Collection of family background information

Information for schools

This year Australian schools will be required by governments to collect details from parents* about family background. The information will be used to help identify factors which influence how well children perform at school.

Many schools have already asked parents similar questions at enrolment, but as part of a coordinated nationwide approach starting this year each school – no matter whether it is an independent, government or Catholic school – will send parents the same set of questions.

Every school should have received an information manual in October 2004 to assist in preparing for this requirement.  The manual can also be found on the website for the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs at: www.mceetya.edu.au/public/dm.htm.  Outlined below are some background information, and the key steps each school needs to take.
Questions for schools to ask parents
Schools will need to obtain the following information from parents:

· the sex of the student

· the Indigenous status of the student

· the parents’ occupations (in very broad terms)

· the parents’ educational qualifications (also in very broad terms)

· the student’s country of birth, and

· the main language spoken at home by the student and each of the student’s parents or guardians.
Schools should consult the manual for precise details about the wording of these questions.

Supporting Australia’s national goals for schooling

Parent responses to these questions will be linked to student results in national student testing for literacy and numeracy in Years 3, 5 and 7 and the sample groups of students from Years 6 and 10 assessed every three years in science, information and communication technology, and civics and citizenship education. 
The results of these assessments are reported annually in the National Report on Schooling in Australia published by the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (for more information: www.mceetya.edu.au/).
The new linked information gathering follows an agreement between all Ministers of Education in Australia – including federal and state/territory Ministers –  known as the National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-First Century (for more information: www.mceetya.edu.au). 

The National Goals aim to ensure that all young people achieve a high standard of education at school. Ministers have also undertaken to better inform parents and the Australian public on progress towards this end. Their vision is that student achievement should not depend on factors such as gender, the language spoken at home, ethnicity, religion or disability. A student’s socio-economic background or geographic location should also not be a factor.  
Better information gathering

The information on the background characteristics of students will be linked to the results achieved as assessed by the national testing programs.  This will make it possible to identify particular factors that have a strong influence on student performance and to monitor trends over time.  Information about individual student results and backgrounds will be processed in a way that protects the privacy of each student, but will help the Australian community – including governments, education authorities, schools and parents – to take more informed action to improve student success.

Although some of this information is currently available, it is of limited usefulness because it has been compiled by various school education authorities using different approaches to defining categories of students. Consequently, results cannot be compared on a national basis, and reporting of test results is limited to overall results for each state/territory and each school year group being assessed. The new measures will introduce a common set of definitions, ensuring consistent and comprehensive reporting across Australia. 

Are schools required to ask these questions?

Yes. Schools receive government funding for each student’s education and are required to ask these questions as part of their conditions of funding. Schools should encourage parents to answer the questions and should explain that their participation will help support the improvement of schooling for all Australian children.

How schools collect the information 

In 2005 most schools will need to collect the information from parents by means of a survey form to be completed and returned to the school. By 2006 schools should have developed procedures for collecting the information as part of their enrolment process.  

Key steps for schools 

In summary, the key steps are as follows:
· Check the privacy requirements
Although privacy legislation allows schools to collect information for national reporting purposes, schools may need to review their privacy policies and documentation for parents. A privacy compliance manual is available on this website under Information for Schools.
· Choose a method for collecting the data

Schools may use a special data collection form in 2005.  Two sample forms are provided in the Data Implementation Manual.

· Determine coding requirements
For Years 3, 5 and 7, the coding of data will need to be undertaken by entry of the data into a software program. The Association of Independent Schools in each state and territory has negotiated with a testing agent(s) on the software programme(s) to be used to code the data.

· Revise the data storage requirements
As most school arrangements for gathering the data will change in 2006, data is best retained separately from other enrolment information in 2005.

· Collect the information
Schools should develop procedures for:

· identifying the parents to be questioned (all parents of Year 3, 5 and 7 students, as well as the parents of a sample of Year 6 students in some schools),
· distributing and collecting the special data collection forms,
· handling queries from parents,
· checking forms for accuracy , and
· following up with parents if forms are incomplete.
* This includes guardians of school children.
