
The Argument for Student Workers over Chaplains 

- A Parent’s Perspective - 

 

The National School Chaplaincy Program (NSCP), as it was known in its first incarnation, was 

announced as a Howard coalition government initiative in October 2006. The purported aim of the 

program was to provide ‘spiritual’ and emotional support to students, teachers and the broader 

school community, something that may be seen as an admirable objective. However, the use of the 

specifically Christian term ‘chaplain’ and the heavy involvement of evangelistic organisations such as 

Scripture Union, which require the people they employ as chaplains to be aligned with specific 

Christian beliefs of a biblically literalist nature, remove any pretence of the neutrality one would 

hope for in a program to be rolled out in our schools. This religious emphasis is particularly 

problematic in public schools, which can be expected to have a diversity of views on what 

‘spirituality’ entails, and given that matters relating to religion can be rather emotive, the potential 

for divisiveness is ever-present. Indeed, the architects of the program apparently recognised that its 

very nature would mean that some families would prefer not to avail themselves of the service, and 

the guidelines duly stipulate that participation in the chaplaincy program is optional. Although this 

may seem a reasonable compromise, when chaplains are involved in classroom activities, coaching 

sporting teams, school camps and the like, parents are left with the choice of either insisting on their 

child’s non-participation with the subsequent isolation that would mean, or going with the flow. In 

other words, the opt-out option is entirely impractical and effectively useless. I find it bewildering 

that the government would commit massive sums of money to a program they knew some would 

find unappealing when they could have devised it such that its appeal was universal.  

We are also assured that the program guidelines prohibit chaplains from proselytising. This is of little 

comfort, however, when the Scripture Union profile and role statement for chaplains lists essential 

duties as “facilitate Christian activities on school campuses with voluntary student participation” and 

“connect students with local Christian churches with parents’/caregivers’ permission” 

(http://application.chappy.org.au/positions/). Chaplains also use their position in the school to 

advertise and encourage participation in Scripture Union holiday camps which, perhaps naturally 

enough for such a camp, includes bible study. It recently became apparent at our state school that 

the community-raised funds for the chaplaincy program had been used to send the chaplain on 

these holiday camps, meaning that the community was unknowingly funding evangelical activities. 

This is the unfortunate result of the incompatible goals of the chaplaincy program as the guidelines 

would have us understand it and the evangelical goals of the employing authorities who provide the 

manpower.  

No doubt there will be some within a school community whose own beliefs align neatly with those 

of Scripture Union and, therefore, may see little, if anything, to disagree with regarding the 

chaplaincy program and its implementation. This is to miss the point, however, as public schools are 

supposed to be inclusive of all, regardless of faith or lack thereof, and chaplaincy, despite its 

protestations to the contrary, is not a program that all people feel comfortable with. 

In a positive development, the NSCP was amended and re-named the National School Chaplaincy 

and Student Welfare Program (NSCSWP) by then Minister for School Education, Early Childhood and 
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Youth, Peter Garrett, in September 2011 to allow schools a choice between a chaplain and a secular 

student welfare worker. While this was a most welcome development, schools that wished to 

employ the secular alternative then faced the difficulty of finding an employing authority who would 

deal in workers other than chaplains. This is why I am delighted to learn that the Association of 

Women Educators has stepped up and taken on the role of employing authority for student 

welfare/youth workers under the NSCSWP. With this service now available, schools can seek a youth 

worker who, regardless of their personal faith or lack thereof, will be employed on their merits, and 

who will not be beholden to the agenda of their employing authority and, therefore, will be free to 

focus on the specific requirements of the students and school rather than any pre-supposed needs, 

thereby creating an inclusive program more closely in line with the Education Queensland directive 

that states: 

“It is important to ensure that schools respect the background and beliefs of all students by not 

promoting, or being perceived as promoting, any particular set of beliefs in preference to another.” 

(http://ppr.det.qld.gov.au/education/learning/Pages/Religious-Instruction-in-School-Hours.aspx) 

In my view, only a secular youth worker can live up to this ideal. 
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