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grand final despite slur
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CATS IN
THE CRADLE
One woman’s mission to
save strays from the streets
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Students at St Albans Secondary College 
have backgrounds from 60 countries 

and 70 languages. Such rich diversity, 
says its principal, is what makes it one of 
the leading state schools in Melbourne’s 

western suburbs. But, as our special 
report reveals, education 

in the booming region is 
stretched beyond

 its means.
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Studddentts att StSt AAlblblbans SSeco ddndary CCollllllege

‘DIFFERENCE IS
 A STRENGTH’

St Albans’ John Coulson-Silva with,
from left, Ricardo Vom, Tiana

Stepanovski, Ethan Shaw, Vanessa
Ngo, Minhthu Huynh and Haily Le.

Paul Sakkal, Shane Wright,
Millie Muroi and Nick Newling
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Treasurer Jim Chalmers has re-
vealed plans to slap EV drivers with
road-user charges within months
and to revamp environmental pro-
tection laws to accelerate the devel-
opment of houses,mines and renew-
able energy projects, as he declared
the tax system defective.
At the end of the government’s

three-day economic roundtable,
Chalmers confirmed a checklist of

more than 30 areas – most of
which had been known before the
start of the talks – that he and
other ministers will move on,
some within days.
Since Tuesday, more than 30

hand-picked experts, including rep-
resentatives from business groups,

unions, academia and community
organisations, have sat in the cabin-
et room discussing issues from the
state of the budget to the cost of
small tariffs on imported goods.
Chalmers,whodeclared the roun-

dtable a success, said the govern-
ment would move on several ‘‘quick
wins’’ to help lift the living standards
of all Australians, improve the
budget bottom line and make the
economy more resilient.
One of the first actions will be to

get state and territory government

agreement on road user charges to
help make up for the looming col-
lapse in fuel excise due to the rise of
electric vehicles.
Chalmers and NSW Treasurer

Daniel Mookhey were working on
options for the proposed charges
that will go to a meeting of all the
nation’s treasurers on September 5.
‘‘There was more than the usual

amount of consensus in a conceptual
way around roaduser charging, a lot
of reform appetite in that area,’’ he

Chalmers revs up EV road
user tax amid ‘quick wins’

Promise to
parents,
pushback
to premiers
Natassia Chrysanthos
Nick Newling
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Health and Disability Minister
Mark Butler has moved to assure
parents their kids won’t be kicked
off the NDIS and slapped down
complaints from state premiers as
concern brews about the govern-
ment’s ability to deliver a new dis-
ability system for children within
two years.
The federal government stands

to save up to $100 billion over the
next decade if Butler can contain
growth in the NDIS to 5 per cent a
year, as he flagged on Wednesday,
in part by delivering a new Thriv-
ing Kids support scheme for chil-
dren who have otherwise flocked
to the insurance scheme.
But curbing costs of the NDIS,

which grew by 10.2 per cent last
financial year, will rely on state
governments matching Butler’s
urgency in rolling out the new sys-
tem for children with develop-
mental delays and mild or

Boy arrested
over attack
Erin Pearson
Crime and justice reporter

A boy cleared of murdering teen-
ager Declan Cutler due to his
young age is back behind bars after
a violent home invasion where a
man was stabbed, shot and beaten
with a hammer.
Footage shows Kemal Akbulut,

60, being repeatedly attacked by
four males in the July incident in
Gladstone Park, in Melbourne’s
north-west.
Police allege one of the attackers

was a 16-year-old boy involved in
the 2022 gang killing of Cutler, who
has been back in the community
since a judge freed him in late 2023.
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Students celebrating VCE success, but
the western suburbs need more schools

St Albans’ John Coulson-Silva with, from left, Ricardo Vom, Minhthu Huynh, Haily Le, Vanessa Ngo, Ethan Shaw and Tiana Stepanovski. Photo: Paul Jeffers

How VCE study scores in Melbourne’s west compare

Average scores for government, independent and Catholic 
schools by region in 2024. (The median VCE study score is 30)

Government Independent Catholic

Eastern 
Melbourne

29 33.1 32

Southern 
Melbourne

28.6 31.8 29.8

Western 
Melbourne 27.6 30.3 29.7

Northern 
Melbourne 26.7 28.3 29.3

Regional and 
rural Victoria 26.1 29.9 28.4

Source: Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority data analysed by The Age

Top non-government schools 
in Melbourne’s west in 2024

Lowther Hall Anglican Grammar School
Penleigh and Essendon Grammar School
Al-Taqwa College
Westbourne Grammar School
Islamic College of Melbourne
Ave Maria College
Overnewton Anglican Community College
St Aloysius College
St Bernard's College
OneSchool Global Vic
Good News Lutheran College
Mount St Joseph Girls' College

34

34

34

33

31

31

31

31

31

31

31

31

19%
16%
10%
15%
13%
11%
9%
9%
8%
8%
7%
7%

Top government 
schools in 
Melbourne’s 
west in 2024

Suzanne Cory High School

Williamstown High School

St Albans Secondary College

Braybrook College

Strathmore Secondary College

Maribyrnong Secondary College

Keilor Downs College

Mount Alexander 7-12 College

34

31

31

31

30

30

30

30

19%

10%

9%

8%

6%

6%

5%

5%

Percentage of 
study scores 
40 or above

Median 
study 
score

Percentage of 
study scores 
40 or above

Median 
study 
score

Note: Schools are categorised as being in Melbourne's west based on Department of Health boundaries

Noel Towell, Craig Butt
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Melbourne’s boomingwestneeds
dozensofnewgovernment,
Catholic, private andspecialist
schools in the comingyears to catch
upwith the educational accessand
choiceavailable to residents of other
parts of the city.
ButTheAge’sdataanalysis of

examresults shows that schools in
thewestern suburbsare
surmounting their challengesand
performingcompetitively inVCE
against students fromthemore
educationally advantagedareasof
Melbourne.
Ouranalysis of high-achieving

western suburbs schools, byVCE
results, showsSuzanneCoryHigh
School,WilliamstownHighSchool
andStAlbansSecondaryCollege
top thegovernment school table,
whileLowtherHallAnglican
GrammarSchool, Penleighand
EssendonGrammarSchool andAl-
TaqwaCollegearebest-performing
non-government schools.
Over comingmonths,TheAge is

strengthening its focuson
Melbourne’s boomingwest,witha
special series examining the
positives andchallenges the region
faces.
InOctober, our reporterswill

moderateaWest ofMelbourne
EconomicDevelopmentAlliance
(WoMEDA)summit todiscussa
vision for the successof thewestern
suburbs.Theallianceofuniversity,
industry, communityand local
government expertsworks to
unlock thewest’s economic
potential.
Private schools in thewest are

reportinganenrolmentsboom.
Students areflocking to
independent education in the region
at twice the averageVictorian rate,
according to IndependentSchools
Victoria (ISV).
The lobbygroup said therewere

24 independent schools in thewest
in 2024,with 23,250students, up
from18schools and 16,400students
in 2019.Theaverageannual growth
rateof 7.2per cent ismore than
twice the state’s average,with
further rapidgrowthexpected in the
west in comingyears.
ISV’sRachelHolthouse said that

faith-basedschoolswerekey to the
growth in independent enrolments
in thewest.
‘‘Weare seeingmoreandmore

lower tomiddle-income families in
Melbourne’s growthareas choosing
an independent school education,’’
Holthouse said.
‘‘This is particularly evident in the

growthof IslamicandChristian

schools inMelbourne’swest.
‘‘These schoolsprovide families

withaneducation that alignswith
their beliefs andpriorities.’’
Inmanyparts of thewest, suchas

gentrifyingWilliamstown,parents
seekingprivate education send
children toexclusive schools in the
inner-southand inner-east.
The stategovernment,Catholic

school authorities and theprivate
sector face challenges tokeepup
withdemand for classroomplaces
as thepopulation inparts of thewest
grows faster thananywhereelse in
Australia.
RMITresearchershave

calculated that children inMelton
andWyndham live further from
their schools than students inany
other council areaofmetropolitan
Melbourne.Meltoncouncil
estimates itwill needeightnewhigh
schools to cater for8795new
secondary students expectedby
2031.
AtStAlbansSecondaryCollege,

oneof thehighest-performing
government schools in theVCE,
which teaches childrenwith
backgrounds frommore than60
countries andmore than70
languagegroups, diversity is a
superpower, according toacting
principal JohnCoulson-Silva.
‘‘Thatdiversitygivesusa

richness.Our students really get to
experience thebest of everyculture

andsee thedifferencesand
understandandappreciate that
difference is a strength,’’ Coulson-
Silva said.
The school’s averageVCEstudy

scoreof 31 last yearputs it in the
academicelite of non-select-entry
government schools anywhere in
the state, andCoulson-Silva said the
teachersandsupport staffworked
hard toovercomesocial and
economicchallenges toachieve
excellence.
‘‘Wehaveanunrelenting focuson

continuous improvement for each
andevery student, drivenbya
cultureof highexpectations,’’ the
actingprincipal said. ‘‘Werealiseda
long timeago, one sizedoesn’t fit all
for our students andour families.
‘‘Weensure that ourclassrooms,

asmuchaspossible, are calm

learningenvironments for students,
where theycan feel safe,where the
routinesarepredictable, andwe
createanenvironment that
prioritises learning, numberone.’’
Thewestern region’s cultural

diversity alsoposes challenges.
TheWesternEnglishLanguage

School (WELS)providesa
specialisedcurriculumfor students
whoareentitled toup to 12months
of intensiveEnglish language
instruction.
But the language school is co-

locatedwithmainstreamschools in
theMaribyrnong,Brimbank,
HobsonsBayandWyndhamcouncil
areas, and theoneprimary school in
Meltonoffering the serviceonly
teaches childrenup toyear6.
TheNationalGrowthAreas

Alliance saysMelton schools are
reporting largenumbersof students
entitled to enrol in theprogram,but
whowouldnot signup forWELS
becauseof the long journeys
required toaccess the lessons.
High-achieving students in the

west alsooften facea longcommute
to their school of choice. John
MonashScienceSchool inClayton
toldTheAge last year that someof
its students fromPointCookspent
twohours eachway travelling to
school.
Access to theacademically elite

select-entrygovernment schools is
anotherhugechallenge for families

in thewest,with onlyoneof the four
main select secondary schools,
SuzanneCoryHighSchool in
Werribee,west of theMaribyrnong
River.
The stategovernmenthas

acknowledged thegap, putting$1
million in this year’s budget for a
feasibility study for anewselect-
entrymathsand science school in
thenorth-western suburbs.
EducationMinisterBenCarroll

said thegovernmentwasworking
hard tomeet the soaringdemand for
classroomplaces in thewest.
‘‘Wehaveopened32newschools

inWyndhamandMeltonLGAs
[local governmentareas] since2017
andareopeninga further sevennew
schools inWyndhamandMelton in
thenext twoyears – ensuringevery
Victorian student canaccessa
world-class educationclose to
home,’’ he toldTheAge.
Carroll’s office said therewere

plans to expand theEnglish
languageprogram inMelton.
TheCatholic school sector is also

building in thewest, as it, too,
experiences surgingdemand for
places, a spokesperson for the
MelbourneArchdioceseCatholic
Schools said.

The West of Melbourne Summit,
presented by WoMEDA with The Age,
will be held on October 22 and 23.
For details go to womeda.com.au


