist, but a neutral person, was noted quite frequently in principals’ comments.  Part of this ‘neutrality’ was related to the fact that chaplains did not have a disciplinary responsibility and could listen non-judgmentally.  Furthermore, many chaplains saw an important part of their work as building relationship skills.”   Mr Jeyaraj said the findings on issues that chaplains dealt with, were consistent with data that was previously collected by NSCA members in research projects. 

HIGHER PROPORTION OF MALE CHAPLAINS WHEN COMPARED TO TEACHERS AND SOCIAL WORKERS

The study found that Chaplains were accessible and approachable, dealt with a wide range of issues ranging from behaviour management, social and family relationship issues to matters relating to social inclusion and racism.  “The proportion of male chaplains (41%) was very high compared with teachers and social workers.  This obviously had advantageous effects within the school community as only 26% of teachers are male, and the majority of these work in secondary schools,” Mr Jeyaraj said.

This national study only focused on the effectiveness of Christian Chaplains placed in government schools by the National School Chaplaincy Association’s providers and so did not include chaplains in non-government schools,   chaplains of other faiths, nor non-religious support workers who were also able to access the Australian Government’s funding.   

A total of 688 principals and 1031 chaplains completed the quantitative survey.   In an attempt to observe how chaplaincy was working in as wide a variety of situations as possible, qualitative research included primary and secondary schools in metro/regional/rural schools ranging from small (less than 250 students)  to large (more than 650 students), with various socio economic and multicultural levels.  Interviews were held with parents, students, staff (including principals) in Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania, Victoria, Western Australia and in the Australian Capital Territory.   
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NSCA SCHOOL CHAPLAINCIES ‘ALMOST TREBLED SINCE GOVERNMENT FUNDING INJECTION’
The Australian Government, through the National School Chaplaincy Program (NSCP), injected $165m to provide chaplains in schools over a three year period to support the contribution chaplaincy provides to the spiritual and emotional wellbeing of school communities. Both governmental and non-governmental schools could apply for funding through the NSCP to establish school chaplaincy services or expand existing services.

Mr Jeyaraj, said that owing to Government funding through the NSCP, the number of chaplaincies in government schools as arranged by the major providers of the NSCA has almost trebled since its inception three years ago. 

“In March 2007 there were 653 chaplaincies in government schools as provided by the NSCA, compared to 1, 652 in March 2009.   The rise in the number of chaplaincies, along-with the research findings, are indicative that schools believe that the program contributes in a worthwhile way to their schools and that it must be continued.”  

Because chaplaincy was a new phenomenon in NSW state schools in 2007 the take up rate was lower than all other states. GenR8 Schools Ministries CEO Rev Peter Robinson believes the demand from NSW state schools will significantly increase if there is an extension of the program.

“The study also found that Chaplains were accessible and approachable, dealt with a wide range of issues ranging from behaviour management, social and family relationship issues to matters relating to social inclusion and racism. “

PASTORAL CARE – THE MAJOR PART OF CHAPLAINS’ WORK
Chaplains indicated that their largest proportion of their time (30%) was spent in informal (meeting students in the playground and talking to them) or structured pastoral care (pre arranged one-on-one sessions in an office) of individual students.   An additional 34% of time was spent in group activities with students.

Chaplains indicated that during the past year:

· 82% had run needs-based programs such as handling of grief or behavioural management;

· 79% of chaplains said they had done off-site visits to parents and care-givers;

· 73% had led in school events or special ceremonies and

· 49% had participated in school camps.
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Chaplains indicated that in the two weeks prior to the survey, the following issues had been raised by students themselves, by staff in referring students to them, or by themselves in advising students:

· 95% of chaplains reported dealing with behaviour management issues such as anger

· 92% with bullying and harassment;

· 92% with peer relationships and loneliness;

· 91% with student-family relationship issues;

· 85% with sense of purpose and self esteem;

· 81% with grief and loss;

· 77% with community involvement and social inclusion;

· 76% with spirituality and ‘big picture’ issues of life;

· 72% with mental health and depression;

· 50% with alcohol and drug abuse and

· 44% with self harm and suicide.

Mr Jeyaraj confirmed that these findings on issues that chaplains dealt with were consistent with data that was previously collected by NSCA members in research projects. 

PROFILE OF CHAPLAINS IN GOVERNMENT SCHOOLS

Chaplains who have been placed by the Chaplaincy Providers of the NSCA came from a range of backgrounds and brought to the job a variety of skills.

 “Among the chaplains are young people who are interested in working with other young people.  Some of them have been youth workers in churches or other contexts.  Many chaplains are women or men who respond to the opportunity to play a caring and supportive role with young people whilst many of them have children themselves.  There are some chaplains who also pastor churches. Of the 1, 031 chaplains surveyed, 74% worked in just one school whilst 26% worked in two or more schools,” Mr Jeyaraj said.

Schools and communities were able to apply for up to $20,000 per annum (covering all costs including a minimum of two days chaplaincy service per week per school) to a maximum of $60,000 over the three year cycle as part of the Government’s National School Chaplaincy Program (NSCP).    “However, the Federal Government guidelines encourages schools to complement this contribution so that a Chaplain could work for more than two days a week and the national survey found that there were many schools where chaplains worked full-time,” Mr Jeyaraj added.
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Schools and communities were able to apply for up to $20,000 per annum (covering all costs including a minimum of two days chaplaincy service per week per school) to a maximum of $60,000 over the three year cycle as part of the Government’s National School Chaplaincy Program (NSCP).    “However, the Federal Government guidelines encourages schools to complement this contribution so that a Chaplain could work for more than two days a week and the national survey found that there were many schools where chaplains worked full-time,” Mr Jeyaraj added.

Overall, the data from the national survey of chaplains showed that:

· 59% of chaplains are female

· 41% are male

The study found that the proportion of male chaplains is very high compared with teachers and social workers.  “Only 26% of teachers are male, and the majority of these work in secondary schools.  Just 29% of health and welfare support workers are male.”  (ABS, Table 20680-c83c-Australia.xls)

In terms of age:

· 28% were under 30 years of age

· 25% were between 30 & 39

· 23% were between 40 and 49;

· 19% were between 50 & 59 and

· 4% were 60 years of age or older.

The survey found that they came from a wide range of church backgrounds, ranging from Anglican, Catholic, the Uniting Church of Australia (UCA) and Orthodox denominations through to the congregationally-orientated Baptist and Churches of Christ to Pentecostal and charismatic denominations.  Not one denomination was dominant.  

* National School Chaplaincy Association (NSCA) providers: 

ACCESS Ministries (VIC);  GENR8 Schools Ministries (NSW);  Scripture Union (QLD); Scripture Union (TAS);  Scripture Union (ACT);  SMG (SA) and YouthCARE (WA).  

The study did not include chaplains in schools in NSW as the Department of Education in NSW did not allow the research to proceed.
 Ends
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