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Part 1. Introductory Comments

The Independent Education Union of Australia (IEUA) is a federally registered union
representing all state and territory IEU branches, who in turn represent teachers,
support staff and school leaders employed in faith-based schools, community colleges,
early childhood education centres, preschools and kindergartens and post-secondary
services in the non-government sector. We are the only union with coverage of
principals, educational leaders, teachers, school support staff and early childhood
education professionals.

The IEUA has 75,000 members and seven decades of experience in representing
teachers. Our union has won improvements in pay and conditions for teachers and has
negotiated thousands of collective agreements benefiting our members.

This submission is informed by the experiences of our members - particularly early
career teachers - who are currently teaching, or may in the future teach, in outer
regional, remote, and very remote settings. Their career decisions are often influenced
by the financial relief they receive, or could receive, through supports such as the HELP
Debt Reduction Program.

The IEUA extends its best wishes to the Independent Review in developing its
recommendations to Government.



IEU Member Feedback - Case Study #1

“For me as an early career teacher the HELP Debt Reduction Program was a huge incentive.
There are very challenging aspects to moving to a very remote location and so being eligible
for the program makes a difference for everyone.

I saw the positive impacts for children and the whole community of having teachers commit
to staying for a longer time, instead of leaving after just one or two years. Families can see
you are invested in their children’s learning and in their community.”

Anja, Catholic Primary School Teacher
Accessed the HELP reduction scheme while teaching in Barcaldine, Western QLD

IEU Member Feedback - Case Study #2

“The HELP program is a big financial incentive to stay for the four years instead of
transferring to another school after one or two years. Five graduates started at the same
outback school as me at the same time and we have all stayed for four years so far. That is a
huge improvement for this school’s teacher stability and our ability to support students.

Once you stay for at least four years, you become very rooted in the community and commit
to being involved in the life of the town. So now I plan to stay in this outback town for the
longer term.”

Sahlie, Catholic Primary School Teacher
Our Lady’s Catholic Primary School, Longreach, QLD




Part 2. Recommendations

To address the current and projected teacher shortages that exist in very remote,
remote and outer regional areas, the IEUA recommends that:

1. Teacher eligibility for the HELP Debt Reduction Program should be expanded
from ‘very remote’ areas to also include ‘remote’ areas as a matter of priority.

2. The feasibility of extending the HELP Debt Reduction Program to ‘outer regional’
areas should be explored to support the attraction and retention of teachers in
these communities. This could be implemented on a tiered basis, potentially
including measures such as waiving indexation or offering partial reductions in
accumulated HELP debt for teachers in outer regional areas.

3. Until the measures outlined in recommendations 1 and 2 are implemented, the
HELP Debt Reduction Program should be “grandfathered” in cases where a
reclassification under the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Remoteness
Structure removes eligibility for teachers already employed in the location. This
would ensure that teachers working in areas previously designated as very
remote remain eligible for the program if their school's classification is
downgraded to remote.

4. The objectives and measures of the HELP Debt Reduction Program should
explicitly include attracting teachers to outer regional, remote, and very remote
schools on Country. This is essential to support the health and education of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and to address overlapping factors
related to Closing the Gap targets, particularly in education and suicide
prevention (Target 14).



Part 3. Independent Review of the HELP Debt Reduction Program

The IEUA provides responses to several of the specific Review Terms of Reference, as
outlined below.

a) Consider the effectiveness of the current HELP Debt Reduction Program to
attract and retain: Teachers in very remote locations

Our union strongly supports the HELP Debt Reduction Program as an effective measure
to address the teacher workforce attraction and retention challenges.

The IEUA urges the Review to consider:

e The expansion of the program to teachers in remote areas as a matter of
priority (IEUA Recommendation 1);

e The consideration of expanding the program to teachers in outer regional areas,
including potentially on a tiered basis calibrated by location (IEUA
Recommendation 2);

The IEUA can report to the Review, based on direct feedback from teacher members,
that the HELP Debt Reduction Program is successfully operating as an effective measure
to address teacher workforce shortages.

The program should be expanded to encourage more teachers to work in remote and
outer regional schools, which continue to face significant challenges in attracting, and
critically, retaining staff.

As part of the broader strategy to address nationwide teacher shortages, it is essential
to ensure a more equitable geographic distribution of the workforce. Remote and very
remote schools experience more acute staffing shortages compared to regional and
metropolitan schools, and the ongoing struggle to attract and retain teachers in outer
regional areas also requires targeted support.

Indigenous communities in remote and very remote locations experience higher than
average vacancy rates. ABS data across 2019-2023 shows 6% of schools are in
remote/very remote locations, yet only 2% of the school-deployed workforce are in
remote/very remote schools.’

The IEUA supports the HELP Debt Reduction Program for teachers in very remote and
remote areas, recognising that early career teachers (those in their first five years) make
up nearly 30% of the workforce in these locations. These areas also have a higher

L https://www.aitsl.edu.au/research/australian-teacher-workforce-data/atwd-reports/national-trends-teacher-
workforce-jun2025.



proportion of teachers aged 29 years or younger.” Early career teachers (ECT) typically
carry higher HELP debts while earning lower salaries than their more experienced
colleagues, making targeted financial support especially important.

The higher proportion of ECT in remote/very remote schools is due to a number of
factors, including the availability of incentives like the HELP program. The workforce in
remote/very remote locations also has a higher proportion of staff employed on full-
time contracts: 85% of remote/very remote teachers are employed full-time; compared
to 78% of ECT being employed full-time nation-wide. Recruiting and retaining teachers
in these locations is supported by incentives such as the HELP program.?

While median working hours do not vary significantly for teachers in remote and very
remote locations, there is a higher incidence of out-of-field teaching in these areas. 65%
of teachers in low-population locations report that they are required to undertake out-
of-field teaching, compared to 47% of teachers in major cities®. This disadvantage faced
by teachers in remote and very remote schools further supports the case for extending
HELP program incentives to include remote areas alongside very remote schools.

d) Consider the current eligibility requirements of the HELP Debt Reduction
Program and how they are being applied and any adjustments that may be
needed to ensure they are appropriate and consistent.

The current eligibility requirements of the HELP Debt Reduction Program for teachers
should be extended from very remote areas to also include remote areas.

The nurse and doctor HELP Debt Reduction Program includes eligibility for those
working in the remote category, yet teacher eligibility is limited to very remote, despite
teachers, like nurses and doctors, being essential workers.

The need for more teachers in remote areas to address staff shortages makes
expansion of the HELP Program a necessary measure; and a logical reform to
implement the objectives of the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan (NTWAP).

Further, the HELP Debt Reduction Program should be amended and ‘grandfathered’ to
ensure that teachers continue to be eligible for the benefit if they are working in an area
designated as eligible, and their school's ABS location classification is downgraded.
Program eligibility is an obvious factor in a teacher’s decision to accept a position in a
location that is eligible for the program.

2 https://www.aitsl.edu.au/research/australian-teacher-workforce-data/atwd-reports/national-trends-
teacher-workforce-jun2025.

3 McPherson and Lampert, “An analysis of Australian teacher workforce policy: Challenges and
opportunities for teacher recruitment and retention” at
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.1177/14782103241283106.

4 https://www.aitsl.edu.au/research/australian-teacher-workforce-data/atwd-reports/national-trends-teacher-
workforce-jun2025.



Addressing teacher shortages requires a broad suite of reforms. Cost of living pressures
remain high across Australia. In rural, remote and very remote regions increased
regional migration following Covid-19 and other factors has seen a large increase in
rental prices alongside a decline in affordable housing supply. Many teachers cannot
afford to live where they work even in remote locations.”

Teachers in remote and very remote locations are subjected to high household debt
levels while additionally, due to location, having higher transport and consumable costs.
The financial relief provided to teachers by the HELP Debt Reduction Program is needed
in both remote and very remote areas.

e) Consider the current operational delivery of the HELP Debt Reduction
Program and how efficiently and effectively the program is being delivered
within current resources.

Many of our teacher members working in very remote, remote or outer regional areas
have suggested the following measures for improvement of the program:

e Better promotion of the program to pre-service teachers. Teachers consistently say
the program should be better publicised and are of the view that more teachers
would apply for the program if they were aware of it.

e Our teacher members report that the application process to apply was relatively
straightforward. However, there were some communication delays. For example,
when lodging and processing the HECs Waiver, there was little communication or
confirmation that the application had been received or when it was processed.

e (Clearer and more comprehensive FAQs would be helpful. For example: the impact
of maternity leave (paid and unpaid) on the program; arrangements for part-time
work and supply work; and how Permission to Teach (PTT) appointments interact
with the program.

e Ahigher proportion of PTT teachers are in remote locations and need to be able to
easily and quickly identify whether their time is included in the program or not.
There have been cases of teachers spending 18 months on PTT in a location only to
be belatedly told that PTT time is not included. The FAQ should make this
information easily accessible and clear from the outset.

> The Australian Educational Researcher, The systemic implications of housing affordability for the teacher
shortage: the case of New South Wales, Australia, 2023: https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13384-
023-00621-z.


https://link.springer.com/journal/13384

f)  consider, and make recommendations to the Australian government about
future opportunities for the HELP Debt Reduction Program including:

i) which sectors may be those with future high skill needs in rural, remote
and very remote Australia based on Australian Government analyses with
a focus on health, mental health and education sectors;

iii) whether there are more effective ways that funding for the program
could be used to meet the objectives of the program;

The IEUA's recommendations to the Review about future opportunities for the HELP
Program are set out in the above ‘Recommendations’ section of this submission.

We emphasise that the education sector in Australia is projected to have future high
skill needs in rural, remote and very remote Australia. The Australian teacher workforce
crisis is expected to continue to worsen in coming years including in remote and very
remote areas.® Excessive workloads have led to lower commencements in initial teacher
education, insufficient numbers of relief teachers, and projected increases in early
retirement among an ageing teacher workforce.’

These factors are occurring at the same time as increasing student enrolments and
population growth.® The ABS predicts that total primary and secondary school
enrolments are set to grow significantly by 2030. The Australian Institute for Teaching
and School Leaderships (AITSL) notes that “...the pace of teacher workforce growth will
not be able to keep up with increasing student demand. This is especially true in some
geographical locations and subject areas.”

The Department of Education predicts a shortage of 4100 teachers this year."®
Australia’s shortages are similar to Europe where 35 of 43 education systems report
teacher shortages." The UNESCO Institute for Statistics projects that 69 million more
teachers are needed to achieve universal primary and secondary education by 2030."?

In the schools’ sector, the ABS has found that, over the five years from 2019 to 2024,
total student enrolments increased by 4.6%. Independent schools recorded the largest
increase (18.5%), followed by Catholic schools (6.6%) and government schools (1.0%).

6 Department of Education Issues Paper: Teacher Workforce Shortages. 2022:
https://ministers.education.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Teacher Workforce Shortages - Issues
paper .pdf).

" https://www.aitsl.edu.au/research/spotlights/building-a-sustainable-teaching-workforce.

8 https://www.abs.gov.au/media-centre/media-releases/more-students-staying-school-until-year-
12#:~:text=4.1%20million%20students%20enrolled%20in,cent%20from%20the%20previous%20y
ear.

9 https://wwwe.aitsl.edu.au/research/spotlights/building-a-sustainable-teaching-workforce

10 https://www.aeufederal.org.au/news-media/news/2024/filling-critical-teacher-gaps.

11 https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/teacher-shortage-europe-unesco-and-fundacion-sm-launch-spanish-
edition-unescos-global-report.

12 https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000246124.
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Catholic Schools NSW estimate a 15% workforce shortfall by 2030, caused by a
reduction in the number of graduate teachers and attrition.” The NSW Teachers
Federation similarly estimates that NSW public schools will require between 11,100 and
13,700 additional teachers by 2031, a 20-25% increase on 2020 staffing levels.™

Our IEU branches represent thousands of teacher members working in Catholic and
Independent schools in Australia’s regional, rural and remote areas, including boarding
schools and Indigenous community schools. Catholic schools currently remain the
largest provider of education outside government, educating one in five, or over
700,000 students and employing nearly 100,000 Australians.

Forty percent of Catholic schools are located in regional Australia, and they educate
over 9,000 students in remote and very remote areas, primarily students identifying as
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Approximately three hundred and eighty
independent schools, or one in three schools in the rapidly growing sector, are located
in regional and remote areas. These schools enrol approximately 121,000 students and
employ over 15,000 teachers and other staff. They currently enrol 20,900 Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander students.

An effective use of program funding to improve education equity and access would be
to prioritise attracting teachers to schools located on Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander students’ Country, particularly in remote and very remote communities.

As the HELP program is available to medical professionals in both remote and very
remote areas, the IEUA emphasises the connection between First Nations students’
mental health and wellbeing and the availability of schooling - primarily on Country in
remote and very remote locations, and secondarily through boarding schools located as
close as possible to students’ families and communities

Delivering education on or close to Indigenous students’ Country must be recognised as
a critical part of the infrastructure that supports their mental health, emotional, and
social wellbeing. Research from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW)
and other experts has shown a clear link between poor school attendance and rising
suicide rates among First Nations children and young people'. In 2025, the national
shame of worsening Closing the Gap targets remains stark, with suicide rates among
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people rising to 38.1 per 100,000 in Western
Australia - home to many remote and very remote communities'®

13 https://www.education.gov.au/system/files/documents/submission-file/2021-
11/Catholic%20Schools%20NSW.pdf.

4 https://www.nswtf.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Impact-of-Enrolment-Growth-on-Demand-for-
Teachers.pdf.

15 https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/37c82a4e-c300-4714-9ca9-5c¢201ebc8617/aihw-imh-22-education-and-
the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-of-first-nations-children-and-young-
people.pdf?v=20250611113054&inline=true.

16 https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/37c82a4e-c300-4714-9ca9-5¢201ebc8617/aihw-imh-22-education-and-
the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-of-first-nations-children-and-young-
people.pdf?v=20250611113054&inline=true.


https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/37c82a4e-c300-4714-9ca9-5c201ebc8617/aihw-imh-22-education-and-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-of-first-nations-children-and-young-people.pdf?v=20250611113054&inline=true
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/37c82a4e-c300-4714-9ca9-5c201ebc8617/aihw-imh-22-education-and-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-of-first-nations-children-and-young-people.pdf?v=20250611113054&inline=true
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/37c82a4e-c300-4714-9ca9-5c201ebc8617/aihw-imh-22-education-and-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-of-first-nations-children-and-young-people.pdf?v=20250611113054&inline=true
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/37c82a4e-c300-4714-9ca9-5c201ebc8617/aihw-imh-22-education-and-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-of-first-nations-children-and-young-people.pdf?v=20250611113054&inline=true
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/37c82a4e-c300-4714-9ca9-5c201ebc8617/aihw-imh-22-education-and-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-of-first-nations-children-and-young-people.pdf?v=20250611113054&inline=true
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/37c82a4e-c300-4714-9ca9-5c201ebc8617/aihw-imh-22-education-and-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-of-first-nations-children-and-young-people.pdf?v=20250611113054&inline=true

Schools and teachers have an important role in implementing the National Mental Health
and Suicide Prevention Plan 2025, building on earlier school-based trials conducted in
some locations'’. For example, during a pilot program, the Commonwealth Psychosocial
Support Program established referral pathways between local schools and community
organisations and services.

If the government is committed to Closing the Gap's interrelated targets on education
and suicide it must better support schools in remote and very remote locations,
particularly their ability to attract staff including ECT.

The IEUA also emphasises that governments must consult with relevant unions in the
development of measures to achieves the objectives of the HELP program. Our union
also affirms the moral and practical necessity of proper consultation with First Nations
Australians on these and all other relevant measures. We note that the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Articles 18 and 19 require consultation
with Indigenous people in decision making that affects their communities.

g) Report on any other relevant matters raised by stakeholders relating to the
HELP Debt Reduction Program.

Our union has engaged in consultation about the HELP Debt Reduction Program by
speaking with members teaching in remote, very remote and regional locations. IEU
Organisers have tracked teachers' experiences from the application process through to
their experience of the program'’s benefits.

Many teachers and principals are reporting to our union that the program is delivering
real, substantial and measurable benefits for staff and their school communities.

By encouraging teachers to remain in very remote areas, the program provides long-
term stability that benefits student learning outcomes and community engagement.

For example, a teachers’ aide in Western Queensland, who has worked for 15 years at
the school, reports that the program has provided the greatest stability of teaching staff
she has witnessed. Before the introduction of the program, teaching staff turnover was
normally around 18 months to two years. By contrast, since the program commenced,
five teachers at the school are reaching four-years of service.

Improved teachers’ longevity has delivered continuity in curriculum delivery, stronger
year-to-year planning, and importantly, stronger connections between staff, students,
and families. In small towns, this connection between staff and families is important.

A further instructive example was identified in another very remote Queensland school,
where a teacher member reported that the scheme was a clear incentive to stay in the
area and that the process to apply was relatively straight forward.

17 https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-02/the-national-suicide-prevention-
strategy.pdf.
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Many teachers report though that they were not aware of the program’s existence until
they moved to a very remote area ( though these are teachers who were earlier
adopters of the scheme). However, all our teacher members have told us as their union
that their program eligibility is the reason they have committed to staying at least 4
years in very remote schools.

However, some teachers have also reported that they were unaware of the program
until moving to a very remote area - even among those who were early adopters.

A Catholic school principal in outer regional Queensland commented that expanding
the program to other locations would significantly boost urgently needed teacher
recruitment and retention, even if the program benefit was at slightly reduced rates in
locations other than very remote. Such reductions could take the form of a waiver of
the indexation or partial reduction in the accumulated HECs debt; or as part of a longer
participation program.

The importance of ‘grandfathering’ the program where an ABS remoteness
reclassification occurs (see IEU Recommendation 3) is well illustrated by a current case
in the Northern Territory where Wadeye has been downgraded from very remote to
remote. Consequently, teachers who commenced roles in that very remote school in
the expectation of accessing the additional HELP benefit have now been advised that
they will not receive the benefits. This is clearly a failure in the fair application of the
program, where teachers who have committed to very remote teaching service are now
denied access to the program despite having already completed several years of
teaching in the school.

11



