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Governance  
 
The Essington School is a parent-led, independent and co-educational school catering 
for students from Preschool to Year 12. The School is controlled by The Essington School 
Darwin Limited, which is an Australian non-profit public company limited by guarantee 
and operating in accordance with the Australian Corporations Act. As a founding 
philosophy, Essington was established to give control of the School to the parents. This 
is outlined in the Constitution by including a requirement for every family who enrols a 
student in the School to nominate one parent or caregiver to be a member of the 
Company. 

The parent members do not have any formal rights but exercise moral ownership of 
the School, electing the Board of Directors and ensuring the School remains true to its 
purpose. The Board, in turn, has the legal and ethical responsibility of representing the 
interest of the parents and the School. We are focused on the purpose, vision, and 
values of the School and are responsive to the expectations of our community. 



The Board is responsible for the overall governance of the School, setting strategic 
direction and reviewing plans and budgets established by school management. As a 
registered charity, Essington must abide by the rules and regulations established by 
the Australian Charities and Not for Profits Commission (ACNC). As a School, it must 
meet all the requirements of registration specified by the Northern Territory 
Government under the Education Act. The role of the Board is governance and 
ensuring these complex obligations are continuously met, not the management and 
day to day operations of the School which are delegated to the Principal. 

 
2020 Priorities 

2020 was full of unique challenges, the greatest of which was the management of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This quickly became a priority for Essington, as it did for schools 
around the world, with much time and work going into preparing for a potential 
outbreak of the virus in the Territory and subsequent lockdowns, border closures and 
school closures. While we have been incredibly fortunate to remain relatively 
unaffected here in Darwin, staff have worked tirelessly to ensure we now have the 
capabilities to provide remote learning to our students should the need ever arise.  

At the 2020 AGM we adopted a new Constitution, one that addressed concerns which 
had been repeatedly raised by members. The new Constitution retained the original 
objectives of the School’s founders while adopting a best-practice governance 
approach that is compliant with the requirements of the ACNC. A further update of the 
Constitution will be voted on at the 2021 AGM.  

The School has also continued to act on its promise to value community voice by 
seeking feedback from parents, students and staff through several surveys undertaken 
in 2019 and 2020. Responses have helped, and will continue to help, shape future 
planning ensuring all stakeholders are being heard. The Essington School was created 
by the community, for the community, and we are determined to respect this founding 
principle. 

Other priorities in 2020 included the Board undertaking formal governance training, as 
part of their commitment to improving operations, conducting long-term financial 
planning, including the construction of a ten-year budget, undertaking benchmarking 
against other independent schools, the restructuring of the Junior School streams, and 
rolling out our new Strategic Intents and Strategic Pillars. 

 
Enrolments 

At the beginning of the 2020 school year, Essington started with 849 students, and 
grew over the year to a total of 875 students. 

As of Term 1 2021, after several student departures and a number of new enrolments, a 
total of 786 students from Transition to Year 12 were enrolled at Essington. This number 
is expected to increase throughout the year, similar to 2020.  

In 2019, Essington was operating with three, and in some cases, four classes per year 
level. However, in 2021, Essington is operating a two-class model across the Junior 
School and is operating three to four classes across the rest of the School. This is a 
much more sustainable model for the School. 



 

 
The reduction of enrolments from 2020 to 2021 can be directly correlated to a decrease 
in population in Darwin, natural attrition and for COVID related reasons. Darwin’s 
population has continued to decrease since the 2017 peak attributed to the surge 
created by the construction phase of the INPEX LNG project, compounded by dropping 
birth rates and negative interstate migration. The residential population of Darwin 
decreased 1.19% in 2020. However, the Northern Territory Department of Treasury and 
Finance predicts that the population of Darwin will recover and experience moderate 
growth over the next 15 years. 

 
It’s also important to note that while the loss of enrolments from 2019 to 2020 were 
greater than projected, it in fact brought the enrolment numbers closer to the target 
enrolment of 850 students. It was identified at the end of 2020 that this target allows 
the School to be sustainable in its resourcing, especially across the Junior School which 
has been restructured to a two-stream model rather than the previous three-stream 
model – a solution that maintains Essington’s reputation for care and excellence while 
improving efficiencies.  
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A positive sign for the future is that the Years 2, 3 and 4 cohort are currently at capacity 
and we expect most of the remaining Junior School Years to reach capacity in 2022. The 
Marketing and Admissions team are working towards reaching the 850 students target 
this year, with a particular focus on attracting Year 7 and Year 10 students and retention 
of current students. 

 
Financial status  

The financial performance of The Essington School in 2020 was primarily driven by the 
downturn in enrolments. Total income declined by $1.7M to $19.1M, an 8.5% reduction. 
However, the overall impact of this income was offset by rigorous control of expenses. 
Total expenses were reduced by $2.3M (11.2%) to $19M, resulting in a minor surplus.  
 

The most significant savings were achieved by continuing to develop efficiencies in 
timetabling, allowing salary costs to be reduced by $1.3M. There were a number of one-
off expenses, including some legacy and COVID-19 related expenses, but the results of 
2020 show significant improvements in net income earnings from 2019.  

 

However, as an Independent School with support affected by the changes to the 
Commonwealth funding models, it is predicted our total Government funding will 
reduce significantly over the coming years. Part of the equation for a school’s funding is 
a Capacity to Contribute (CTC) calculation. Prior to last year, this CTC score was based 
on a school community’s socio-economic status (SES) which sourced data from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing.  

Going forward, this SES status will be replaced by a Direct Measure of Income 
methodology which uses the personal tax information of our parents to determine 
their Capacity to Contribute. With Essington parents earning, on average, more than 
other Darwin families this will mean a reduction in the overall funding we receive from 
the Commonwealth Government.  

This means that maintaining strict cost-control methods, as well as constantly looking 
for ways to improve our financial position, will become even more crucial in the future. 
It also means Essington will continue to rely on the ongoing support of our community. 
It’s expected that fees will increase again in 2022, the details of which will be confirmed 
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later in 2021. Regular fee increases are not unusual for independent schools. A 2019 
Edstart report showed over 84% of independent school across Australia increased fees 
that year, consistent with previous years.  
 
Last year we also addressed concerns previously raised regarding the inconsistent 
application of remissions and discounts. As a reminder, in 2019 we had an average of 
over 14% of all tuition income as fee remissions, 40% higher than the benchmark of 
9.9% set by other schools of similar size and socio-economic status. Following the 
review and changes announced at last year’s AGM, we are proud to report that 
remissions have now reduced to 11.5% of tuition fees. The revised scholarship process, 
based on an external assessment of merit, now ensures that that the eligibility for 
individual awards are kept to a high standard. As we continue to edge close to the 9.9% 
benchmark over the next few years, this is a great step in the right direction for 
securing Essington’s financial future.  

 
 
 
Masterplan 

The next essential step in creating The Essington School which will have the 
infrastructure and facilities to attract quality educators and live up to the expectations 
of our community, is the development of the Masterplan. 

As presented at last year’s AGM, the redevelopment of the campus will create a 
flourishing environment with beautiful new spaces, up-to-date classrooms, specialist 
learning spaces, improved facilities and will allow a new purpose-built Senior College 
facility. This new vision for Essington is a long-term investment in our future and 
working towards the ambitious plan continues to be a priority for us. In time, 
community consultation will be a major part of this process. 

Uncertainty and disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, and what the potential 
financial implications may be for the School, unfortunately delayed the beginning of 
the project last year. Access to the funding required is pending, with approval expected 
in the coming months. Once this funding is secure, and the consultation process is 
complete, works will be able to begin shortly after. We will keep the community 
updated throughout this process. 
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Engagement 

Taking into account enrolment figures as reported and market research, at the 
conclusion of 2020 the Marketing team determined two key areas on which to focus 
attentions for 2021: 

• internal retention of current families – particularly for Early Years and Years 7 
and 10 students (exiting Year 6 and Year 9 students),  

• and external promotion to increase brand awareness of The Essington School 
through a variety of promotional channels for all year levels. 

Identifying significant departures in Year 6 and Year 9 cohorts historically, the team 
seeks to increase enrolment numbers from external applicants and retain a greater 
number of current families in 2021 in order to reach the target enrolment of 850 
students.  

An extensive competitor analysis was undertaken to develop insights into Essington’s 
position in the marketplace, with findings used in the development of a Marketing 
Plan. The report revealed Essington is in an enviable position as a leader in education in 
Darwin. Our offering is truly unique in the Territory when compared with other schools, 
as the only provider that delivers sustained academic excellence across all year groups, 
alongside advanced student wellbeing and a warm and diverse community valued 
highly by our families. Understanding what makes Essington special compared to the 
competition is vital for us to develop a Marketing Plan which shares the benefits of an 
Essington education with a wide audience. 

Initiatives identified in this plan and undertaken include: 

• The development of market positioning strategies for the Early Years programs 
and for the Senior College. These will be used to communicate the benefits of a 
Preschool to Year 12 school journey with Essington and will guide commercial 
decisions to promote the School to prospective families. 

• Creating opportunities for current families to experience our Year 7 and Year 10 
programs in person, with separate Open Days and Experience Days events 
beginning this year.  

Stages 1-5 Stages 6-8 

 



o Open Days invite prospective families to visit and participate in guided 
tours of the School. 

o Experience Days invite both prospective and current students in Years 6 
and 9 to experience a full day of Year 7 and Year 10 programs. 

• Increasing our engagement and communication with current families including 
the fortnightly news bulletin, and a content strategy on social media with 
regular updates, activities and exciting news showcasing the School. 

In addition, an external advertising plan was developed and actioned to promote 
Essington to a wider audience including prospective future families. Activity has been 
spread across a variety of channels, chosen to provide widespread coverage of The 
Essington School brand, and include: 

• Digital advertising, both paid advertisements online and engaging organic 
content on social media. 

• Traditional advertising including radio, television, magazine and newspaper 
adverts and articles. 

• Out of home display advertising with banners around Darwin and display 
advertising at Casuarina Shopping Centre. A pop-up booth at the Centre later 
this year will give us the opportunity to meet with and speak directly to the 
community, engaging prospective parents on a personal level that was denied 
in 2020 due to COVID-19.  

The Marketing and Admissions team are constantly evaluating their efforts. Combining 
local expertise and consultation with education marketing experts, as well as regular 
reporting and analysis, empowers the team to be adaptive to challenges and changes.  

 
Leadership 

In acknowledging the efforts of the whole team that have made such positive steps 
over the past year, we can’t go past the tireless leadership of our Principal, Brian 
Kennelly. His vision and passion for Essington, guiding us into a bright future, has been 
clear. We’re extremely grateful that he has agreed to extend his tenure as long as is 
necessary to ensure that the school community is confident in the position of the 
School and that his replacement believes in Essington, our strategy and future as much 
as he does. 

The Board will ensure that Brian’s successor will be an outstanding educational leader 
but recognises that we are a unique school in a unique market. 

We can also announce that we have had many wonderful candidates apply for the 
newly created Deputy Principal position, which recently closed. The recruitment 
process is ongoing, and we will keep you informed on the appointment of this position, 
hopefully commencing soon. 

 
Conclusion 

2020 was a year of global uncertainty. Setting out a path for future success has been a 
collaborative effort between the Principal, his leadership team and the Board. My 
report would not be complete without acknowledging the work of board members 
who have each committed many hours of service to the School. I would particularly like 
to acknowledge the contribution of outgoing Director Kym Cairns. 



Thanks also goes out to our community, the parents, students, teachers and staff who 
make up the Essington family. Your support as we navigated our way through a 
COVID-19 world, and put into place our strategic plans for the future of the School, has 
been invaluable over the past year.  

 

Thank you, 

 

Mr Nathan Reichstein 

Chairman 
The Essington School Darwin Limited 


