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Executive Summary

School Enrolment and Attendance Measure (SEAM)
Evaluation Report for 2009
(with early findings for 2010)
Executive Summary
This report provides a policy overview of the School Enrolment and Attendance Measure
(SEAM) and outlines key research questions, then examines engagement strategies, enrolment
and attendance under SEAM in the Northern Territory (NT) during 2009.

Background
SEAM was announced in the 2008-09 Budget. The measure aims to trial the attachment of
conditions to income support payments. It intends to encourage parents (or those with
responsibility for a child) to ensure that their children of compulsory school age are enrolled in
and attending school regularly.
SEAM trials have been underway in six NT sites involving a total of 14 schools (including nine
government schools) since January 2009. The trials are being closely monitored and evaluated
to create an evidence base for further policy development in the area of conditional welfare.
This report covers early evaluation results about SEAM implementation and its initial outcomes
on school enrolment and attendance in the NT during its first year, as well as early findings for
2010.

Evaluation objectives and methodology
The key evaluation objectives are twofold:
 an evaluation of the implementation of SEAM at the trial sites
 an evaluation of the outcomes of the enrolment and attendance components of SEAM at
the trial sites.
A mixed method approach (qualitative and quantitative analysis) was used to evaluate the
SEAM implementation and its desired outcomes.

Key findings for 2009
SEAM targeting:




evidence available on attendance behaviours of SEAM and non-SEAM children indicates
that SEAM was appropriately targeted
attendance rates in NT government schools were 10 percentage points lower for SEAM
children than for non-SEAM children
unauthorised absenteeism was substantially more prevalent among SEAM children

SEAM community engagement:



there was a high level of awareness of SEAM across all stakeholder groups
while parents’ awareness of SEAM was high, they had limited understanding of their
specific SEAM requirements
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tailored personal engagement by Centrelink with the parents was critical to assist
parents in meeting SEAM requirements.

Enrolment:






compliance with the SEAM enrolment requirement was high. Among the 989 in-scope
parents, only 56 received enrolment warning notices and none had their income support
payments suspended due to the enrolment process as at 18 December 2009
enrolment notification letters caused some parents to respond by enrolling their children
(this was probably mainly due to parents enrolling their children earlier than they
otherwise would – for example, enrolling their child in February rather than in March –
but a handful of children were enrolled for the first time in over two years in apparent
response to the letter)
however, children enrolled after the notification letters were sent out were less likely to
stay enrolled (just over 40 per cent) for the remainder of the school year than those who
were already enrolled at notification (77 per cent)
performing additional enrolment verifications throughout the year would help identify
students who have become unenrolled since the last verification date.

Attendance:




the attendance referral process requires streamlining: the process as it existed in 2009
led to only a small number of parents being referred
attendance referrals occurred too late in the year to allow sufficient time for the SEAM
attendance intervention process to progress through all stages
SEAM did not demonstrably improve the rate of attendance among SEAM children
overall, nor was any effect apparent at any stage of the attendance process in 2009.

Early findings for 2010
In 2010, significant changes were made to the process by which Centrelink was notified of a
child’s unauthorised absence by all three NT education authorities and the subsequent action
that Centrelink was required to take under the SEAM initiative. The data collected as part of this
new process has allowed some early, but limited, assessment of that process.
These early results indicate that the new 2010 attendance process in the NT has been much
more effective than the 2009 process in improving the attendance of children whose parents
were warned that their income support payments may be suspended if they failed to take
reasonable steps to improve their child’s attendance at school. Details are provided in
Attachment A.
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1. Introduction
The School Enrolment and Attendance Measure (SEAM) was announced by the Federal
Government in the 2008-09 Budget. It is a trial designed to encourage parents1 on income
support to ensure that their children of compulsory school age are enrolled in and attending
school regularly.2 The trial was introduced from January 2009 in 14 schools across six sites in the
Northern Territory.
The trial is being continuously monitored and periodically evaluated. While the monitoring
provides information on the ongoing progress of the program implementation, the evaluations
focus on assessing the effectiveness of the implementation process and outcomes of the
program.
This report provides an evaluation of the implementation and effectiveness of SEAM in the NT
trial sites during 2009. It is the first major report of the SEAM evaluation conducted by the
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), as part of the trial
announced in the 2008-09 Budget.

1.1. Outline of the report
This report is structured as follows:
Section 2 provides a policy overview of SEAM and includes a brief description of the enrolment
and attendance processes in place for the NT during 2009.
Section 3 outlines the evaluation: its key research questions, approach and methodology, and
limitations.
Section 4 reports on how well the SEAM communication and stakeholder engagement strategies
have been implemented and factors that affected their implementation and outcomes.
Section 5 focuses on SEAM school enrolment: the effectiveness of the implementation, the
overall compliance, the extent to which SEAM impacted on school enrolments, and factors that
affected its implementation and outcomes.
Section 6 examines SEAM school attendance: the effectiveness of the implementation, the
overall compliance, the extent to which SEAM impacted on school attendance, and factors that
affected its implementation and outcomes.

1

This could be a parent or carer with at least 14 per cent care of a school aged child. The term ‘parent’ is used
throughout this report to refer to any person who is responsible for the care of a child, whether they are that
child’s natural parent or otherwise.

2

For the purposes of this measure, enrolments include children in approved home schooling.

1
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2. SEAM Policy Overview
SEAM was introduced in response to the Australian Government’s commitment to improving
education outcomes for children. It has been estimated that around 18,000 Australian children
of compulsory school age are not enrolled in school or registered for home schooling, with
many others not attending regularly. Research findings have also established the existence of a
negative cycle whereby non-attendance and lower levels of school attendance (which are
associated with socioeconomic status, Indigenous status and remoteness) lead to poor
education outcomes; which in turn are related to an increased likelihood of welfare
dependency, unemployment and in some cases involvement in the criminal justice system.
SEAM was designed to assist in breaking this cycle by improving the school enrolment and
attendance of children whose parents are on income support payments.
SEAM does not reduce the primary responsibility of state and territory education authorities to
respond to truancy issues. Rather, it is intended to provide an additional tool and complement
existing strategies to help resolve intractable cases of no enrolment or poor attendance. In
particular, SEAM has been introduced as a trial to see whether the potential suspension of
income support payments, along with the offer of Centrelink social work services, can be an
effective motivation to improve school enrolment and attendance.
The two components of the measure – enrolment and attendance – were implemented as
distinct elements of the trial in the NT in 2009. While the processes around attendance in
particular have changed in 2010, only the 2009 process is examined in the main body of this
report.

2.1. SEAM trial sites and participating schools
The SEAM trial was introduced in six NT sites situated in remote and very remote areas and
comprising more than 80 communities with mainly Indigenous populations.3 These sites are:







Katherine Township4
Katherine Town Camps
Hermannsburg
Wallace Rockhole
Tiwi Islands
Wadeye.

These six trial sites included 14 schools (nine government and five non-government)
participating in SEAM. Table 1 shows the schools participating in SEAM, along with the total
number of children enrolled at each school as at December 2009. The percentage of children at
the school who are in scope for SEAM varies widely across the schools, ranging from 58 per cent
of all students in Macfarlane Primary School to only 5 percent of all students at Casuarina Street
Primary School, both in Katherine.
Generally, the students who were not in scope for SEAM either were not of compulsory school
age or had no parent receiving an eligible income support payment. It should be noted that
3

All sites except Katherine Township were prescribed communities under the Northern Territory Emergency
Response (NTER). SEAM is not specific to remote Indigenous communities or associated with the NTER.

4

Katherine Township and Katherine Town Camps are classified as remote areas under the Australian Standard
Geographical Classification used by the ABS. The remaining four sites are all classified as very remote areas.
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parents receiving a Community Development Employment Program (CDEP) payment or wage
were not in scope for SEAM. (People participating in CDEP were more prevalent in the Tiwi
Islands, Wadeye, and Hermannsburg than in other sites.)

2.2. SEAM Community Engagement
A stakeholder engagement and consultation process was undertaken prior to the SEAM trial
being implemented. A joint communication strategy for SEAM was developed by DEEWR, the
Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) and
Centrelink to ensure accurate information was provided to parents and the community, and also
to ensure Centrelink staff were aware of the new conditions of payment for parents in the trial
sites. Key stakeholders were consulted about the trial: in particular school principals and
officials from the NT Department of Education (DET), the NT Catholic Education Office and the
Tiwi Education Board.
The engagement process involved initial briefings/meetings (co-convened by DEEWR, FaHCSIA
and Centrelink) about SEAM with organisational stakeholders and communities (including
parents), and the production of the following materials:







fact sheets for parents
flyer inserts included in a mail out to parents
three different posters, including one about the SEAM community meetings
advertisements on Messenger (FaHCSIA’s Indigenous radio program)
CD-ROMs and/or DVDs of a slide show with voice-overs in English and several Indigenous
languages for Centrelink staff to use as an aid to explaining SEAM (these could also be
sent to schools)
an outreach kit for information sessions with schools and community organisations.

The engagement process commenced in January 2009 and continued through to early March
2009 until the attendance component of SEAM was implemented.

2.3. SEAM Enrolment
Under the enrolment component of SEAM, parents who:




lived in a SEAM trial site
were in receipt of a relevant income support payment, and
had greater than 14 per cent care of at least one compulsory school-aged child

were required to provide school enrolment details for all their compulsory school-aged5
children.
Centrelink issued parents subject to SEAM in each trial location with an enrolment notification
letter (along with some information about SEAM) requiring them to provide details of their
child's enrolment at a school (or of their registration for home schooling).

5

Relevant Northern Territory legislation which was in force during 2009 specified that a child was of compulsory
school age from the day of their sixth birthday until they either completed Year 10 or they reached 15 years of
age, whichever was the sooner. The period of compulsory school age was extended to 17 years by the
Education Amendment (Youth Participation) Act (2009), which commenced operation on 1 January 2010.

3
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Parents were given at least 14 days to provide the requested details. This period could be
extended by Centrelink for a variety of reasons, including:




the parent had changed address (to a location still within a trial site)
illness or incapacity of the child or parent
inability of the parent to contact the school for enrolment purposes.

If the parent had not provided information about their child’s enrolment at the end of their
compliance period, and no reasonable excuse or special circumstance applied, Centrelink
attempted to contact the parent. Any parent who did not provide the required enrolment
information when contacted was offered the services of a social worker, including referral to
any available outside service if the social worker concluded that such a service was in the
interests of the parent and/or the child.
At this stage, parents with outstanding enrolment details were issued with a formal enrolment
warning notice specifying a 14 day period in which to comply. Parents who had not provided
their child’s enrolment information at the end of the compliance period could have their income
support payment suspended.
Payment would be restored where a parent provided the required enrolment information,
exited scope for SEAM or provided evidence of a reasonable excuse or special circumstance that
prevented them from enrolling their child. If payment had been suspended for fewer than 13
weeks when it was restored, payments would have been back-paid in full. If parents had still not
complied after 13 consecutive weeks of suspension, Centrelink would have reviewed the
parent’s circumstances to determine whether payment cancellation was appropriate.

2.4. SEAM Attendance
Parents were in scope for the attendance component of SEAM if the requirements for the
enrolment component applied and their child was enrolled at a participating SEAM trial school.
If a child’s attendance was considered by the relevant education authority 6 to be unsatisfactory
and the school’s local absenteeism interventions were not successful, the education authority
could request Centrelink to assess whether the child’s parent was in scope for the attendance
component of SEAM.
If the education authority was still unsatisfied with the child’s attendance after this eligibility
check was performed, they could formally refer the parent to Centrelink for action under SEAM.
If the parent was still in scope at the time of referral, Centrelink issued an attendance notice7
informing the parent of their responsibilities under SEAM and the possible consequences of not
complying with the policy. The attendance notice specified a 28 day period in which the parent
had to take reasonable steps to ensure their child’s attendance at school improved. The
compliance period could be extended if a reasonable excuse or special circumstance applied.
6

In accordance with SEAM legislation, the term 'education authority' in this report refers to the person
responsible for the operation of the school.

7

There was originally another intermediate stage in the SEAM attendance referral process. This stage consisted
of a ‘first referral’ by the education authority to Centrelink, who then issued a letter warning the parent of their
obligations under SEAM and the possible consequences of non-compliance. However, this attendance warning
letter was required to be followed by a ‘second referral’ and a formal attendance notice prior to suspension
under the attendance component of SEAM. This intermediate stage was removed on 5 October 2009 in order
to simplify the SEAM attendance process.

4
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Typically, the school or education authority developed an Individual Attendance Plan (IAP) with
the parent. This IAP set out the reasonable steps that the parent should undertake to address
their child’s poor attendance. Parents who failed to take reasonable steps at the end of the
compliance period specified in the attendance notice, and for whom no reasonable excuse or
special circumstance applied, had their income support payments suspended.
There was a range of options that Centrelink officers could recommend throughout the
suspension period even if the parent was not yet compliant, such as providing appropriate
support services through access to a social worker.
Parents whose payments were suspended, but subsequently complied with the attendance
notice within 13 weeks from the date of suspension, had their payments back-paid in full. If
parents had failed to comply with the attendance notice after 13 weeks of payment suspension
under SEAM, they would have faced having their payments cancelled; however, no parents fell
into this category.

5
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Total number of SEAM student enrolments by site and participating school as at December 2009

SEAM site

School name

Institution type

Hermannsburg

Ntaria School

Government

Katherine
Township**

Casuarina Street Primary
Clyde Fenton Primary School
Katherine High School
Katherine South Primary School
Macfarlane Primary School
St Joseph's School

Government
Government
Government
Government
Government
Catholic

Home schooling
Milikipati School
Murrupurityanuwu Catholic School
Pularumpi School
Tiwi College

Home schooling
Government
Catholic
Government
Non-government

Xavier Community Education Centre
Our Lady Of The Sacred Heart Port
Keats
Wallace Rockhole School

Catholic
Catholic

Tiwi Islands

Wadeye
Wallace Rockhole
Other***
Total

NA
-

Government
NA
-

School type
Both primary and
secondary
Primary
Primary
Secondary
Primary
Primary
Both primary and
secondary
Home schooling
Primary
Primary
Primary
Both primary and
secondary
Secondary
Both primary and
secondary
Both primary and
secondary
NA
-

Number of SEAM
children as at 18
December 2009
61

199

Percentage of
children enrolled
who were in SEAM
31 %

13
97
90
58
139
42

258
311
582
328
240
NA

5%
31 %
15 %
18 %
58 %
NA

5
33
105
31
19

NA
86
NA
67
NA

NA
38 %
NA
46 %
NA

21
262

90
NA

23 %
NA

4

29

14 %

120
980

NA
2190

Children enrolled in
November 2009*

NA

*
Based on the 8 collections data from NT DET; December 2009 data was not available. This field is not restricted to children of compulsory school age.
** Katherine Town Camps is not included in the table as no school is located in this trial site. Children in Katherine Town Camps usually attend schools in Katherine.
*** 120 children in scope for SEAM were enrolled at schools that were not part of the SEAM trial. These children are not in scope for the attendance component of SEAM.
Enrolment data was not available for 77 in-scope children (six in Hermannsburg, 12 in Katherine Town Camps, 20 in Katherine Township, 24 in Tiwi Islands, 15 in Wadeye and
none in Wallace Rockhole). This is likely to be due to the time lag between actual enrolment of a child and recorded enrolment in the NT DET system. Also, schools may have
paused enrolments of new children during November-December.

6
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3. SEAM Evaluation Framework
3.1. Scope and Objectives
The two key objectives of the evaluation of SEAM are to provide the Government and
stakeholders with:
1. an assessment of the implementation of SEAM and the ongoing processes at the trial
sites
2. an assessment of the effectiveness of SEAM in achieving its desired outcomes at the trial
sites including:
 whether, and to what extent, the enrolments of SEAM children increased
 whether, and to what extent, the attendance of SEAM children increased
The findings of this early evaluation will inform the ongoing implementation of SEAM at all trial
sites. It will also contribute to the decision making at the completion of the trial on a possible
national rollout of this measure, as well as to further policy development in the area of
conditional welfare payments.

3.2. Evaluation Questions
This evaluation seeks to identify the critical factors affecting the implementation, processes and
outcomes; and to examine the extent to which SEAM achieved its desired outcomes in 2009.
The specific evaluation questions are aligned with the main stages and components of the
program.
SEAM engagement
Were the strategies used to communicate SEAM effective as measured by:




What was the level of awareness of the SEAM trial among stakeholder
groups?
Did parents, educators and people in the community have a sound
understanding of SEAM requirements?
Which communication strategy worked?

SEAM enrolment





What is the nature and extent of the problem with enrolments in the NT?
Was the enrolment process effective in achieving parental compliance?
Is the NT model applicable to other regions?
What factors in the enrolment process were critical in achieving parental
compliance?
Did SEAM achieve its desired outcomes in relation to enrolments?
What stages of SEAM had the potential to improve enrolments?
Did enrolment notification letters increase enrolment among SEAM
children?
Were SEAM enrolments sustained throughout 2009?

7
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SEAM attendance





Does the SEAM attendance component appropriately target the problem
with attendance in the NT?
Was the attendance process designed and implemented effectively?
What factors affected the implementation and effectiveness of the
attendance component?
Did SEAM achieve its desired outcomes in relation to attendance?
Did SEAM have an impact on overall school attendance?
Did any particular aspect of the SEAM attendance process have an
impact on attendance rates?

3.3. Evaluation Approach and Limitations
3.3.1.

Data sources

The evaluation questions are addressed using both quantitative and qualitative data. The main
data sources include quantitative data from the NT DET on individual student enrolments and
attendance; Centrelink SEAM administrative data; and information from qualitative fieldwork.
For a more detailed description of the data sources, see Appendix A.
3.3.2.

Evaluation approach

Two main evaluation techniques are used to assess the impact of SEAM:
 a before and after analysis which examines changes in patterns of enrolment and
attendance before and after SEAM related events
 a comparison with non-SEAM children8 which contrasts patterns of enrolment and
attendance for children who are in scope for SEAM with children who are attending the
same school but are not in scope for SEAM.
3.3.3.

Limitations in data sets and analysis

There are a number of significant limitations in the scope and, to a certain extent, the quality, of
both the qualitative and quantitative data. These limitations restrict the type of analyses
performed, and the robustness of the conclusions drawn.
As SEAM is just one tool among many that schools employ to address enrolment and
attendance issues, it is difficult to isolate its impact. The pre- and post-SEAM analysis and
comparison of SEAM children with non-SEAM children, to a certain extent, reduces this
problem. However, the lack of a control group9 and the significant variation in many relevant
factors means that no precise measurement of the impact of SEAM can be made.
School enrolment and attendance data was only available for NT DET schools and not for nongovernment schools in which SEAM operated10. Having an incomplete dataset precludes the
analysis of all schools in all trial sites. It also eliminates the potential to estimate student
8

Non-SEAM children are those who attend a SEAM school but do not meet the other criteria for SEAM.

9

No randomised control group was set up. Various comparisons can be made, but none of these are free from
interference of other variables.

10

Data for children in non-SEAM schools were not available from NT DET.
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movement between government and non-government schools and therefore also reduces the
potential to analyse enrolment gaps. Consequently, it limits our ability to gauge the number of
school-aged children falling out of the education system.
The classification of SEAM children and non-SEAM children in NT DET schools for enrolment and
attendance data relied on matching between Centrelink data records and NT DET records. Only
about 65 per cent of all SEAM children identified in Centrelink records were matched and hence
only these children could be used in the analysis. The remaining SEAM children are either in
non-government schools, or included in the non-SEAM data set or are not enrolled at all,
resulting in some error in the results. For a more in-depth discussion on missing data and
potential bias, see Appendix B.
Data available from NT DET for the 2009 school year ended at 4 December 2009, in the secondlast week of term. As the majority of attendance notices were issued in October 2009, only a
very short period (3-6 weeks) of attendance data is available after these were issued. In most
cases, this period is insufficient to examine whether attendance improved as a result of the
notice, let alone whether any improvement was sustainable.
The qualitative research was conducted very early in the SEAM trial due to the expectation of a
short reporting timeframe. As a result, the research was restricted to the activity and impact
associated with implementation of the enrolment component, as no attendance activity was
underway at the time.
Lessons learnt from this evaluation will assist us to address many of these
difficulties in the next evaluation report. In particular:
 relationships built with the education authorities will help us acquire
essential data
 doing data matching in-house at DEEWR will address or reduce many of
these limitations
 comparison groups will be developed, which will diminish problem due to
the lack of true control groups

9
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4. Evaluation of SEAM Community Engagement
In this section, the evaluation focuses on the first stage of SEAM implementation – SEAM
communication and community engagement. Qualitative research conducted by URBIS in April
and May 2009 was the main data source used for examining whether the strategies used to
communicate SEAM were effective.
During the qualitative research, mainly in the form of interviews, individuals, and organisational
and community stakeholders were asked about their level of awareness of SEAM and what they
understood about the trial. They were also asked about the ways they were informed about
SEAM and whether they felt it was helpful and provided them the detailed information they
required.

4.1. What was the level of awareness of SEAM among stakeholder groups?
Overall, there was a high general awareness of the SEAM trial across all
stakeholder groups.
All stakeholder groups were aware of the link between children’s schooling and Centrelink
payments to parents. Staff from the education authorities were the most familiar with the
measure and had a reasonably consistent understanding of the overall policy and how it applied
to both enrolment and attendance.
Awareness of SEAM was more varied among school principals. In particular, awareness
regarding their involvement in the attendance process varied greatly. About half of the
principals interviewed reported a reasonable level of understanding of the attendance
component, but the other half did not know sufficient detail about the attendance component
in which they would shortly be participating. This was most likely a consequence of ongoing
collaborative work between DEEWR and the NT education euthorities to develop and refine
SEAM attendance processes before implementation, which restricted the information available
to principals early in the trial. An exception to this general rule was in Katherine Township, as NT
DET in Katherine participated in developing SEAM attendance processes and documentation.
Consequently, some of the principals of government schools interviewed in the Katherine area
were more informed about their role in the attendance component of SEAM.

4.2. Did parents, educators and people in the community have a sound
understanding of SEAM requirements?
While general awareness of SEAM among parents was high, this was
accompanied by a limited understanding of their role, the details of SEAM
and the implementation process for the enrolment component.
As noted above, stakeholders in the trial sites, including parents and community members, were
generally aware of a new link between schooling and a parent’s Centrelink payment. However,
there was limited knowledge of the details, and the understanding that was reported by these
stakeholders generally included inaccurate information.
Interviewed parents generally recalled Centrelink requiring enrolment details for their children;
however, very few parents understood that the specific request for enrolment details was
directly associated with SEAM, instead linking their children’s school enrolment and attendance

10
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with their Centrelink payment. While a large number of interviewed parents recalled the need
to give enrolment details to Centrelink, their recollection of receiving a letter from Centrelink
which requested those details varied from location to location. Most parents did not recall the
letter as the prompt for providing Centrelink with the requested details.
Parents and communities had limited understanding of the details of SEAM,
and this was compounded by misinformation.
There was also a high level of incorrect information circulating about SEAM and how it would be
implemented. Some senior stakeholders referred to the time elapsed between the original
announcement of SEAM in June 2008 and the measure being implemented as a likely reason for
the high level of incorrect information. Examples of incorrect information held by parents and
community members were:





that SEAM is directed at Indigenous children in remote areas
that all carers (including grandmothers and aunts) would have their payments
suspended if they were caring for a child
that all Indigenous families in trial locations are subject to SEAM, including waged
families and families participating in CDEP
that any payment suspensions would immediately follow non-compliance with SEAM,
rather than requiring a compliance period.

4.3. Which communication strategy worked?
Briefings for parents and the community were a critical channel through
which to deliver important SEAM messages and increase awareness of the
measure.
In particular, the community meetings were used to deliver the following messages:




enrolling your child in school is important for their future
if your child is of compulsory school age it is important that your child is enrolled and
attends school regularly
school enrolment and attendance requirements are separate from income management
that may also be happening in your community.
Centrelink’s experience of income management helped inform the SEAM
message and how it was conveyed.

The implementation of the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) and Centrelink’s
experience of the associated income management measure were used to inform the
development of the implementation plans for SEAM (including communication and timeframes)
across all the trial sites. The Centrelink experience of the income management measure
highlighted the importance of early engagement with the communities to ensure messages
were clearly communicated. This was included in the communication strategy which also
identified the potential for confusion between the income management measure and SEAM.
However, at the time of the qualitative fieldwork there had been no reported instances of
confusion between the two measures.
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Community and Indigenous support resources were also used to communicate
the SEAM message to parents.
In all trial locations, there was a reliance on other people in well-placed positions outside the
NTER and Centrelink to assist parents in understanding the SEAM message. These people
included Aboriginal and Indigenous Education Workers (AIEW) located in schools. In some trial
locations there has been a significant reliance on the Government Business Manager, the
Indigenous Engagement Officer and, in one location, the Community Employment Broker.11 The
role undertaken by people in these positions was mainly translating the message of SEAM for
parents, particularly after the community meetings. In addition, the AIEWs reported that they
had played a role in explaining to parents the Centrelink letters and how parents could ensure
that they met the Centrelink requirements contained in those letters.
Verbal and one-on-one communication with parents was important.
While resources (fact sheets, flyers, posters, outreach kits) were important to support key
messages, the verbal presentation of the SEAM message to communities was thought by
Centrelink staff to be the critical medium. Aboriginal Education Officers also saw verbal delivery
of information to parents on a one-on-one basis as the most effective communication method.

11

Community Employment Brokers (CEBs) were placed throughout Northern Territory communities to help
ensure DEEWR programs and services were delivered effectively within each community. As of 1 July 2009, CEB
positions were defunded when Job Network was replaced by Job Services Australia.
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5. Evaluation of the enrolment component
Summary of Results
The SEAM enrolment process was highly effective in terms of compliance: except where they
went out of scope, all parents provided enrolment details for each of their children, with 80 per
cent of parents responding to the original enrolment request letter. Additionally, all enrolment
details that were sent to NT DET for verification proved to be correct.
However, this effectiveness appears to have been dependent to some extent on processes that
were only in place in NTER prescribed communities. It should be noted that although parents in
Katherine were far less likely to respond to the original notification letter, all of the parents who
remained in scope did eventually provide the required details. It is likely that a significant level
of individual engagement with Centrelink customers will be required to achieve similar levels of
compliance in future, especially in very remote and/or highly disadvantaged areas.
The implementation of the SEAM enrolment process has had some positive results on increasing
enrolments. While there was an increase in the number of enrolments immediately after
parents received an enrolment notification letter in 2009, evidence suggests that this was
mainly due to parents enrolling their children in school earlier in the year than they would have
otherwise. Furthermore, the enrolments of these children were not typically sustained till the
end of the school year, which is a critical issue for any future policy stemming from the
enrolment component of SEAM.
It would be highly advisable if future iterations of the SEAM enrolment process included a
measure to address the problem of partial enrolments12. Additional verification points spread
throughout the school year would assist in the identification of children who have become
unenrolled. The qualitative study has also shown that social workers may also have a key role in
helping parents to manage any barriers affecting sustained enrolments of their children.
Overall, these results imply that the SEAM enrolment component can work, but would most
likely be more effective if it were applied several times throughout each year instead of as a
one-off event.

Introduction
Enrolment is the first of the two main components of SEAM, and is designed to assist in
reducing the number of children who are not enrolled in an education institution (or home
schooling). The implementation, processes and effectiveness of the enrolment component are
assessed by addressing the following evaluation questions.
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What is the nature and extent of the problem with enrolments in the NT?
Was the enrolment process effective in achieving parental compliance?
Is the NT model applicable to other regions?
What factors in the enrolment process were critical in achieving parental compliance?
Did SEAM achieve its desired outcomes in relation to enrolments?
What stages of SEAM had the potential to improve enrolments?
Did enrolment notification letters increase enrolment among SEAM children?
Were SEAM enrolments sustained throughout 2009?

The term ‘partial enrolments’ in this report refers to enrolment spells which do not cover the full school year.
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5.1. What is the nature and extent of the problem with enrolments in the NT?
5.1.1.

Overall enrolment trends 2007-2009
Some children appear to have never been enrolled in school at all, but many
are enrolled for only part of some years.

For SEAM children, at least, there has been only a slight improvement in the total number of
enrolments in government schools each year from 2007 to 2009. This holds across most sites,
with the exception of Tiwi Islands and Wadeye, where enrolments actually fell in the most
recent period, as can be seen in Table 2.
Furthermore, during 2009 there was a high level of verified compliance with the enrolment
component of SEAM. This high compliance means that most children were enrolled in 2009, for
at least part of the year. And, at least in government schools, the same children, by and large,
were enrolled in the two previous years, indicating that very few children were potentially
unenrolled prior to SEAM. In short, it seems that very few children weren’t enrolled at all.
However, not all of these enrolments are for the whole year. Table 2 also indicates the number
of children who remained enrolled for the entire year.
It is evident from Table 2 that while most children are enrolled for the whole year, a significant
number of children are not. This occurrence of partial enrolments has slightly improved in
recent years, but remains problematic: in 2009, 64 per cent of children who were enrolled
remained enrolled for the entire year, compared with 33 per cent in 2007.
Unfortunately, we only have 2009 data for non-SEAM students; so we cannot tell conclusively
whether this pattern applies only to SEAM children or more broadly. However, the fact that
there has been a steady improvement over the three years, not just between 2008 and 2009,
means this cannot be attributed to SEAM.
Table 2 Number of SEAM children of compulsory school age for all three years enrolled by parent’s site and
year (number of SEAM children enrolled for the whole year shown in brackets)
Number of children
SEAM site

2007

2008

2009

Hermannsburg

44 (11)

45 (15)

46 (26)

Katherine Town Camps

78 (26)

79 (39)

79 (50)

255 (87)

264 (141)

289 (206)

Tiwi Islands

58 (28)

56 (30)

50 (34)

Wadeye

31 (2)

35 (2)

31 (4)

9 (2)

10 (3)

11 (2)

475 (156)

489 (230)

506 (322)

Katherine Township

Wallace Rockhole
Total
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Duration and permanence of enrolments
Many children, both SEAM and non-SEAM, appear to be unenrolled for a large
part of the year, but the enrolments of SEAM children are more fragmented,
especially in the very remote areas.

The prevalence of partial enrolments at government schools raises the question of just how
much of the year these children are unenrolled. The problem of partial enrolments is not
specific to SEAM children, but is instead a feature of the trial sites (and there is not a great deal
of variation between the sites). Essentially, these partial enrolments can be of any length:
roughly, just as many children are only enrolled for one month, say, as for ten months.
As no enrolment information is available for non-government schools, it is likely that this
analysis overstates the problem to some degree: for example, a transfer from a government to a
non-government school half way through the year would appear in the data as a partial
enrolment of 5-6 months duration. It is hence useful to also consider the degree of enrolment
fragmentation by analysing the number of disconnected enrolment spells each child had.
Table 3 shows that SEAM children had a higher propensity for enrolment breaks during 2009,
and that this pattern was consistent across all sites. While the majority of enrolments involve a
single spell, with no break, a significant proportion of SEAM children (20 per cent compared
with 10 per cent for non-SEAM children) have at least two enrolment spells in 2009.
Additionally, Table 4 shows that the prevalence of enrolment breaks among SEAM children has
remained stable since 2007. Enrolments were significantly more likely to be fragmented in the
very remote areas.
Table 3

Number of enrolment spells per child within the 2009 school year only
Number of SEAM children

SEAM Sites
Hermannsburg
Katherine Township
Tiwi Islands
Wallace Rockhole
Outside SEAM sites
Total

1 spell
34
315
46
6
133
534

2 spells
18
32
6
4
49
109

3+ spells
4
3
1
0
13
21

Total
56
350
53
10
195
664

% with multiple spells
39.3
10.0
13.2
40.0
31.8
19.6

Total
164
1335
117
41
485
2142

% with multiple spells
22.0
4.6
12.8
14.6
18.4
9.7

Number of non-SEAM children
SEAM Sites
Hermannsburg
Katherine Township
Tiwi Islands
Wallace Rockhole
Outside SEAM sites
Total

1 spell
128
1273
102
35
396
1934

2 spells
27
57
9
3
69
165

3+ spells
9
5
6
3
20
43

Note: Tables 3 and 4 include all children enrolled for at least part of each year: unlike Table 2, they are not
restricted to those children of compulsory school age for all three years as this is not possible for non-SEAM
children.
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Number of enrolment spells per SEAM child within a school year, 2007 to 2009
Number of SEAM children
Number of spells

2007

2008

2009

1

490

518

534

2

100

91

109

3 or more

19

24

21

Total

609

633

664

Per cent with multiple spells

19.5

18.2

19.6

5.2. Was the SEAM enrolment process effective in achieving parental compliance?
The SEAM enrolment process consisted of four phases: an enrolment notification letter
requesting enrolment details, follow-up contact, a formal enrolment warning notice, and
suspension of payments. Parents had the opportunity to provide enrolment details at each step.
On 28 January 2009, the delivery of enrolment notification letters requesting children’s school
enrolment details commenced in the trial sites of Katherine, Katherine Town Camps,
Hermannsburg and Wallace Rockhole. The SEAM trial started in the Tiwi Islands on 2 March, and
in Wadeye on 9 March. Enrolment notices were hand-delivered to parents in the NTER
prescribed sites by Centrelink staff and delivered to parents in Katherine Township by mail.
Parents also received enrolment notification letters as they came into scope during the year.
Figure 1 presents cumulative descriptive data collected for all the trial sites between the
implementation dates and 18 December 2009, for each stage of the SEAM enrolment process.
Table 5 shows this data disaggregated by trial site.
5.2.1.

Enrolment notification letters

Of the 989 parents in scope for SEAM during the year to 18 December 2009, 918 parents had
been issued an enrolment notification letter in relation to 1604 children.13 This letter requested
them to provide their child’s school enrolment details to Centrelink within at least 14 days.
In response to this enrolment letter, Centrelink was advised of school enrolment details by 698
parents (76 per cent) for 1235 children (77 per cent). Fifty parents out of the initial 918 had
moved out of scope for SEAM during the period specified in the enrolment notification letter.
The remaining 170 parents did not reply to the letter and required further follow-up.
While the overall non-compliance rate to the enrolment notification letter was 19 per cent, it
varied across sites (Table 5), varying from 26 per cent for Katherine Township to 10 per cent for
Tiwi islands.
5.2.2.

Contact phase

Following the enrolment notice, Centrelink contacted the parents who did not provide
enrolment details at the end of the compliance period. This contact was by telephone where
possible, but where this was not possible Centrelink initiated face-to-face contact.

13

There were several reasons why the remaining 71 parents weren’t sent a letter – for example, some were only
in scope for a very short time, and some had already provided enrolment details directly to Centrelink.
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Upon receiving contact from Centrelink, 97 parents out of 170 (57 per cent) sent their child’s
enrolment details within the specified period, while 56 of them still remained subject to the
measure following contact with Centrelink. Seventeen parents had moved out of scope for
SEAM during this period.
No noticeable site variation in relation to compliance to the contact phase was seen (the only
exception was Wallace Rockhole (four parents only) which showed a lower rate of compliance).
Figure 1

Cumulative number of parents and children who reached different stages of the SEAM
enrolment process during 2009

In scope for SEAM
989 parents
1658 children

Not sent enrolment
notification letter

Sent enrolment
notification letter

71 parents (7%)
54 children (2%)

918 parents (93%)
1604 children (97 %)

No further action
(went out of scope)

Contacted about
enrolment details

Provided required
enrolment details

50 parents (5%)
83 children (5%)

170 parents (19%)
286 children (18%)

698 parents (76%)
1235 children (77%)

No further action
(went out of scope)

Provided required
enrolment details

17 parents (10%)
27 children (9%)

Sent enrolment
warning notice
56 parents (33%)
84 children (29%)

97 parents (57%)
175 children (62%)

No further action
(went out of scope)

Suspended for
failure to comply

Provided required
enrolment details

11 parents (20%)
14 children (17%)

0 parents (0%)
0 children (0%)

45 parents (80%)
70 children (83%)

Note: Percentages are calculated in reference to the stage immediately prior and may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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Compliance with SEAM enrolment notices – cumulative data as at 18 December 2009
Katherine
Township

Total
Northern Territory

Katherine
Town Camps

Hermannsburg

Tiwi Islands

Wallace
Rockhole

Wadeye

parents

children

parents

children

parents

children

parents

children

parents

children

parents

children

parents

children

Number of people in scope

989

1658

354

611

111

191

87

125

203

336

219

374

15

21

Sent enrolment notification letter

918

1604

328

598

103

179

75

118

190

322

208

367

14

20

Received enrolment contact

170

286

86

153

17

29

14

20

19

31

30

49

4

4

Sent enrolment warning notice

56

84

27

38

6

7

5

6

6

9

10

22

2

2

Enrolment sanction applied

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Provided enrolment details

845

1483

296

546

95

159

70

112

173

293

200

357

11

16

Enrolment reasonable excuse

17

26

11

19

3

3

0

0

1

2

1

1

1

1

Enrolment special circumstance

9

-

4

-

2

-

-

-

1

-

-

-

2

-

*

* 9 children have moved site between Katherine Township and Katherine Town Camps.
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Enrolment warning notices

Where compliance with the enrolment notification letter was not still achieved, Centrelink sent
parents an enrolment warning notice informing them that their income support will be
suspended if they did not comply. All of the 56 parents who were sent a warning either
complied (45 parents) or went out of scope (11 parents). Consequently, by the end of 2009, no
parent had been suspended because they had failed to provide their enrolment details.
The rates at which contact phases and warning letters were employed by Centrelink to acquire
enrolment details in Katherine were about double those in the sites in NTER prescribed
communities. However, while a smaller proportion of parents in the NTER prescribed
communities required follow-up by Centrelink, all these parents had already had at least one
prior personal visit by Centrelink staff during delivery of enrolment notices. The length of time
between the initial contact phase and possible suspension varied from six weeks to up to three
months.
5.2.4.

Conclusion

In summary, after each phase of the SEAM enrolment process, the level of compliance with the
requirement to provide enrolment details was high. Seventy-six per cent of the 918 parents
issued an enrolment notification letter complied at the first enrolment notice phase. Of those
who were contacted (170 parents), 57 per cent complied, and all parents (100 per cent) who
were sent an enrolment warning letter complied (or moved out of scope).
By the end of the enrolment process, all parents had either provided enrolment details or gone
out of scope. Furthermore, although not all enrolment details were verified with the schools, all
of the details that were checked were found to be correct. In short, in relation to compliance,
the design and implementation of the enrolment process was highly effective.

5.3. Is the NT model applicable to other regions?
The findings on the implementation of the SEAM enrolment component can
only be applied to similar environments.
The particular nature of the trial sites in remote Indigenous communities limited the learning
available to inform on a possible national implementation of the SEAM enrolment component.
Katherine Township is the only trial site that has a significant non-Indigenous representation
and is not part of the NTER, and may provide an indication of how the implementation and
effectiveness of the enrolment component may occur outside remote, Indigenous communities.
The unique infrastructure available under NTER, which was used by Centrelink to deliver SEAM,
would not be available in locations that were not prescribed communities. The lack of this
infrastructure and associated resources would be likely to impact on the effectiveness of
achieving parent compliance in other regions.
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5.4. What factors in the enrolment process were critical in achieving parental
compliance?
Information collected through interviews and focus groups provided insight into possible factors
contributing to the high level of compliance during the implementation of the SEAM enrolment.
Hand delivery of enrolment notices to parents in trial sites using the NTER
service infrastructure is likely to have increased initial compliance by parents.
All six trial sites in NT except Katherine Township were prescribed communities under the NTER.
The existing NTER service infrastructure allowed hand delivery of enrolment notices to parents
by Centrelink staff in five of the six trial sites. This method of enrolment notice delivery gave
those parents the opportunity to provide enrolment details to the Centrelink staff on the spot or
at a later date. Parents who did not fulfil the requirement to provide enrolment details within
14 days were followed up by Centrelink staff, either by telephone or a further home visit.
Hand delivery of enrolment notices is not replicable for parents living outside NTER sites, such
as Katherine Township. Feedback from Centrelink staff indicated that a great deal more followup was required with people in the town than was anticipated. This is consistent with the
finding above that the proportion of parents required to be contacted (after the enrolment
notification letters) in Katherine was double that of the other sites.
Individual, tailored engagement with parents by Centrelink was effective in
acquiring outstanding enrolment details.
Individual, tailored engagement with families was reported by Centrelink to have become
standard practice for remote area servicing (RAS), and SEAM was incorporated into this
approach to effectively acquire outstanding enrolment details from parents. The approach
promoted by the RAS model was described as a holistic one, where all matters pertaining to a
customer are known to the Centrelink officer interacting with the customer, and communication
is tailored to the person’s whole circumstance.
Initial non-compliance with enrolment notices arose for reasons other than
parents not having their children enrolled.
Centrelink staff reported no difficulties in acquiring outstanding enrolment details from the
parents who had not responded. Reasons identified for non-response from parents included:





poor literacy and an inability to understand the enrolment notice letter
a lack of understanding of the need to respond
inattention to the timeframe required
a low priority placed on responding in the context of complex personal circumstances.
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The high enrolment notice compliance rate of parents required a high level of
engagement and personal support.
The high level of compliance with the enrolment notice should be viewed in the context of the
support available to parents. As indicated earlier, enrolment notices were hand-delivered to 65
per cent of the parents in the trial as they lived in NTER prescribed communities. The parents in
these sites who didn’t respond as required were visited again or phoned by Centrelink staff.
Communities and schools also provided support for parents across all sites in addition to
tailored, individual engagement by Centrelink via SEAM procedures, and RAS practices
facilitated the reporting of enrolment details by parents.
The high level of general awareness by parents of the introduction of a new link between
children going to school and parents’ Centrelink payments had been achieved through the
multi-pronged approach of the Communication Strategy. The critical factor, however, has been
the reinforcement of information by Centrelink and other local Federal Government staff, and
by school staff in each location. Without these local resources it is unlikely that the level of
awareness of, and so compliance with, the enrolment component would have been achieved.
While the high level of engagement and support helped parents meet their requirements, it
may also explain why they complied despite their limited understanding of the actual purpose
of giving enrolment details to Centrelink. Parents reportedly knew they were required to give
Centrelink enrolment details, but many did not associate this requirement with SEAM or with
the linking of their children going to school and Centrelink payments. Some parents incorrectly
linked the request for enrolment details with the Tax Bonus paid early in 2009 or the school
bonus paid at children’s commencement of primary and high school. Hence, the support given
(particularly by Centrelink) to parents to help them comply with enrolment notices may also
have relieved parents of their need to understand the purpose of the enrolment notice, its role
in SEAM and the requirements it imposed.

5.5. Did SEAM achieve its desired outcomes in relation to enrolments?
An improvement in enrolments can be seen as a response to parents receiving
an enrolment notification letter, although the main impact was probably to
make parents enrol earlier than they would have otherwise.
5.5.1.

What stages of SEAM had the potential to improve enrolments?

The aggregate level information, above, does not show any significant impact of SEAM overall.
We therefore focus on more specific aspects of the enrolment component to analyse whether
any of them were individually effective.
There are a number of stages where the implementation of SEAM might have had an impact on
the level of enrolments. Both the announcement of SEAM, in mid-2008, and the community
engagement, in early 2009, could have had an indirect threat effect; while the delivery of
enrolment notification letters, follow up contacts from Centrelink and warning letters (as
outlined above) could have had a more direct threat effect. Also suspensions of payments, in
principle, could have impacted.
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No one, however, was suspended for failure to comply with the enrolment component of SEAM,
so nothing can be said about the impact of suspensions on enrolments. Analysis was done on all
the other stages of the process to see what happened to enrolments immediately after these
events occurred, but the only clear evidence of an impact was with responses to the enrolment
notification letters.
With enrolments, there was a definite spike in the month immediately after the notification
letter was sent out (and there was no similar spike in the previous year). However, no similar
effect was observed with the other phases.
With Centrelink contacts and warning letters, the number of parents actually approached at
these stages was too small to see any clear effect. The announcement and engagement,
however, potentially affected everyone, so the absence of an immediate response means that
these probably had little or no effect. It was only when a letter arrived spelling out what was
required, and the consequences of not complying, that parents responded.
Consequently, in the remainder of this section we will focus on the effect of these notification
letters.
5.5.2.

Did enrolment notification letters increase enrolment among SEAM children?

The high level of compliance among parents, discussed above, is not sufficient evidence that
enrolments increased because of SEAM. The assessment of whether the trial was effective at
increasing enrolments is done using the quantitative data provided by NT DET, in combination
with Centrelink administrative data on when the enrolment notification letters were produced.
Table 6 shows the number of children who were enrolled when their parents were sent the
enrolment notification letter. Of the 725 children for whom data is available, 558 (77 per cent)
were already enrolled at the time their parents received the letter from Centrelink. For these
children, parents merely responded to the letter or Centrelink contact by providing the relevant
information on that pre-existing enrolment.
The remaining SEAM children (almost a quarter of them – 167 children) were not enrolled at the
time the notification letter was sent. Table 6 also shows that one quarter of these children (43)
enrolled during the month following the receipt of the notification letter. Over the rest of the
year a further 48 children enrolled. In short, there was a spike of enrolments in the month after
the notification letter was sent out. This trend was evident across all SEAM schools but was
particularly evident for Katherine Township.
Table 6

Enrolments at and after the date of issue of enrolment notification to parent
Not enrolled at notification

Site

Total

Enrolled

Total not
enrolled

Enrolled
within the
next month

Enrolled later
that year

Didn't
enrol

Hermannsburg
Katherine Town Camps
Katherine Township
Tiwi Islands
Wadeye
Wallace Rockhole

66
107
393
83
64
12

57
79
338
56
19
9

9
28
55
27
45
3

4
7
26
1
5
0

4
7
12
8
14
3

1
14
17
18
26
0

Total

725

558

167

43

48

76

22

SEAM Evaluation Report for 2009

SEAM Enrolment

This spike can be seen more clearly in Figure 2 below. This figure also shows that this spike was
not related to some seasonal pattern (for example, a rush of parents enrolling a little late at the
beginning of the year). The figure shows all enrolment spells, and lines up the start of each of
these with the date the child’s parent received a notification letter. Not all of these letters were
sent out at the same time, but many were, at least within the same site. Spikes can occur
seasonally (we see this in Figure 2 particularly in relation to the beginning of the school year).
However, the figure clearly shows that the spike just after the notices were sent is not due to
some coincidental seasonal pattern.
While Table 6 (and Figure 2) provide some evidence that the SEAM enrolment process did have
an impact on parents enrolling their children at school, it does not tell us whether these parents
would have enrolled their children anyway, only later.
One way to assess this is to investigate when these children had been enrolled in the past. Of
the 167 children who were not enrolled at the date of notification, only 24 children had never
been enrolled at all since 2007. In particular, a high proportion (but small number) of those who
enrolled in the month after notification was never enrolled in the preceding two years (8 out of
43; or 6 out of 36 if we remove the six year olds, who weren’t required to be enrolled in
previous years).
In conclusion, a few children were never enrolled before. It is plausible that, in these cases, the
notification letter led to enrolments where no enrolment would have otherwise occurred.
However, it is also probable that many children were simply enrolled earlier than they might
otherwise have been. This is suggested by the large number of enrolments that occurred in the
previous year some time after the notification letters would have been sent (around 6 months
prior to the notification letters (-6) in Figure 2).
In short, this analysis provides evidence that SEAM had some effect in increasing enrolments.
Data limitations, however, such as missing enrolment information for children enrolled at nongovernment schools, means that a precise measurement of the degree of impact is not possible.
Figure 2

Enrolment start dates relative to when an enrolment notification was created
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One year
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Note: this chart is not restricted to those children who were not enrolled at notification
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Were SEAM enrolments sustained throughout 2009?

Table 7 compares the extent to which enrolments were sustained over 2009. Over 40 per cent
of SEAM children who enrolled after the notification letter stayed enrolled for the full year, with
no breaks, compared with 77 per cent of those already enrolled at notification.
This data indicates that while a one-off enrolment process can cause an unenrolled child to
become enrolled, it is not always the case that this enrolment is sustained for the remainder of
the school year. Qualitative study has shown that social workers may also have a key role in
helping parents to manage any barriers affecting sustained enrolments of their children. It is
likely that ongoing involvement with the SEAM families and their children will prove to be
critical for sustained outcomes.
Table 7

Number of months between notification and the end of the enrolment period
Number of children
1-5
months

6-11
months

End of
school year

Enrolled at notification
Enrolled within a month
Enrolled later that year
Didn't enrol

89
20
14

38
6
14

431
17
20

558
43
48
76

77
40
42

Total

123

58

468

725

72

Total

% enrolled to
end of year
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6. Evaluation of the attendance component of SEAM
Summary of Results
An effective implementation of the SEAM attendance component requires full engagement
from all participating education authorities and school principals. The fact that only two
government schools made referrals to Centrelink involving 19 SEAM parents suggests that the
mechanism of referral and the engagement of schools with SEAM needs to be further examined.
SEAM is appropriately targeted. SEAM children exhibited attendance rates 10 percentage points
lower than those of non-SEAM children attending the same schools, and unauthorised
absenteeism was more prevalent among SEAM children than among their non-SEAM peers.
However, there was no demonstrable effect of SEAM on improving the attendance rates of
SEAM children in 2009 and no changes in unauthorised absenteeism behaviour among SEAM
children during 2007-2009.
At this stage, the poor performance of SEAM on attendance outcomes in 2009 should not be
seen as evidence against the basic principle of conditioning welfare on children’s school
attendance. Implementation issues early on meant that many processes effectively starting only
in the later part of the school year and had insufficient time to take effect, while a number of
issues arose from the discretionary nature of the referral process. It is highly likely that
implementation issues and processes specific to the NT in 2009 are responsible for these
results.
Some major process adjustments were made in early 2010 to address these shortcomings of the
attendance process in 2009. It is quite common for processes to be adjusted on an ongoing
basis during a trialled project, and an essential part of evaluation is tracking the progress of
these adjustments to policy and project operations. The evaluation of SEAM in 2010 will utilise
the analysis in this report as useful baseline information in order to provide more information
on the effectiveness of welfare conditionality on children’s school attendance. 14

Introduction
Attendance is the second main component of SEAM. Its implementation and effectiveness are
assessed by addressing the following evaluation questions.





14

Does the SEAM attendance component appropriately target the problem of attendance
in the NT?
Was the attendance process designed and implemented effectively?
What factors affected the implementation and effectiveness of the attendance
component?
Did SEAM achieve its desired outcomes in relation to attendance?
Did SEAM have an impact on overall school attendance?
Did any particular aspects of SEAM have an impact on attendance rates?

Attachment A provides some preliminary analysis on the effectiveness of adjustments to the attendance
referral process in 2010.
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6.1. Does the SEAM attendance component appropriately target the problem of
attendance in the NT?
6.1.1. Attendance patterns by school terms each year
Figure 3 shows that the relatively poor attendance of SEAM children is spread across the whole
year: the attendance rates were invariably lower for SEAM children than for their non-SEAM
counterparts across all school terms in 2009 (and this difference was lowest in term 1 and
highest in term 4). On average, SEAM children missed 17.4 more days of school than their nonSEAM peers throughout the entire 2009 school year.
Figure 3

Attendance rates of SEAM and non-SEAM children by year and term
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6.1.2. Unauthorised absenteeism pattern by school terms each year
A critical part of the attendance component of SEAM is addressing unauthorised absenteeism. 15
Most of the higher rates of absenteeism, in all school terms during 2007-2009, were due to
unauthorised absences, particularly for SEAM children. Consequently, the remaining analysis
will focus mainly on these.
Data shows consistently poorer performance with SEAM children than non-SEAM children:
SEAM children had a higher rate of unauthorised absences in all school terms in 2009.
Figure 4

Unauthorised absenteeism by term, 2007-2009
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An unauthorised absence is one where the carer either fails to notify the school of the reason for the absence,
or the reason provided by the carer is deemed unacceptable.
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6.2. Was the SEAM attendance process designed and implemented effectively?
Table 8 shows attendance monitoring data for SEAM children and parents during 2009. Overall,
772 parents met eligibility requirements for the school attendance component for their 1272
children in 2009.
Table 8

SEAM attendance compliance statistics as at 18 December 2009
Adults

Children

In scope - attendance component

772

1272

Confirmed by Centrelink as in scope

16

144

–

Referred to Centrelink

17

19

22

Sent a 28 day attendance notice

16

19

Payment suspension

2

4

Under the attendance component of SEAM, school principals were able to request scope checks
on parents who they believed were not taking reasonable steps to ensure their children
attended school regularly. Although the total number of scope checks performed by Centrelink
is not available, 144 parents (18.6 per cent of the total in-scope parents) were confirmed as in
scope for SEAM. Under the SEAM process, school principals would then develop an IAP with the
parents to help them take the necessary steps to ensure their children attended school. If the
parents failed to take reasonable steps to comply with the attendance plan, the school would
refer them to Centrelink.
Nineteen parents were referred to Centrelink by the schools. Sixteen of these 19 parents were
issued with a formal attendance notice, warning them that if they did not take action to address
their children’s poor attendance within 28 days then their income support payment may be
suspended.
Of the 16 parents who received a 28 day attendance notice: five went out of scope; three were
compliant with SEAM requirements before any suspension was imposed (either through an
improvement in the child’s attendance or by taking reasonable steps); six were engaged with
social workers to resolve the child’s poor attendance issues; and two received payment
suspensions for failure to comply with the attendance component. These suspensions lasted for
less than a week, since they were applied just before the end of the school year. No payments
were cancelled.
Given that there were 144 parents who were confirmed as in scope for SEAM but only 19
parents were referred to Centrelink, either schools’ IAPs were effective in improving student
attendance or not all schools were fully engaged with SEAM. The fact that referrals were from
only two schools (Clyde Fenton Primary School and MacFarlane Primary School, both located in
Katherine) suggests the varied engagement with SEAM was the main reason for the low level of
referrals.
In summary, few parents were activated into the attendance component of SEAM, and most of
these parents did not go through the full process as they were activated late in the school year.
16

Data relating to the number of children confirmed as in scope for SEAM is not available.

17

All referrals to Centrelink under SEAM in the NT in 2009 came from Clyde Fenton Primary School and
MacFarlane Primary School, both located in Katherine.
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School attendance was seen to be affected by many factors and barriers and it was not clear
how these would be taken into account under SEAM. Some of these were cultural obligations
and issues, clan conflict and violence, transport issues, health problems and schooling
languages. Tailored case management was considered to be the most critical factor in
addressing issues behind school absenteeism.

6.3. What factors affected the implementation and effectiveness of the
attendance component?
During the qualitative research, all the communities and organisations consulted agreed that
children’s attendance at school is a priority, and more was needed to support families who
lacked the skill or motivation to engage their children in education.
Our analysis of the qualitative research and Centrelink administration information suggests a
range of factors are important influences on the implementation and effectiveness of the
attendance component. These include:


NT principals had significant discretion as to how and when to apply SEAM to improve
school attendance. As such there was a varied level of engagement with the SEAM process
by schools.



The time taken between initial in-scope checks, development of IAPs between schools and
parents and the time taken to send a 28 day attendance letter was long due to intermediate
stages in the process, which have since been removed.



School principals expressed a number of concerns about the implementation of the SEAM
attendance process: the process would result in increased workloads when teachers and the
principals were already working hard to address the issue; and the engagement with SEAM
could increase the risk of breaking down school-family relationships.



Unintended consequences were perceived to be of particular concern. Community
stakeholders were concerned that the discretionary nature of the process increased risk of
retaliation against those in the communities who had a role in applying SEAM. They were
also concerned that SEAM may lead to increased crime if income support payments were
suspended and a risk to children’s safety if parents blamed children for the suspension of
income.

6.4. Did SEAM have an impact on overall school attendance?
Average attendance rates for SEAM students and non-SEAM students, based on student
attendance data provided by NT DET, are presented in Table 9. As can be seen from the table,
the attendance rate for SEAM students increased by one percentage point from 2007 to 2008,
but remained constant from 2008 to 2009. The attendance rate for non-SEAM students is only
available for 2009 when it was 10 percentage points higher than that of SEAM students (84.9
per cent compared to 74.7 per cent).
The attendance rate for all children at SEAM schools remained constant from 2007 to 2008 at 82
per cent, with a one percentage point increase from 2008 to 2009. Importantly, there is no
significant difference between the attendance rates of SEAM schools and that of all NT DET
schools, suggesting that the results for SEAM schools are reasonably representative.
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18

Attendance rates of students in the NT by year

SEAM children (restricted to children who were
enrolled in all three years)
Non-SEAM children

19

SEAM schools – all students (Collection 3, 2009)
All NT DET schools (Collection 3, 2009)

20

2007

2008

2009

73.7 %

74.6 %

74.7 %

562

562

562

na

na

84.9 %

na

na

2154

82.2 %

82.4 %

83.4 %

2256

2144

2155

81.9 %

81.0 %

32 816

33 018

82.1 %
32 663

21

There was no clear pre-post change with respect to the rate of attendance among SEAM
children, when comparing whole school years. But given that IAPs only commenced, and
attendance notices were only issued, late in the year (by late August only five IAPs had
commenced development, and there had been no referrals), we would only expect these to
have any significant impact in the last term. However, when we break down attendance rates by
school and term (in Figure 3) we still see no obvious change in attendance patterns comparing
2009 to the two previous years, or any improvement relative to non-SEAM children.
Also, no significant changes in the rate of unauthorised absences were found for SEAM children
during 2007-2009, further suggesting the lack of any overall impact of SEAM on attendance; nor
was there any marked improvement in term 4 compared to the previous year, pointing no
specific impact on attendance of IAPs or referrals to Centrelink.22
Taken together, these data suggest that SEAM had no discernable impact on school attendance
rates for SEAM children in 2009, at least at the aggregated level. This was due to the combined
effect of delays in implementation and the discretionary nature of the process.

6.5. Did any particular aspects of SEAM have an impact on attendance rates?
As with enrolments, SEAM had no obvious impact on attendance at the aggregated level, but
particular stages or aspects of SEAM may still have had some impacts. The two aspects of the
attendance process that we would expect to have an impact are the IAPs and the attendance
notices. However, the number of both of these were low, and both stages only started late in
the school year, which means we can say very little about their possible impacts.
6.5.1. Pattern of change in unauthorised absences before and after SEAM
The analysis above examined the total number of days of unauthorised absence among
students. In order to understand the underlying dynamics of behaviour change at individual
level, we compare here the patterns of change (proportion of children with increased or
decreased unauthorised absences) of SEAM children to non-SEAM children in a defined period.
18

The calculated attendance rate is the number of days attended divided by the number of days enrolled.

19

Only 2009 data is available for non-SEAM students.

20

NT DET collects enrolment and attendance data from schools twice in each school term and publishes
aggregated information on their website, http://www.det.nt.gov.au. Collection 3 for 2009 occurred in May.

21

Estimated figure as the above website does not contain information for schools with less than 10 students.

22

Additional analyses on attendance / absences can be found in Attachment E.
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Ideally, this comparison should be made by comparing equivalent terms in different years (for
example, term 4 2009 vs term 4 2008) to control for the variation of unauthorised absences in
different terms. Since the attendance data for non-SEAM children is available only for 2009,
such a comparison is not possible. Instead, we use the comparison of term 4 to term 1 for SEAM
and non-SEAM children as a before and after comparison (Figure 5). This basis for comparison is
relevant and defensible, given that the main aspects of the attendance process only started late
in the year.
A similar proportion of SEAM and non-SEAM children (about 25 per cent) reduced their
unauthorised absences from term 1 to term 4 of 2009, but nearly 60 per cent of SEAM children
showed deterioration compared to the 38 per cent of non-SEAM children. Thirty-seven per cent
of non-SEAM children saw no change in unauthorised absences between term 1 and term 4
compared to 15 per cent of SEAM children.
As previously shown in Figure 4, SEAM children had a greater increase in unauthorised absences
from term 1 to term 4 in 2009 than non-SEAM children. The current analysis suggests that this
deterioration is mainly due to an increased proportion of SEAM children having unauthorised
absences.
Figure 5

Change in unauthorised absences between term 1 and term 4 2009

While the above analysis gives us more insight into the nature of the problem with attendance
for SEAM children, it does not help us assess the effectiveness of the SEAM attendance process
(a similar pattern of deterioration is implied for 2008 in Figure 4). However, if we do the same
analysis for individual schools (as we do in Figure 5), we can compare outcomes for the schools
that actively pursued the SEAM attendance process – Clyde Fenton Primary School and
MacFarlane Primary School – with other schools. Because we are only looking at SEAM schools
where data are available for 2008 and 2009, the comparison this time is made between term 4
2009 to term 4 2008 for SEAM students for each school (Figure 6).
Overall, 43 per cent of SEAM children had an increase in the number of unauthorised absences
when comparing term 4 2009 to term 4 2008; while 46 per cent of SEAM children had a
decrease in the number of unauthorised absences – that is, improvements and deteriorations
largely offset one another. Twenty per cent of SEAM children exhibited significant improvement
in attendance behaviour (with at least six fewer unauthorised absences in term 4 2009 than in
term 4 2008) while 17 per cent showed significant deterioration (with at least six more
unauthorised absences in term 4 2009 than in term 4 2008).
There does appear to be some school effect in the behavioural change of students from term 4
2008 to term 4 2009, but the outcome is ambiguous when we compare the schools that
participated actively in SEAM with the others. Certainly, Clyde Fenton Primary had the best
performance; but MacFarlane Primary’s outcomes were very close to the average.
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Change in unauthorised absences between term 4 2008 and term 4 2009

6.5.2. Attendance patterns of referred children
An important component of SEAM was to issue an attendance notice to parents whose children
did not attend school regularly (and the parents failed to take reasonable steps to address the
issue). Among the 16 children subject to an attendance notice, attendance data for the time
period 2007-2009 was only available for 12. These numbers are too low to reasonably assess the
impact of Centrelink referrals on attendance; however, this group of children represents, to a
certain extent, the students exhibiting the worst attendance behaviour. Their attendance
patterns are therefore examined at an individual level to improve our understanding of the
problems with attendance. The attendance rates of these 12 children varied greatly. Figure 7
shows the proportion of the school year that each child spent as: unauthorisedly absent, not
enrolled, and present at school. The open box at the top of the chart represents authorised
absences.
Figure 7

Attendance patterns of referred children
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Three of the referred children (A, B and C) were not enrolled in an NT DET school for some part
of 2008. However, these children were enrolled in an NT DET school for all of 2009, and this
appears to have translated into a greater amount of time spent at school in 2009.
Five of the children (D to H) who were enrolled in NT DET schools for all of the 2008 and 2009
exhibited a decrease in their unauthorised absence rate. While Child D had far fewer
unauthorised absences in 2009 than in 2008, the child’s attendance was still deemed
unsatisfactory in 2009 and the parents’ payment was suspended under the attendance
component of SEAM. Child E significantly improved their attendance behaviour.
Four children (J to M) enrolled in NT DET schools for all of 2008 and 2009 demonstrated a
deterioration of attendance behaviour in 2009. Of these four children, one was subject to an
attendance sanction under SEAM (child L).
Overall, we see that these worst cases have generally continued to exhibit poor attendance
behaviour across the two years shown, although there is considerable variation between
children.
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Appendix A Evaluation data sources
The evaluation questions are addressed using both quantitative and qualitative data. In
particular, this report draws on:


quantitative data from NT education authorities (NT DET) on student enrolments and
attendance. For government schools participating in the trial, NT DET provided
enrolment and attendance data at unit record level for SEAM students as identified by
DEEWR’s list of in-scope children. This data set covers enrolment in all NT DET SEAM
schools and associated daily attendance for the entire period 2007-2009. For non-SEAM
students attending the same SEAM schools, unit record data on enrolments ending in
2009 and daily attendance data during 2009 were provided. However, due to concerns
of maintaining student privacy, identifying information (name, gender and age, etc.) was
not supplied for non-SEAM students, limiting the possible scope of analysis.



Centrelink SEAM administrative data. Data relating to SEAM activities performed by
Centrelink was extracted on a weekly basis. This data includes enrolment details,
attendance referrals, any contact with the parent about SEAM (including letters, face-toface appointments, and social worker contacts), reasonable excuse/special circumstance
details and suspensions under SEAM.



the Research and Evaluation Dataset (RED). RED is an episodic longitudinal dataset
containing information on all working age income support recipients over the last 10
years. The records of income support recipients contained in RED were linked to data
from the weekly SEAM extracts from Centrelink to obtain information on the income
support receipt history and associated demographic data for SEAM households.



information from qualitative fieldwork to supplement and expand on the administrative
data. The qualitative data was gathered in April and May 2009 by URBIS. URBIS
conducted focus groups with Centrelink staff at the sites and with community workers as
well as in-depth interviews with income support parents/families, principals/teachers at
the schools, and education authorities. In addition, discussions were undertaken with a
wide range of other people involved, or with an interest, in the measure including
Government Business Managers, Community Employment Brokers, police, Aboriginal
health services and teachers’ assistants (Indigenous and non-Indigenous).
Note: Data gathered during the qualitative fieldwork has been used primarily to inform
how the SEAM enrolment component was implemented and the awareness levels
and experiences of those affected. The qualitative research has also been used to
explain the reasons for initial non-compliance by parents with their SEAM
enrolment requirements and provide information on how their compliance was
achieved.
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Data limitations and potential bias: unmatched SEAM
children

An important data issue when analysing both enrolments and attendance is the potential for
bias in the matching of NT DET enrolment and attendance data with Centrelink administrative
data. This bias could lead to an under count of children with poor and variable enrolments and
attendance, for example – that is, just the children that prima facie may have been helped by
SEAM. But is there any reason to think there could be a bias in the matching process? We are
able to analyse this using Centrelink administrative data which we have for all SEAM children
and their families, whether they were matched to the NT DET data or not. Results show that
there is some bias toward more marginalised children and families being unmatched.
Firstly, we can confirm that many of the unmatched children were at non-government schools
at least at the time that they provided enrolment information to Centrelink. The first part of
Table B1 shows the distribution of the matched and unmatched population in relation to the
type of school that the child was enrolled in, according to the information on enrolments
provided to Centrelink. This shows that two-thirds of the unmatched children were at nongovernment schools at the time that the information was provided. However, to not be matched
due to being at a non-government school the child would have to have been at non-government
schools for the whole three years, 2007 to 2009. In short, this gives an upper bound of the
proportion of children not matched due to being at a non-government school.
Another likely reason for not being matched is because one has poor address data, since this is
used in the match; but this is also an indicator of a level of detachment from society (although
not a great one). As we can see below in Table B1, almost half of the unmatched children had
poor address data.23 There was little difference in income support duration, however – both
groups have very high income support durations – although the unmatched were still higher –
by a little over 7 months. Average fortnightly earnings (including CDEP wages) is markedly
different, however, with the matched group having 50 per cent more average weekly earnings
than the unmatched group.
The unmatched were also less likely to have their enrolment information remain unverified
(Table B2), which brings into question just how good the verification process was overall. But
the difference here is not as marked as with the non-government schools and the few measures
of disadvantage, or social exclusion, above.

23

Strictly an address of the form “X community X” – eg “Hermannsburg community Hermannsburg” – a common
form of incomplete address data in these communities.
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Table B1 Relative distributions of the SEAM children who were matched to those who were unmatched, on
various characteristics
Characteristics

Matched

Unmatched

Government school

75.98 %

22.04 %

Non-government school

14.76 %

66.26 %

9.27 %

11.70 %

Poor address information

22.80 %

48.48 %

Remainder

77.20 %

51.52 %

820

658

203.93

135.45

8.0

8.7

Missing

Total number of children
Earnings per fortnight (dollars)
Duration on income support (years)

Note: All Centrelink data was extracted at 30 April 2010.

Table B2 Relative distributions of the SEAM children who were matched to those who were unmatched, by
enrolment verification status
Enrolment verification status

Matched

Unmatched

Verified

47.44 %

30.24 %

Verification not required

25.24 %

31.46 %

Not verified

18.05 %

27.81 %

Missing

9.27 %

10.49 %

Total

820

658

Note: All Centrelink data was extracted at 30 April 2010.
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Volatility and the nature of dynamics among SEAM
populations

Mobility among SEAM populations during 2009 often has caused inconsistency / interruption in
counting the number of in-scope SEAM populations. This section describes the reasons why
SEAM parents and children were not subject to SEAM as at 18 December 2009.
Of the 989 parents and 1658 children who had ever been subject to SEAM at some time during
the 2009 year, 308 parents and 483 children, were no longer eligible for the Measure as at 18
December 2009.
The 483 children who were no longer subject to SEAM as at 18 December 2009 24 (Tables C1 and
C3) primarily left scope because:


their parent was no longer receiving income support (33 per cent)
As the parents were no longer on income support, the location of their physical address
and care status for children cannot be determined from Centrelink income support data –
all that is known is that the child was not subject to SEAM and their last associated SEAM
parent was no longer getting income support.



their parent no longer resided in a SEAM trial site (32 per cent)
The child’s associated SEAM parent remained on income support but no longer lived in a
trial location.



they were no longer of compulsory school age



a SEAM-eligible parent was no longer their carer (17 per cent)
The child’s last associated SEAM parent remained in a SEAM trial site and in receipt of
income support, but no longer cared (or no longer received FTB) for the child.

Table C1 Reasons children were not subject to SEAM as at 18 December 2009

Reason
Parent no longer paid income support
Parent no longer in trial site
Child turned 15 years of age
Parent not caring for/receiving FTB for the SEAM child
Child granted income support in their own right
Parent death

Total
157
154
87
82
2
1
483

Percent
32.51
31.88
18.01
16.98
0.41
0.21
100

Twenty-seven of the 82 children (one-third) who were no longer eligible for SEAM because their
associated SEAM parent was no longer their carer, transferred to a parent who was in receipt of
income support but lived outside the trial sites.
Overall, of the 483 children who were no longer subject to SEAM, 54 (11 per cent) returned to
SEAM at some point in the first quarter of 2010. Almost half (26 of 54, or 48 per cent) of the re-

24

Parents and children can exit and return to SEAM scope based on their point-in-time characteristics.
Subsequently the ‘reasons’ for exit relate to a parent or child’s last exit from SEAM scope on or before 18th
December 2009.
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entries to the SEAM trial were by children whose associated SEAM parent had previously moved
location from a trial site (Table C2).
Table C2 Permanency of children’s SEAM exit in the week ended 18 December 2009

Reason out of SEAM Scope 18 Dec 09
Parent no longer paid income support
Parent no longer in trial site
Child turned 15 years of age
Parent not caring for/receiving FTB for the SEAM child
Child granted income support in their own right
Parent death
Total

Re-entered SEAM
No
Yes
141
16
128
26
87
N/a
70
12
2
0
1
0
429
54

Total
157
154
87
82
2
1
483

While moving to an area outside the SEAM trial sites was the second most likely reason for
children to exit SEAM scope (and the most likely reason for parents), it is not clear whether
parents were actively trying to avoid SEAM by re-locating. Table C4 lists the subsequent
locations of the 109 parents who exited SEAM because they were no longer living in a trial site.
There do not appear be any identifiable patterns in the subsequent locations of parents having
exited a SEAM site.
Of the 308 parents who were no longer subject to SEAM, 38 (18 per cent) returned to SEAM at
sometime in the first quarter of 2010. As almost half (16 of 38, or 42 per cent) of the re-entries
to the SEAM trial were by parents who had previously moved location from a trial site, it is
unlikely that these parents originally re-located to avoid living in a SEAM trial site.
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Table C3 Reasons children were not subject to SEAM in the week ended 18 December 2009, by site
Site

Reason

Hermannsburg

Child no longer School Age
Parent Lost Care of Child/FTB
Parent No longer in trial site
Parent No longer paid income support

Katherine Town Child no longer School Age
Parent Lost Care of Child/FTB
Camps
Parent No longer in trial site
Parent No longer paid income support
Katherine
Township

Child granted Benefit
Child no longer School Age
Parent Lost Care of Child/FTB
Parent No longer in trial site
Parent No longer paid income support

Tiwi Islands

Child granted Benefit
Child no longer School Age
Parent Lost Care of Child/FTB
Parent No longer in trial site
Parent No longer paid income support
Parent death

Wadeye

Child no longer School Age
Parent Lost Care of Child/FTB
Parent No longer in trial site
Parent No longer paid income support

Wallace
Rockhole

Child no longer School Age
Parent Lost Care of Child/FTB
Parent No longer in trial site

Child
Exits
5
11
9
22
47
7
12
18
27
64
1
27
39
91
48
206
1
27
8
9
33
1
79
20
7
19
27
73
1
5
8
14
483

Percent of Site Percent of Total
Exits
SEAM Exits
10.64
23.40
19.15
46.81
100
10.94
18.75
28.13
42.19
100
0.49
13.11
18.93
44.17
23.30
100
1.27
34.18
10.13
11.39
41.77
1.27
100
27.40
9.59
26.03
36.99
100
7.14
35.71
57.14
100
100

1.04
2.28
1.86
4.55
9.73
1.45
2.48
3.73
5.59
13.25
0.21
5.59
8.07
18.84
9.94
42.65
0.21
5.59
1.66
1.86
6.83
0.21
16.36
4.14
1.45
3.93
5.59
15.11
0.21
1.04
1.66
2.90
100
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Table C4 Changed location of SEAM parents (as at 18 December, 2009) who continued to meet all
SEAM criteria except location (this means these SEAM parents no longer resided in SEAM
trial sites)
STATE
NSW

NT

SUBURB
BALLINA
BROKEN HILL
DUBBO
EMERALD BEACH
NELSON BAY
ALICE SPRINGS
ALICE SPRINGS
AMOONGUNA
ARALUEN
BAGOT
BARUNGA
BATCHELOR
BERRIMAH
BESWICK
BORROLOOLA
BORROLOOLA
BORROLOOLA
BULMAN WEEMOL
CASUARINA
COCONUT GROVE
DARWIN
DRIVER
GAPUWIYAK
GRAY
JABIRU
JABIRU
JAY CREEK
JINGILI
KALKARINDJI
KATHERINE
KATHERINE
KATHERINE
KATHERINE
KNUCKEY LAGOON
LAJAMANU
LARAPINTA
LARRAKEYAH
MANINGRIDA
MILLNER
MINIYERI
MOULDEN
NAKARA
NGANMARRIYANGA
NGUKURR
NUMBULWAR
PALMERSTON

COMMUNITY
_
BROKEN HILL TOWNSHIP
DUBBO TOWNSHIP
_
_
ALICE SPRINGS TOWNSHIP
ILYIPERENYE COMMUNITY ALICE SPRINGS
AMOONGUNA COMMUNITY
ARALUEN TOWNSHIP
BAGOT COMMUNITY
BARUNGA COMMUNITY
BATCHELOR TOWNSHIP
BERRIMAH TOWNSHIP
BESWICK COMMUNITY
BORROLOOLA TOWNSHIP
MARA COMMUNITY BORROLOOLA
WANDAGULLA COMMUNITY BORROLOOLA
BULMAN COMMUNITY
CASUARINA TOWNSHIP
COCONUT GROVE TOWNSHIP
DARWIN REGION
DRIVER TOWNSHIP
GAPUWIYAK COMMUNITY
GRAY TOWNSHIP
JABIRU TOWNSHIP
PARADISE FARM OUTSTATION JABIRU
IWUPATAKA JAY CREEK
JINGILI TOWNSHIP
KALKARINDJI COMMUNITY
AMANBIDJI COMMUNITY
JODETLUK OUTSTATION KATHERINE
KATHERINE REMOTE DELIVERY AREA
MENNGEN OUTSTATION KATHERINE
KNUCKEY LAGOON COMMUNITY
LAJAMANU COMMUNITY
LARAPINTA TOWNSHIP
LARRAKEYAH TOWNSHIP
MANINGRIDA COMMUNITY
MILLNER TOWNSHIP
MINIYERI COMMUNITY
MOULDEN TOWNSHIP
NAKARA TOWNSHIP
NGANMARRIYANGA COMMUNITY
NGUKURR COMMUNITY
NUMBULWAR COMMUNITY
PALMERSTON TOWNSHIP

PARENTS
1
1
1
1
1
5
1
2
1
1
3
1
1
2
2
1
1
1
2
1
3
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
5
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
2
4
1
1

39

SEAM Evaluation Report for 2009

Appendices

Table C4 (continued)
STATE

SUBURB
COMMUNITY
PEPPIMENARTI
EMU POINT OUTSTATION WOODYCUPALDIYA
PIGEON HOLE
PIGEON HOLE COMMUNITY
TENNANT CREEK
TENNANT CREEK TOWNSHIP
TIMBER CREEK
TIMBER CREEK TOWNSHIP
TIWI ISLANDS
TIWI ISLANDS GROUP
WARRUWI
WARRUWI COMMUNITY
WILLOWRA
WILLOWRA COMMUNITY
WILORA
WILORA COMMUNITY
YARRALIN
YARRALIN COMMUNITY
YUENDUMU
YUENDUMU COMMUNITY
QLD
ALTON DOWNS
ALTON DOWNS TOWNSHIP
MOUNT SHERIDAN
MOUNT SHERIDAN TOWNSHIP
NORTH ROCKHAMPTON
NORTH ROCKHAMPTON TOWNSHHIP
TANAH MERAH
TANAH MERAH
SA
ERNABELLA
ERNABELLA COMMUNITY
TAS
NEW TOWN
_
VIC
BALLARAT
_
MELTON
_
WA
BALGA
_
FITZROY CROSSING
PARAKUPAN OUTSTATION FITZROY CROSSING
HALLS CREEK
MARDIWAH LOOP COMMUNITY HALLS CREEK
KUNUNURRA
KUNUNURRA TOWNSHIP
KUNUNURRA
MIRIMA COMMUNITY KUNUNURRA
KUNUNURRA
NULLYWAH COMMUNITY KUNUNURRA
SEVILLE GROVE
_
WYNDHAM
WYNDHAM TOWNSHIP
No physical address listed, only postal address at point in time

Grand total

PARENTS
1
1
3
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
5
3
3
1
1
2
107

109
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Appendix D Comparative socio-demographic analyses of SEAM
parents and parents on income support25
This section describes socio-demographic characteristics of parents who were subject to SEAM
in Northern Territory during 2009 (989), and compares them with parents receiving an income
support payment residing anywhere in Australia (648,864 as at January 2010).
Background, gender and age distribution
SEAM parents are predominantly from Indigenous background (90 per cent), and accordingly an
over-representation of those were born in Australia (98 per cent). When compared with other
parents on income support, 9 per cent are from Indigenous background and 75 per cent were
born in Australia. This is, of course, due to the choice of trial sites.
There is no age and gender difference between the two groups. An equally large proportion of
both these groups of parents are female (90 per cent) and the mean age of both these groups of
parents is 36 years.
Family composition
Almost half of the SEAM children were living in a partnered-household (50 per cent), compared
to around 30 per cent for children of other parents on income support.
The pattern of family composition among SEAM families is not consistent across all SEAM sites
within NT, and the proportion of partnered households decreases especially in sites with access
to community infrastructure. For example, the proportion of partnered households in Katherine
Township is 35 per cent whereas in Wadeye, the proportion is much higher (67 per cent).
Katherine Township (the least remote site) offers better facilities and standard of living, and
hence the pattern of family composition is more closely matched to the figure for all parents on
income support.
Number of children per family
SEAM families tend to have a higher number of dependent children compared to other families
on income support – for all SEAM families, the average number of dependent children was 2.49
compared with 1.89 for other parents on income support.
There was no difference in terms of age of the youngest child in either group.
Income support payment and its duration
The major income support payments that both groups of parents are receiving are Parenting
Payment, Newstart Allowance, Disability Support Pension and Carer Payment.
In line with the above information on family composition, a higher proportion of SEAM parents
are receiving Parenting Payment Partnered (30 per cent compared to 19 per cent of parents on
income support Australia-wide) whereas the opposite pattern is evident for Parenting Payment
Single (31 per cent compared to 52 per cent) and Carer Payment.

25

The latter group of parents was thought as the closest proxy of non-SEAM parents (whose children were not
identified as SEAM children but were enrolled in SEAM schools), and therefore, considered to examine to what
extent demographic profile of SEAM parents are comparable to non-SEAM parents.
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Compared to other parents on income support, a higher proportion of SEAM parents are on
Newstart Allowance (9 per cent compared to 16 per cent, respectively) and Disability Support
Pension (9 per cent compared to 16 per cent).
The pattern of Carer Payment receipt among SEAM parents is over-represented by single
households. Nearly everyone on the payment was female.
When income support duration was compared between the two groups, SEAM parents have
longer duration: the average time on payment for SEAM parents was 4.6 years, while for nonSEAM parents the average time was 3.8 years.
Employment
SEAM parents are less likely to be in paid employment while on an income support payment
than other parents on income support. The average length of paid employment is 38 months for
SEAM parents compared to 60 months for the other group.
Consequently, SEAM children are also more likely to be living in jobless families. Fifty per cent of
SEAM parents are without any paid employment for at least 12 months, compared to 37 per
cent of parents on income support.
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Additional analysis on attendance

This Appendix provides additional analyses on attendance beyond that provided in the main
body of this report. In particular, it provides analyses on:




trends in full and part day unauthorised absences
attendance rates by day of week
proportion of children with unauthorised absences by school terms each year.

Full-day / part-day unauthorised absenteeism
There has been a downward trend in the proportion of full-day unauthorised absences (more
than 5 days) between 2007 and 2009 (Figure E1). Such a declining trend across years cannot
have been the effect of the SEAM intervention, but the effect of some already existing
interventions or programs in place since 2007 or earlier.
There was a much higher rate of full day unauthorised absenteeism for SEAM children than nonSEAM children across all school terms during 2009. Interestingly, for both SEAM and non-SEAM
children, the proportion of full day unauthorised absences increased as the year progressed.
Figure E1 Full-day and part-day unauthorised absences by term
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Attendance during weekdays
Attendance rates were noticeably lower for SEAM children on any weekday compared to the
non-SEAM children (Figure E2). However, the daily attendance pattern of SEAM children was
broadly similar to that observed for non-SEAM children. The rate of attendance on Mondays
and Fridays was lower for both groups, and Friday has the lowest attendance rate.26 For both
SEAM and non-SEAM children, Tuesdays and Wednesdays had the highest attendance rates.
The proportions of unauthorised absences are also higher for SEAM children on all days of the
week, compared with non-SEAM children (Figure E3). Note that the rate of unauthorised
absences was higher on Mondays and Fridays, and this was more pronounced for SEAM children
than their non-SEAM peers.

26

It should be noted that although most public holidays occur on Mondays and Fridays, the public holidays have
been removed from the data during analysis. Only school days have been counted for attendance purposes.
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Figure E2 Attendance rates of SEAM and non-SEAM children by day of week in 2009
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Figure E3 Breakdown of daily attendance type by weekday in 2009
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SEAM children also have a higher rate of full day absenteeism on Mondays and Fridays: almost
80 per cent of unauthorised absences on Mondays and Fridays last for the entire day, compared
with 75 per cent of those on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays (Figure E4). For non-SEAM
children, the full day absentee pattern shows more of a mid-week dip, with Wednesdays having
the lowest full day absentee rate, and Mondays followed by Fridays usually having the highest
full day absentee rate.
Figure E4 Full and part-day unauthorised absences by weekday
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Percentage of children with unauthorised absences by school terms each year
This analysis compares the proportion of SEAM children to non-SEAM children who showed
varied degrees of absenteeism.
Consistent with our results so far, overall, the proportion of SEAM children having unauthorised
absences was higher than that of non-SEAM children, and this was consistent across the school
year. Ninety-four per cent of all SEAM children in 2009 had at least one unauthorised absence
from school during the year, compared to only 77 per cent of non-SEAM children who were
enrolled in a SEAM school (Table E1). SEAM children were also more likely to have chronic
absenteeism, with 63 per cent of SEAM children having more than five unauthorised absences
during any one term of the 2009 school year (Table E2).
To estimate whether there was a before and after SEAM effect, the proportion of children
showing unauthorised absences in term 1 was compared to term 4. The proportion of both
SEAM and non-SEAM children who had unauthorised absences increased from term 1 to term 4.
The increase was about two percentage points for non-SEAM children, but seven percentage
points increase for SEAM children who had at least one unauthorised absence per term and 12
percentage points increase for SEAM children had more than five unauthorised absences per
term, indicating a greater increase in the proportion of SEAM children exhibiting chronic
absenteeism as the year progressed. This analysis again suggests that there was no discernable
effect from SEAM.
Table E1 Percentage of children who had at least one unauthorised absence per term
Time period

SEAM children

Non-SEAM children

Term 1

75.1

55.5

Term 2

80.2

60.0

Term 3

81.3

58.7

Term 4

81.8

57.9

2009 aggregate

93.7

77.3

Table E2 Percentage of children who had at least five unauthorised absences per term
Time period

SEAM children

Non-SEAM children

Term 1

36.1

23.5

Term 2

47.2

29.8

Term 3

44.6

27.6

Term 4

47.8

25.8

2009 aggregate

63.0

42.8
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Attachment

SEAM Real-Time Attendance Data Analysis

Background
The following key changes were made to the attendance referral process in the Northern
Territory in July 2010 as a result of ongoing implementation improvements:




a benchmark definition of unsatisfactory school attendance was introduced: this was set
at more than five unauthorised absences (of at least half a school day) in the last ten
weeks of school
children who were enrolled in a participating SEAM school and who satisfied this
benchmark were automatically referred to Centrelink for action under SEAM
real-time attendance data was provided to Centrelink by education authorities to inform
a determination of payment suspension at the end of the compliance period.27

Introduction
This paper examines the impact of the new process on attendance behaviours among children
referred to SEAM for poor attendance in the second half of 2010.
The real-time attendance data has allowed some early analysis on the success of these changes,
and indications are that they have lead to significant improvements over the 2009 process. This
analysis looks at the unauthorised absences of children whose parents were sent an attendance
notice. This notice warned parents that their payments could be suspended unless they took
reasonable steps within a 28 day compliance period to improve their child’s attendance at
school.
Children’s attendance just before the notice was sent to their parents is compared with:
1.
2.

their attendance within the compliance period (immediately after the attendance
notice was sent)
their attendance for up to four weeks after that compliance period has ended.

During the compliance period parents were under a direct threat of having their payments
suspended while, at the same time, being provided with assistance from a social worker to
address their child’s attendance problems. After the compliance period finished, the immediate
threat of suspension had been lifted. As these two periods provide different stimuli for
behavioural change, they are examined separately in the following analysis.

Evaluation questions
In order to examine whether the SEAM attendance component was effective at decreasing the
number of unauthorised absences among children, the following questions are of interest:




27

Did children demonstrate improved attendance during the compliance period?
For children whose attendance improved during the compliance period, was this change
in attendance behaviour sustained?
Did children demonstrate an aggregate improvement in attendance when analysing
attendance behaviours before and after the compliance period?

This compliance period specified in the attendance notice was 28 days, but could be extended if a reasonable
excuse or special circumstance that prevented a parent from taking reasonable steps was deemed to apply.
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1. Did children demonstrate improved attendance during the compliance period?
First, the compliance period and whether there were improvements in attendance during this
period is examined. This analysis compares the number of unauthorised absences per fortnight
during the compliance period with those in the four weeks immediately prior to delivery of
attendance notices.
The majority of children (59 of 72; or 82 per cent) demonstrated improved attendance during
their compliance period, although many of these improvements were slight. Figure i provides a
more detailed breakdown of these 72 children into categories of how much improvement or
deterioration there was, in days per fortnight.28
Figure i

Net changes in unauthorised absence behaviour at end of compliance period

2. For those children whose attendance improved during the compliance period, was this
change in behaviour sustained?
Not only did most children improve their attendance in the compliance period, this
improvement was also generally sustained in the four weeks immediately afterwards.
Data for attendance after the compliance period is only available for 48 of the 59 children
whose attendance improved during the compliance period. Of these 48 children, only 12
children (25 per cent) failed to sustain their improved attendance. In six cases the relapse into
old attendance patterns outweighed any gains that had been made during the compliance
period.
3. Did children demonstrate an improvement in attendance after the compliance period
compared to before the compliance period?
Analysis of the data available indicates that while some children make rapid gains in attendance
improvement, others achieve more gradual gains which require a longer time period of analysis.
This analysis is not restricted to children who demonstrate improved attendance during the
compliance period, but rather focuses on all children sent an attendance notice. Data covering
the four week periods both prior to and after the compliance period is only available for 56
children.
28

If the child only improved by one day in the compliance period, compared to the same length of time prior, then
they will have improved by less than one day over a fortnight. Since compliance periods can be extended, they
are not always 28 days, so comparing change over the whole compliance period does not allow a consistent
basis for comparison across all children.
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The results are similar to those above: the majority of these children (45 out of 56; or 80 per
cent) exhibited some improvement in attendance in the four weeks after the compliance period
compared with those prior to the compliance period. Figure ii provides a more detailed
breakdown.
Figure ii

Changes in unauthorised absence behaviour: one month after end of compliance period

Comparison with 2009
Comparison with these results to the attendance results for 2009 provides early indications that
the new attendance process is working. In 2009, attendance for SEAM children was more likely
to deteriorate throughout the year; and where an attendance notice was sent, the child’s school
attendance appears to be as likely to deteriorate as improve. By contrast, the initial analysis of
2010 data shows that attendance improved for about 80 per cent of children where an
attendance notice was sent, and that the majority of these children sustained this improvement
during the time following the compliance period.
The change in attendance processes means that no exact comparison of like with like can be
made for these two years. However, it should be noted that a variety of analysis perspectives
provides evidence that children’s attendance improved in 2010 but did not improve in 2009.

Case studies
This section provides some case studies of two groups of interest: children who showed a
sustained improvement, and those who improved temporarily but subsequently relapsed. These
case studies are fairly typical of the groups. The most obvious feature of both groups, as
represented in the case studies, is the high variability of attendance (or, strictly speaking,
unauthorised absences) for children who had significant problems with attendance (whatever
their aggregate change in behaviour may have been).
Figure iii Sustained improvement in attendance behaviour
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Figure iv Temporary improvement in attendance behaviour and subsequent relapse

How to read the charts: Each bar shows the number of unauthorised absences in a week: the orange
bars represent unauthorised absences during the compliance period; the grey bars represent absences
outside the compliance period; and where there is no bar, there were no absences that week. The
optimal outcome is for no bar to be present, although a decrease in the height and number of bars
during and after the compliance period would also be considered a good outcome.

Endnote
Real-time attendance data relating to government schools29 in the Northern Territory was
provided to DEEWR for analysis and monitoring which included 12 data files from the
Department of Education and Training. Of these:




seven contained identifying data for students
one file contained information on whether parents identified as in scope for SEAM were
taking reasonable steps to the satisfaction of the school
four contained unauthorised absence data.

These data files show that in total, 286 children and 214 parents had been identified as in-scope
for SEAM during the new attendance process up until 11 October 2010. The files included 14
children and 14 parents who were under an active compliance period when the new process
commenced on 5 July 2010. These children were excluded from the analysis above. Of the
remaining 272 children, 166 had parents taking reasonable steps at the time of referral and the
rest (106 children) had parents subject to an attendance letter. It should be noted that
attendance data relating to the compliance period is only available for 72 of the 106 children
subject to a 28-day attendance notice.

29

Similar data for SEAM schools under the jurisdiction of the NT Catholic Education Office has been received but
has not yet been analysed.
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