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DIVERSITY AT A GLANCE

Schools Students
Independent schools 
Co-ed 202 | Girls 11 | Boys 9
Sites/campuses

222 

256

130,364

Special Assistance Schools
Sites

26
33

2,940

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Students
Majority Indigenous Schools

209 

13

5,200

Students With Disability
Special Schools

196
4

Boarding
Distance Education

34
10

3,700
4,000

Vocational Education  
and Training

152 1,051

English as a Second 
Language/Dialect

104 4,300

International 81 1,700

Images, clockwise from above: Mueller College; The Spot Academy; The Glenleighden School. 
Cover: Djarragun College. 

One of the key 
strengths of Queensland 
independent schools 
is the diverse range of 
schools and the diversity 
of the students they 
educate. 
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Around 220 diverse independent schools 
educate more than 130,000 students enrolled 
across Queensland, catering to various needs, 
cultures and values.

Independent schools are as diverse as the 
communities they serve and offer parents a choice 
in the education of their children. They enable 
families to select a school that best serves their 
child’s needs. 

Independent schools come in all sizes, from small 
community schools to large Prep to Year 12 schools, 
and cater for families from a variety of social and 
economic backgrounds.

Schools range from those affiliated with a particular 
faith, such as Christian, Islamic or Jewish faiths, to 
schools that promote an educational philosophy 
or serve particular community groups, including 
schools that have a majority of students from 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, 
and schools that support students with disability 
and/or learning difficulties.

Many independent schools educate international 
students or specialise in the education of students 
with disability. There has been strong growth in the 
number of Special Assistance Schools for students 
who have disengaged from mainstream schools, 
and trade training schools that combine senior 
year studies with practical vocational education 
and training.

DIVERSITY IN MANY QUEENSLAND 
INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS: 

re-engage young at risk 
Queenslanders in education

give students a head-start in 
their career

support students with 
disability

support Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students

welcome overseas students 
to study

support students with English 
as an additional language 
or dialect

deliver education at 
home, or at a home away 
from home.

ISQ respectfully acknowledges past and present Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander traditional owners.  
ISQ also acknowledges the contributions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians and non-Indigenous 
Australians to the education of all children and people in this country that we all live in and share together.
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Student enrolments in 
independent Special 
Assistance Schools have 
increased by more than 25% 
in the last year.

 
The number of Special 
Assistance School sites 
and students has more 
than doubled in the last 
five years. 

 
2,940 students attended 
one of 26 independent 
Special Assistance Schools in 
Queensland. 

Special 
Assistance 
Schools

Students who have disengaged from mainstream 
schooling are returning to learning with the 
support of a growing network of specialist schools 
dedicated to helping young Queenslanders turn their 
lives around.

Students learn when they feel safe, when they feel a sense 
of belonging, and when they are not in a state of physical or 
emotional distress. That is why student wellbeing is at the heart 
of the approach adopted by independent Special Assistance 
Schools to encourage students back into learning. The return of 
disengaged youth to education is often a challenging journey 
due to very complex and traumatic experiences that have 
shaped students’ attitudes and impacted on their progress.

Students at independent Special Assistance Schools generally 
receive one-on-one support or are taught in small group 
settings in less formal environments that are staffed by teachers 
and specialist staff, such as youth and welfare workers. Special 
Assistance Schools rely principally on government funding, as 
they do not charge tuition fees.

RE-ENGAGING YOUNG QUEENSLANDERS
Independent Special Assistance Schools are the fastest growing 
school type in the independent sector. The number of students 
enrolled in independent Special Assistance Schools has risen to 
2,940 students in 2020.

These schools largely cater for secondary school students, 
however recently the sector has diversified to include boarding, 
single gender and primary school services.

Students are generally referred to Special Assistance Schools by 
mainstream schools, government or welfare agencies, as well as 
parents or students themselves.

Special Assistance Schools offer a wide range of education 
programs under the Australian Curriculum, however there 
are some underlying common elements in their approaches, 
including:

 y a strong focus on strengthening student literacy and 
numeracy skills

 y building student confidence and resilience

 y offering practical learning opportunities including VET.

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS
Independent Schools Queensland (ISQ) provides targeted 
support, with Federal Government funding assistance, 
to independent Special Assistance Schools in a range 
of priority areas including: Australian Curriculum; school 
improvement; leadership; and teacher performance 
and development. ISQ also administers the Queensland 
Government Youth Support Initiative.

ISQ’s Outcomes Framework – developed to help schools 
monitor and evaluate their work with young people 
– comprises a range of common elements: wellbeing; 
literacy and numeracy; student health; participation and 
engagement; ICT; employability; and community.

Source: 2020 Non-Government Schools Census  
(Commonwealth) August Collection
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Vocational 
Education 
and Training

Queensland’s independent schools are giving 
students a head start in their career through 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) courses 
which can help pave the way for their future careers.

An increasing number of schools are engaging students in 
vocational learning. Young people are able to develop the 
knowledge and skill essential for employment outcomes, 
particularly in skill-shortage areas.

SCHOOL-BASED APPRENTICESHIPS 
AND TRAINEESHIPS
School-based apprenticeships and traineeships combine 
school with paid employment and off-the-job training, allowing 
students to work towards a nationally accredited qualification 
and transition to employment after Year 12.

Students enjoy contextualised learning across a broad range 
of growth industries including construction, advanced 
manufacturing, health, community services, hospitality, 
agriculture and conservation. 

Independent schools have developed strong and 
sustainable industry partnerships to ensure students are 
engaged in qualifications that meet local and regional 
employment demands.

VET CERTIFICATES
VET qualifications remain a popular choice for young people in 
independent schools. 

Forty-three (43) independent school Registered Training 
Organisations (RTOs) deliver VET qualifications in a broad 
range of areas including: Creative Industries; Business; Kitchen 
Operations; Boating; Visual Arts; and Sport and Recreation. 
Other independent schools partner with TAFE or private RTOs to 
increase VET offerings to their students. Training and assessment 
may be delivered by qualified school staff or external trainers.

152 independent schools 
offer Vocational Education 
and Training. 

43 independent schools 
are QCAA-registered 
school Registered Training 
Organisations.

1,051 students from 
independent schools 
commence a school-
based apprenticeship or 
traineeship last year. To learn more, visit  

www.isq.qld.edu.au  
and search: 
VET Case Studies; and 
VET Pathways.

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS

Independent Schools Queensland (ISQ) administers 
funding from the Australian Government and provides 
a range of support activities to schools including: career 
development; school RTO professional learning; VET and 
career coordinator workshops; VET support staff training; 
training and assessment credentials; and an online VET 
Resource Library.

Sources: Queensland Department of Employment,  
Small Business and Training, 2021, www.detconnect.qld.gov.au 
Australian Government, 2021, training.gov.au/Home/Tga 
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Students 
with  
Disability

Queensland independent schools cater for a diverse 
range of students, including those with disability. 
Independent schools implement programs and 
strategies to enable all students to participate in 
school activities, access the curriculum and achieve 
learning outcomes.

Independent schools are varied in how they cater to students 
with disability. There are schools that deliver multi-disciplinary 
programs through a combination of teaching and therapy, 
while others provide learning enrichment programs designed 
to cater to each student’s requirements. Some independent 
schools have specialised staff in addition to teachers, such 
as speech/language pathologists, occupational therapists, 
physiotherapists, music therapists and psychologists.

Students with disability require significant education 
adjustments related to the specific impairment areas of:

 y Autism Spectrum Disorder

 y Hearing Impairment

 y Intellectual Disability

 y Physical Impairment

 y Social Emotional Disorder

 y Speech-Language Impairment

 y Vision Impairment.

The number of independent school students with disability 
verified under the Education Adjustment Program continues to 
increase. So too does the number of schools that cater for these 
students.

The number of Queensland independent schools receiving 
funding to support students with disability stands at 196 
representing close to 90% of all independent schools in 
the state. 

More than 300 students attend four independent Special 
education schools. All four of these Special education schools 
offer both primary and secondary schooling.

Students with disability are verified under an Education 
Adjustment Program and are eligible for government funding 
and assistance.

196 independent schools 
receive funding to support 
students with disability.

Over the last decade, 
students with disability 
enrolments have almost 
tripled.

Students with disability 
represent 3.7% of all 
students attending an 
independent school. 

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS
Independent Schools Queensland (ISQ) regularly compiles 
and shares Focus Area Updates which detail relevant 
research, funding advice, and effective practice to support 
the education of students with disability.   

Tailored education support covers: Education Adjustment 
Program, inclusive classroom practices, differentiation 
in the classroom, learning disabilities, and teacher 
aide development. 

Support is delivered both face-to-face and online.

Source: 2020 Non-Government Schools Census (State) 
February Collection



Clockwise from above: The SCOTS PGC College;  
The Aboriginal and Islander Independent Community School; St Paul’s School;  
Australian International Islamic College.
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Aboriginal 
and Torres 
Strait Islander 
Education

Queensland’s independent schools are implementing 
a range of strategies to improve educational 
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students and to foster greater understanding and 
respect for Indigenous peoples and cultures.

Enrolments of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
are increasing each year. Since 2013, Indigenous enrolments 
in Queensland’s independent schools have increased to 
more than 5,150 students in 209 schools; thirteen (13) of 
these are majority Indigenous schools (50-100% Indigenous 
students enrolled).

Independent schools in Queensland enrol nearly 
642 Indigenous boarding students, representing 17.2% of all 
boarders, many of whom come from remote communities.

Independent boarding schools are often the only education 
option for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
from remote areas. Of the 34 independent boarding schools 
in Queensland, 30 enrol Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
boarders. 

Staff at these boarding schools support Indigenous students 
to make the transition from remote communities to new 
educational environments. Schools establish strong links with 
families, assist with transport, and provide students with advice 
on matters such as clothing and health concerns. 

Many independent schools offer bursaries/scholarships for 
Indigenous students. Various organisations also provide 
financial assistance to students including the Australian 
Indigenous Education Foundation, Yalari, and the Queensland 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Foundation.

94% of Queensland 
independent schools cater 
for Indigenous students. 

Over the last five years, 
Indigenous student 
enrolments have increased 
by nearly 40%.

5,150 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
students attend 209 
independent schools in 
Queensland.

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS
Independent Schools Queensland (ISQ) works closely with 
independent schools to support Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander student outcomes.

Our support to member schools is three-fold:

 y ensuring Indigenous students achieve the best possible 
educational outcomes 

 y providing development opportunities to 
Indigenous staff

 y supporting all schools to embed Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander perspectives into the curriculum.

Targeted education support and activities focus on: 
Indigenous EAL/D and bandscales; curriculum planning 
and cultural awareness; literacy and numeracy 
planning; community partnerships; middle leaders; and 
development for Indigenous teachers, support staff and 
emerging leaders.

Support is delivered both face-to-face and online.

Source: 2020 Non-Government Schools Census  
(Commonwealth) August Collection
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Distance 
Education 
and Boarding 
Schools

A select number of Queensland independent schools 
deliver distance education schooling and/or boarding 
facilities offering a choice in schooling options to students 
from geographically isolated or regional areas. 

DISTANCE EDUCATION
Ten (10) Queensland Independent schools provide distance 
education, catering for 4,000 home-based learners (3% of all 
independent school students).

Online distance education suits a wide variety of learners. 
Students are challenged to develop their academic abilities with 
the support of qualified teachers and the use of technology. 
They collaborate online with their peers who are throughout 
Queensland, and complete assessment tasks appropriate to the 
subjects, including exams, essays and multimedia projects.

BOARDING
Independent schools continue to be the main provider of 
boarding for rural, remote and international families, supported 
by exceptional care and first class facilities.

Nearly two-thirds (62.9%) of boarding students attending 
schools in Queensland attend independent schools.

Thirty-four (34) independent boarding schools cater to more 
than 3,700 enrolled students, representing around 3% of all 
Queensland independent school enrolments.

Of these 34 schools catering for boarding students, three 
(3) schools catered for more than 250 boarding students 
and a further four (4) schools catered for more than 150-250 
boarding students. 

Most boarding students attend schools offering co-
educational schooling. Nineteen (19) boarding schools 
are co-educational, six (6) schools cater for only male boarders, 
and nine (9) schools cater for only female boarding.

34 independent schools 
in Queensland cater for 
boarding students, with 
98% of boarding students 
enrolled in secondary years. 
 
Independent boarding 
schools cater for nearly 
two-thirds of all boarding 
students at non-state 
schools in Queensland.

Independent schools 
cater for 4,000 students via 
distance education.

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS
Independent Schools Queensland (ISQ) advocated for and 
secured funding from the Australian Government for the 
families of many boarding students affected by drought 
and the North Queensland floods.

ISQ also provides a range of support activities and 
professional learning experiences to schools whose 
communities are widely dispersed including: parent 
engagement; research in schools; and school improvement.

Support is delivered face-to-face, online and via telephone.

Source: 2020 Non-Government Schools Census  
(Commonwealth) August Collection
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English as an 
Additional 
Language/
Dialect

Independent schools across Queensland cater for 
a diverse range of students and for many students 
English is not their first language.

Becoming proficient in English as an Additional Language 
or Dialect (EAL/D) can present challenges for some students. 
EAL/D students typically speak another language in the home. 
They may have been born in Australia or have arrived as 
migrants or refugees.

They face the challenge of learning the curriculum while 
simultaneously learning the language and often require 
additional support. 

Independent schools implement programs and strategies, in 
consultation with parents, to enable all students to participate 
in school activities, access the curriculum and achieve 
learning outcomes.

EAL/D learners are typically in mainstream, content-based 
classrooms. Independent schools classroom teachers adapt 
their teaching and use of academic language to support 
EAL/D learners as they develop their proficiency in the English 
language and achieve success at school.

The independent school sector caters for the learning needs 
of more than 4,300 EAL/D students. EAL/D students represent 
a higher proportion of overall student enrolments in the lower 
primary year levels, with enrolments decreasing as students 
get older.

Programs focus on differentiating teaching and learning for 
individual student needs and targeting oral language and 
literacy development through individual support or in-class 
support programs to ensure EAL/D students gain increasing 
English language proficiency.

Close to 50% of 
independent schools in 
Queensland have EAL/D 
students enrolled.

104 independent schools 
in Queensland cater for 
EAL/D students.

More than 4,300 
EAL/D students attend 
independent schools in 
Queensland.

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS
Independent Schools Queensland (ISQ) uses a variety of 
mechanisms to support schools and teachers with EAL/D 
students. ISQ provides advice relating to school funding 
for students with low English proficiency and shares 
information with mainstream classroom teachers through 
online communities. 

Education support and activities enable teachers to interact 
with colleagues from around the state to share best 
practice teaching and learning models for EAL/D learners 
during face-to-face events. 

Support is also delivered online in the form of videos, 
online learning modules, interviews and additional reading.

Source: 2020 Non-Government Schools Census  
(State) February Collection



Independent Schools Queensland  |  Diversity in Independent Schools   9     

International Studying at a Queensland independent school 
provides students with a unique opportunity 
to further their education while learning about 
Australian life and culture.

Independent schools engage internationally and integrate 
global perspectives into curricular and extra-curricular 
programs and activities in many ways including: overseas 
student programs; formal and informal exchanges; sister 
schools; and outbound and online learning experiences.

Queensland independent schools welcome international 
students to study in a range of individual and group programs. 
Students can enrol in registered schools for periods of longer 
than three months on a full-time basis. Many independent 
schools also offer short-term study programs of less than 
three months.

There are 81 independent schools registered with the 
Commonwealth Register of Institutions and Courses 
for Overseas Students (CRICOS), enrolling almost 
1,700 full-time equivalent overseas students.

Almost 1,700 overseas 
students attend 81 
independent schools in 
Queensland.

More than 80% of overseas 
students were enrolled in
Years 7-12.

Independent schools 
cater for nearly 90% of 
overseas students enrolled 
in Queensland non-state 
schools.

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS
Independent Schools Queensland (ISQ) supports 
internationalisation of schooling by providing member 
schools with a range of international education services. 

ISQ international education services include:

 y advice on developing internationalisation strategies, 
international activities, and enrolling students on visas

 y updates, resources and professional learning 
opportunities for CRICOS-registered schools

 y resources for schools with a focus on global citizenship

 y information for international students wishing to enrol in 
short or long-term programs.

Support is delivered both face-to-face and online.

To learn more, visit  
www.isq.qld.edu.au  
and search:  
Study in Queensland.

Source: 2020 Non-Government Schools Census 
(Commonwealth) August Collection



To read more, visit  
www.isq.qld.edu.au  
and search: 
choice in schooling

Independent schools give families the 
ability to select a school that best serves 
their child’s needs and promotes the 
values they believe are important.

 Head Office
Level 1, 96 Warren Street, Spring Hill Q 4000

PO Box 957, Spring Hill Q 4004
P (07) 3228 1515   E office@isq.qld.edu.au    

Professional Learning Centre 
Level 5, 500 Queen Street, Brisbane Q 4000 
P (07) 3228 1507   E events@isq.qld.edu.au

www.isq.qld.edu.au

Independent Schools Queensland Ltd 
ACN 614 893 140   ABN 88 662 995 577

JANUARY 2021

https://rms.isq.qld.edu.au/files/What%20is%20Independent%20Schooling.pdf

