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CHALLIS EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION CENTRE 

Statement 

HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [9.45 pm]: I would like to speak tonight about the Challis Early 
Childhood Education Centre. Some members may be familiar with its principal, Lee Musumeci, who was the 
WA Principal of the Year in 2010, and some of the other outstanding staff at the school, including Jacqui Ivanac, 
who is the coordinator of Challis Parenting and Early Learning Centre, and Noel Strickland who is responsible 
for the primary school.  

Members who are familiar with Challis will know that the school, because of the principal, are at the forefront of 
putting into practice what we know about the crucial early years of a child’s development when we can really 
make a difference in a child’s life. In fact, Challis is one of very few schools that I think we could say leads the 
way in the provision of comprehensive services for children in the early years—that is, in the crucial stage of 
development that has a lifelong impact. The school and the principal have, based on the overwhelming evidence 
about development in those early years, established Challis Parenting and Early Learning Centre. They work 
with very young children and their families to integrate health, education and social services to help infants and 
children reach the developmental milestones that they need to start school being school-ready and therefore 
ready to learn. 

I think we all understand that this is crucial. When children enter the formal school system, any year 1 teacher 
can tell us which children are already struggling and who will continue to struggle often to catch up even with 
the best efforts of teachers. We have a lot more information today about children when they commence school. 
A major reason for that is the Australian Early Development Index, which is a measure of how young children 
are developing in different communities. It involves collecting data and information to create a snapshot of 
children in their early childhood development across the country. The AEDI measures children’s development as 
they enter school. Children’s development is measured across what are called five domain areas—that is, 
physical health and wellbeing, social competence, emotional maturity, language and cognitive skills, and 
communication skills and general knowledge. Based on the AEDI data we know about across communities in 
Australia, I will refer to results for the Armadale community, which are cause for considerable concern.  

Overall in the Armadale community, 30.9 per cent of children are developmentally vulnerable on one or more 
AEDI domains and 17 per cent are developmentally vulnerable on two or more AEDI domains. That is 
considered to mean that these children are at particularly high-risk developmentally. Very concerning is that on 
the language and cognitive skills domain, 16.2 per cent of children measured entering school were 
developmentally vulnerable. That is the context in which Challis school operates and the context within which it 
decided to establish the Challis Parenting and Early Learning Centre. They know that if they do not get in early, 
they will not be able to change the outcomes for these children. We now have the benefit of research that was 
presented at a recent conference by Dr Brian Croke, deputy chairman of the National Catholic Education 
Commission. In his research he looked at those communities in which five per cent or more of children were 
struggling in their language and cognitive abilities; that is, the domains necessary in developing literacy skills. 
He then matched those areas with schools and found they were performing substantially below average in the 
national reading test for year 5 students. It showed that the pattern of poor performance carried on into year 5. Of 
course, that was not the same group of children, but they were in the same areas. It showed that schools with the 
lowest scores were predominantly in areas with children who had already been identified as vulnerable under 
AEDI.  

The Challis Parenting and Early Learning Centre was established almost entirely by rearranging existing 
budgets. I asked during Council estimates in June this year whether funding would be made available for the 
upgrade of the centre. Anyone who has visited the centre will know that despite the wonderful work done there, 
the centre itself is in urgent need of upgrade. During a hearing of the Standing Committee on Estimates and 
Financial Operations on 16 June I asked, under the heading in the Budget Statements “Additions and 
Improvements to Primary Schools”, whether there would be additional funding to the centre. I said — 

As you will know, the work there is wonderful but the parenting and early learning centre is a very 
small cramped building that is in desperate need of an upgrade. I know that Challis has been referred to 
by the government at times as a flagship, so is there any line item in this budget to upgrade or replace 
the building … 

Hon Peter Collier answered — 

The answer is no, and that is confirmed.  

I hope that is a decision the government will reconsider.  
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Another issue of greater concern is the provision of desperately needed programs at the centre. On 18 August I 
received an invitation from the principal, Lee Musumeci, to attend a cocktail party, art exhibition and auction on 
Thursday, 10 November 2011. Funds raised will be used to continue to fund the Challis Parenting and Early 
Learning Centre. The invitation says that if people are unable to attend, they may be interested in making a 
donation that will fund crucial programs. Attached to the invitation was a list of funding packages for which the 
centre desperately needs help. When I read them out, I am sure members will be as shocked as I was that a 
school that is a leader in the provision of these services for children and is attempting to break the cycle of 
poverty is having to fundraise for these services, which it describes as crucial programs. The funding packages it 
is fundraising for include $40 000 to provide an early childhood–trained education assistant for a full year and 
$20 000 to enable a speech therapist to work one day per week for a school year. The list states that a speech 
therapist would provide — 

… a valuable service in the identification and treatment of communication problems in children related 
to language and speech. 

The centre is also seeking $20 000 to fund an occupational therapist for one day per week for a school year. The 
list states — 

An OT will provide a valuable service in the analysis and treatment of children and infants experiencing 
problems in cognitive functions, movement and coordination.  

The centre is seeking $20 000 for a coordinator for one day a week to — 

… organise and implement the Aboriginal Parent Capacity building programs — our aim is to assist 
Aboriginal parents to develop skills and confidence to help their children with their school work.  

A number of other things are on this list. As I said, I was shocked to receive that invitation. I point to one of the 
packages for which they are trying to get funding, and that is to get a speech therapist onsite. When a child is 
referred by the school for speech therapy to the community health centre, the first step is that an appointment is 
made for the parent to attend a workshop. That is already a barrier. By having a speech therapist on the school 
site, it is hoped that when a child does need to be seen, as few barriers as possible will arise to prevent that child 
from getting that service. In my opinion, the principal has created what all schools in the future will look like, 
based on what we know about child development and learning—that it is the years before a child goes to school 
that are the most important in terms of education. I call upon the government to provide the funding so that 
principals like this do not have to spend their time fundraising but can focus on the groundbreaking work they 
are doing.  
 


