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bad machine 
Written by Brooke Robinson 

Directed by Lily Balatincz
+ About the play and its contents

Background information
Many of the issues in the show speak to aspects of adult life students may not have had 
to negotiate yet – like dealing with Centrelink and how social services payments work, or 
how technology has been developed to support government operations (from MyGov to 
MyHealthRecord, Services NSW app etc) and approved in parliament.
Completing some background activities to understand the context of Centrelink’s establishment, 
the payments and benefits provided and the communities supported by these will help Stage 5 
and 6 students understand the content of the play and the ‘robodebt scheme’ and subsequent 
class action which was awarded a large settlement (this aspect is not included in the play, making 
a useful post-event discussion). 
Aspects of the content of the play can be found in the Commerce Syllabus, as well as Legal 
Studies curriculum could be incorporated here to further explore aspects of the socio-cultural 
issues involved.  Drama teachers might like to collaborate with their HSIE counterparts to link to 
relevant sections of the syllabus. 

Welfare and wellbeing
Our wellbeing is subject to many factors, our health, access to supports and other ‘social 
determinants’ such as our education, cultural background, and gender. 
Welfare often refers to support services and payments that help those with fewer financial and 
social resources. 
For a deeper look at these issues and how they’re measured in Australia visit the AIHW summary.

About Centrelink
Centrelink was formed in 1997 by John Howard’s Liberal Government as a ‘one stop shop’ for 
accessing social security and other government benefits (sometimes called welfare payments). 
These include the ‘the dole’ (formally the NewStart allowance, now JobSeeker), child support 
payments, parenting payments (for separated parents, often ‘single mums’), Austudy (for 
students over 25) and Abstudy for Aboriginal students. It meant that rather than going to many 
different offices, they all were housed in one spot (much like the way Services NSW has replaced 
several ‘offices’ like the RTA). 
 

https://junkee.com/junk-explained-myhealthrecord/168004
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/understanding-welfare-and-wellbeing


Data matching technology and algorithms
Part of what happened alongside this was the Australian government was building technology 
(MyGov which helps access a range of govt depts as an app and desktop portal) as a digital 
access point for collecting and tracking payment information, from Centrelink benefits to the 
Australian Tax Office and even Immigration. As they did this, they grew their ability to run reports 
and cross track payments and information. Initially it was done manually, and in 2015 it was done 
via a computer program, using a new algorithm which averaged out income, rather than looking 
at it annually. This is what created the ‘Robodebt’ issue (officially called the Online Compliance 
Intervention Scheme) – an algorithm designed to raise revenue and save the government $1.7B 
and catch ‘welfare cheats’ inaccurately identified nearly 500000 people and sent them debt 
notices. 

Pre show activities
• Discuss/brainstorm students’ notions of Centrelink and the ‘welfare system’ and relevant 

stereotypes around poverty and ‘welfare dependence’ (for example that receiving payment 
means you wont want to work).

• Explore some of the ‘worst experiences’ people have had in relation to centrelink in this Junkee 
article (Feb 2022) and ask students to explore the emotions they imagine people were feeling 
when in those situations

• Divide students up into small groups and ask them to research the various current Centrelink 
benefits and the amount that they receive weekly, contrast this to the average cost of rent and 
living. How do these payments stack up? Spoiler generally, pretty badly) Present each outline 
back to the class.

• What stereotypes are represented in this A Current Affair segment? What is the message 
to those seeking to scam the system? What is the new challenge to Centrelink in relation to 
fraud? https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uT8VOWc6hUo 

• How do the number of cases they refer to in this (2000) stack up against the number of 
Robodebt notices issued (500 000) and the Australian population as a whole (over 25 million 
people)? The idea here is to point out ‘cheats’ are relatively few and sensationalised in the 
media. You could compare this potential fraud to the amount of multinational tax avoidance 
that occurs in Australia and the revenue that could be raised from ‘cracking down’ on that – 
see this Guardian article.

• How does this segment from the 730 report differ in the way it represents people who access 
allowances (to say anything on ACA)? Teachers may like to discuss different media outlets 
and their objectives when representing issues (also see next point).

• Super easy factor: get students to choose an article from this list of 188 articles on Junkee that 
mention Centrelink or this list on Pedestrian and summarise one in a 30 second TikTok back 
to the class. NB: some of the headlines use some colourful language but are youth orientated 
online publications that I think will resonate. Teachers may need to be mindful about how 
these issues are inherently political in nature and adapt this to the code of conduct or other 
policies.

https://junkee.com/centrelink-worst-experiences/320904
https://junkee.com/centrelink-worst-experiences/320904
https://junkee.com/newstart-salvation-army-report/159887
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uT8VOWc6hUo 
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/nov/13/proposed-crackdown-on-multinational-tax-avoidance-could-deliver-1bn-australian-budget-boost-over-four-years
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dhFoyoPXGbU
https://junkee.com/search/centrelink
https://junkee.com/search/centrelink
https://www.pedestrian.tv/?s=Cenrelink


Post show activities
• Outline the character that most resonated with you and provide some reasons why that was 

the case.
• What aspects of the play and its characters surprised you? 
• Thinking about the coping strategies that the characters used to deal with the letters they 

received, what suggestions would you make to them about what actions they could take?
The play ends on a quite sombre note. I suggest that students are shown this segment from SBS’s 
the Feed that shows there were support systems that citizens created to support one another.
• How do you think knowing about the Not My Debt website might have supported characters in 

the play? 
• Why do think more people didn’t question the debt notices? 
As another (more positive) postscript to the play, is the $1.7B settlement that the class action 
received.  Watch the news story here and discuss whether you think this provides justice.

+ Supporting psychological safety and student wellbeing

Knowing your students (and how they learn) and creating psychological safety in the 
learning environment – AISTL standards 1 and 4.4.
Teachers are increasingly mindful and aware of the impact that certain content may have on 
student wellbeing and the ways that content bring up a variety of emotional experiences and 
reflections for young people. 
Care should be exercised by teachers in regard to their specific school and class cohort in order 
to ensure that individuals and groups do not feel ‘triggered’ or impacted by an issue that is raised 
in class, and that students have meaningful ways to manage their triggers and support systems in 
place.  
This may be to do an alternative activity to prevent reactivation of trauma, or if the student 
becomes upset that support people, such as student support officers (SSO) or School Counsellor/
Psychologists are aware of the activities, content and student needs. 

Teachers are encouraged to develop local plans with their wellbeing teams that are specific 
and tailored to their particular school and context. This might include local contacts such as 
Community Adolescent Mental Health Team and LGA youth services.
The kidshelpline is a 24/7 support line which also offers text support www.kidshelpline.com.au 
and 1800 55 1800. 
While ‘trigger warnings’ themselves can activate negative responses (by simply having the trigger 
named, for example: “sexual assault), providing some background to the show’s content and 
exploring students’ sentiment towards this is warranted (again based on the cohort and context) 
prior to engaging with the material.
Given that nearly 500000 Australian’s were involved in false ‘robodebt’ notifications, it may be 
likely that students have a direct connection to the event, in some way and their own experiences 
of the events involved. 

https://www.news.com.au/finance/money/costs/shameful-robodebt-chapter-ends-with-massive-settlement/news-story/9cc3ac6edc0883646726e2bcaf6e99ee
http://www.kidshelpline.com.au/


Students should be given options with how they might choose to navigate this should it be 
activating for them, for example, they may find it comforting to share their experiences with their 
class (where there is cohesion with the group) in a way that is meaningful to them. Or they may 
choose to share or debrief with a trusted adult in a small setting. 
Facilitating difficult conversations requires planning and rapport building. For tips on how to do 
this see ReachOut’s teacher resource and also here on talking about tricky topics in the classroom.
In relation to discussion of suicide and suicidal ideation, best practice indicates that there is no 
contagion effect in discussing suicide with young people in a mature and sensitive way. It does 
not ‘put their idea’ into young people’s minds, but should provide a solution focused approach to 
developing a range of coping mechanisms and supports for managing their distress.

It is important to note that suicide is a complex behaviour caused by a range of factors and is 
rarely the result of a single event or problem.
Information from headspace on talking you young people about suicide is here.  If teachers do not 
feel comfortable in having these discussions with young people, seek support from your wellbeing 
team or school counsellor/psychologist to assist. 
For a deeper-dive into resources supporting conversations relating to self-harm and suicide visit 
Orygen’s resource hub.

This resource was developed by Jocelyn Brewer a Sydney-based psychologist and a former 
Drama and Social Sciences teacher.  Before Jocelyn starting her teaching degree she worked 
on the front desk of a Centrelink office and as a Team Leader in their multilingual call centre. She 
has worked in film and theatre producing roles, as well as in social media strategy. She was a 
School Counsellor in NSW public schools for over a decade. Jocelyn has a particular interest in 
cyberpsychology and mental health in the digital age.  
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https://schools.au.reachout.com/articles/how-to-have-difficult-conversations
https://www.waterford.org/education/difficult-classroom-conversation-tips/
https://headspace.org.au/assets/School-Support/How-to-talk-about-suicide-with-young-people.pdf
https://www.orygen.org.au/Training/Resources/Self-harm-and-suicide-prevention

