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ACTS AMENDMENT (HIGHER SCHOOL LEAVING AGE AND RELATED PROVISIONS) BILL 
2005 

Second Reading 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON BARRY HOUSE (South West) [5.12 pm]:  The question asked by Hon Anthony Fels towards the end of 
questions without notice precisely related to a couple of issues I have raised about the effect of the increase in 
the school leaving age on district high schools.  Like the government’s implementation of the curriculum 
changes in upper schools in Western Australia, there is an element of “work it out as we go” for the proposed 
increase in the school leaving age.  The problem is that the time line is now upon us.  The schools are already 
planning for the first term next year.  Not only are they planning for the introduction of massive curriculum 
changes in year 11 next year, but also they should be planning for the implications that will arise from the 
proposed increase in the school leaving age.   

While on the one hand it is refreshing to know some work is being done, on the other hand it is alarming that I 
have a document in my possession that indicates that district high schools will be confronted with some massive 
challenges when the proposed increase in the school leaving age is implemented.  I am in a position to highlight 
some of the problems that will arise.  I can only hope and assume that work is also being done in other areas to 
avoid a mad scramble at the last minute.   

I have in my hand a document entitled “The Implications of Raising the School Leaving Age for Locations 
serviced by District High schools, Rural and Remote schools with Secondary Access - An outline of the major 
risks we will encounter and recommendations to address these risks”.  It is the draft consultation document, 
version 2, of 26 October 2005.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Don’t you think it is good that we did that?   

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  Yes, but the time line is on us now.  The schools are organising these changes for next 
year right now.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  They have been for the past year.   

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  I want to know what the government will do with the recommendations and requests 
for resources outlined in this document.  It was put together by Linda Moore, who is now in the retention and 
transition directorate.  I understand that Linda was seconded from the principal’s position at the Kalbarri District 
High School to work on this issue.  The “Executive Summary” of this document states - 

The raising of the school leaving age to 16 in 2006 and 17 in 2008, will have significant implications 
for district high schools and remote schools attempting to deliver upper secondary programs.  This 
strategy has afforded a mandate to provide education for ‘local students’ in the compulsory years of 
schooling.  It is important that these schools are supported to deliver appropriate upper secondary 
education and training pathways to 16 and 17 year old students where there is no alternative provision 
available. 

To give members an idea of the magnitude of this issue, the document states - 

In 2006 over 750 students in over 63 locations will be involved in some form of year 11 and 12 
program in a district high school, remote school or in a primary with a secondary top.  These students 
will be in locations unevenly distributed across the state, with a differential impact on schools and 
districts in more geographically distant locations.  Thus carriage for the implementation of these 
proposals should be given to a group that includes District Directors and personnel from the districts 
most affected by the changes.   

It does not sound to me that it has been properly worked through at this stage; a lot of work is still to be done.  
The document continues - 

Research during the consultation period, revealed a range of resourcing inequities.  Current and 
historical resource allocations and classification of schools no longer reflect the change towards 
increasing delivery of upper school courses in district high schools, remote and isolated rural schools.  
An escalation of the roles and responsibilities for teachers and administrators in these schools has not 
been matched with a commensurate increase in resourcing.  Comprehensive on-site support and 
Professional Development is needed now and into the foreseeable future for personnel (teachers and 
administrators) in these schools to enable them to complete the accountability expectations associated 
with Western Australian Certificate of Education or Australian Qualifications Framework studies.   
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Staffing needs were highlighted.  The practice of allocating curriculum access year 11 and 12 as a 
‘right’ conferred only on some schools was questioned and a system of base plus top up for schools 
depending on factors such as: the phase of schooling delivered to, the number of students and the type 
of programs delivered, was proposed.  The dearth of secondary expertise in these schools particularly in 
remote schools and primary schools with secondary tops, highlighted the need for some secondary 
expertise to be provided in all locations or via district mechanisms.  This was exacerbated by the 
perceived inequity of access to training opportunities and alternative education processes.  This 
revealed a multiplicity of barriers isolated schools with small upper school populations came across in 
ensuring their students were given the same opportunities metropolitan students had in terms of VET 
programs and TAFE access.   

It floats a range of issues.  The document continues - 

Individuals in isolated remote locations will need access to alternative, flexible curriculum solutions 
(some of these presented on-line).  Many of these solutions will need adequate resourcing and 
centralised delivery.  The need to reassess the ‘solutions’ proposed in the Flexible Learning in Schools 
proposal were highlighted.   

It was reiterated in many locations that the evolution of local delivery of upper secondary programs in 
district high schools, remote schools and isolated primary schools should not be at the expense of 
existing strategies for rural students thus protecting regional senior high schools and regional boarding 
facilities.  To ensure the current situation enabling eligible students to leave their communities to access 
further educational opportunities (‘bypass’ year 11 and 12), increased local provision of upper school 
options at a school site (face-to-face and on-line delivery), in district high schools, high schools, remote 
schools and primary schools with secondary tops, should be defined as providing ‘limited schooling’.  

That was the executive summary.  Each area is isolated throughout the document and addressed in some form.  
The overall recommendations are summarised in one sentence as follows - 

It is imperative that the locations referred to in this paper are given adequate support to deliver 
appropriate upper secondary education and training pathways across Western Australia.   

I repeat that it is imperative that they be given that support.  We must not forget that we are discussing wholesale 
change to school communities that is to commence at the beginning of next year.  We are now well into term 4 
of 2005.  Only a few weeks remain for schools to plan and organise their resourcing for the implementation of 
these changes first thing next year.  The document continues - 

Current Resourcing Arrangements and the Classification of Schools  
Current and historical resource allocations and ‘classification of schools’ do not reflect the change of 
delivery of courses in district high schools, remote and isolated rural schools.  

I will not read through the subsequent recommendations for what must now be done in those schools.  It 
continues - 

Staffing  
Staffing should be based on the principle of equity of consideration of the student needs irrespective of 
the school type.  

It is followed by a series of points specifically relevant to staffing requirements in district high schools.  It 
continues - 

Differential Consideration for Districts 
Across the state there is a differential impact on schools/districts responding to the increased need to 
deliver local solutions.  The effective districts are:   

a. The most affected districts:  Mid West, Goldfields, Kimberley  

b. The second tier districts:  Pilbara, Midlands, Narrogin, Esperance and Albany.  

It is followed by a recommendation.  It continues - 

Professional Development and Support  
12. Appropriate PD and support is developed and delivered in a ongoing fashion for isolated 

teachers and remote administrators . . .   
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Flexible Provision and Delivery  
Students who cannot access current course delivery in isolated remote locations will need access to 
alternative flexible curriculum solutions.   

It makes four major recommendations to enable this to happen, one of which is relevant to English, for instance, 
which is being introduced next year.  It continues - 

District Models  
The models as suggested in the district maps and the DETP’s should be accepted.  Particular importance 
should be paid to:   

A series of points follow.   

Maintaining Successful Strategies for Rural Communities 
It is of vital importance to ensure that current effective models of delivery suiting a range of rural 
students are not negatively impacted by these proposals.  Planning for local delivery needs to take into 
account local regional senior high schools, bus routes and boarding facilities.  

It is followed by a series of recommendations.  Under the heading “Accessing TAFE and training and the 
classification of VET for isolated rural schools” a series of points refer to the inequity in delivery and resourcing.  

That document highlights the major concern in one area of education delivery in this state through district high 
schools, which will be impacted on in a large way by these changes.  The document indicates a high level of 
concern and makes a plea for resourcing.  I hope the minister can address that, and will tell us exactly how all the 
recommendations in that report are being addressed and how the government will make good on its commitment.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  What is the date of that report? 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  The date is 26 October 2005.  

I have tried to indicate to the house that the opposition supports this legislation.  We acknowledge that it is 
desirable for 16 and 17-year-olds to be involved in training and education, and, if not in training and education, 
some other worthwhile activity.  Full-time study and full-time employment are worthwhile activities.  
Combinations of various other workplace community school courses are also worthwhile activities.  The proof of 
the pudding will be in the eating when these changes are rolled out in the next couple of years.  Its success will 
lie in the way in which the government meets challenges, such as responding to resourcing and programming 
requests, and how it addresses the mix of activities in which students will find themselves in schools, 
communities, TAFE colleges, other tertiary institutions and educational providers and the community in general.  
The rhetoric contained in this bill will become a reality; namely, that educational and training opportunities will 
be provided to our students, which will enhance opportunities to provide more highly skilled workers in 
Australia and to improve the personal benefits for individuals from education not only now, but also in the 
future.  Major challenges lie ahead for schools as this change is coupled with changes to the curriculums for 
years 11 and 12 in the next couple of years at senior high school level throughout Western Australia.  Many 
teachers and administrators in those schools will experience an enormous work overload.  The manner in which 
it is dealt with will determine the success of not only the introduction of those curriculum changes but also these 
measures for encouraging students to stay at school longer and for retaining them in a worthwhile learning, 
educational and training environment.  

HON MURRAY CRIDDLE (Agricultural) [5.28 pm]:  Obviously this bill is very important to the future of 
our students and the capacity of our work force.  Anyone who has been close to industry or young people will 
realise the importance of higher education.  From that point of view I welcome the bill.  

I have reflected on previous years and on where many less educated people have ended up.  A fellow who has 
been carting our grain for many years would be the first to admit that he can hardly read or write, yet he runs a 
very successful business.  Higher education is about not only academic status, but also practical experience and 
practical ways in which to run our lives.  People can be successful without relying on academic achievements.  
Of course, it is an enormous advantage.  I recognise that I am not skilled at all in information technology, but I 
would like to be.  Taking students of 16 and 17 years of age would be an immense advantage in those areas.  The 
point that the National Party made very clear in the other house is that we are concerned about the way in which 
the extra years will be funded and whether the resources will be made available.  We are concerned also about 
the impact of keeping students in the classroom itself - if they remain in the classroom.  Will the students want to 
learn in that environment? 
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Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  The kids who do not want to be in a traditional classroom environment are the types of 
students who are more likely to undertake trade training options, be it in building and construction, automotive 
industries or whatever.  That is the beauty of it.  They do not have to sit in a classroom if they do not want to be 
in a traditional educational stream; they will have more options. 

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  I am aware of that.  I am saying that places need to be found for them.  I have 
previously raised with the minister a matter that has been brought to my attention by members of Rotary clubs 
and the Northampton District High School; that is, the issue of whether children who are placed on a farm to 
work will be covered for occupational safety and health and workers’ compensation.  People who are in business 
recognise the implications those issues currently have on business and industry.  They know they have an 
enormous impact on business.  Whether the students are placed with machinery dealers or a shearing shed, those 
issues in the work force must be watched very carefully. 

I was interested to hear Hon Peter Collier ask about the implications of the changes that have been proposed to 
provide seatbelts on school buses.  Will the bus driver be responsible for ensuring that a student has attached a 
seatbelt?  If so, will that impact on the driver’s ability to drive the vehicle?  Will the driver be diverted from his 
other responsibilities?  Those issues were covered when I was the Minister for Transport.  It was very difficult to 
come to a conclusion on those matters because many other responsibilities must be taken into account.  
Similarly, does the chain of responsibility extend to a principal who allows a student to go out into the work 
force?  All those matters must be addressed.   

It is great to put the measures in this bill in place.  I applaud the fact that students will either have to continue to 
be educated in a classroom or go into the work force.  Some will have to be placed in another environment and 
will need to be looked after in that environment.  That is very important. 

I know Linda Moore well; she is a very competent lady.  I take the report she has written very seriously.  She has 
been involved in vocational education in Kalbarri.  Vocational education is an important issue.  It was made very 
clear to me that the skill of the instructor is very important in a workshop.  The fact is that there are not a great 
number of skilled instructors around.  I note that 100 mentors will monitor the training. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  The mentors will not monitor the training. 

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  What will they do? 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  They will work with some of the more difficult kids to make sure that they go to where 
they are supposed to; they will keep tabs on the students.  The mentors will provide support for the students and 
mentor them about what the students are supposed to be doing.  The mentors will not be assessors or training 
providers and they will not oversee the training.  If training is to be done, it will have to be competency based 
and certified to an Australian qualification framework standard and it must be accredited.  That means the 
training must be delivered by a registered training organisation, a TAFE, or somebody who is acting as an RTO.  
We are enabling schools to become RTOs to a certain certification level.  We can discuss that in committee.  Do 
not get the mentors confused with trainers. 

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  I welcome the fact that the minister is raising some of these points.  The minister 
has just clarified what the 100 mentors will do.  There is a requirement on the government to ensure that not only 
the opposition, but also schools, parents and students understand the measures proposed in the legislation.  It is 
important also that qualified instructors ensure that the students are given a clear understanding of the pathways 
they can take. 

The point I was making about Kalbarri is that there is a dearth of people with the necessary qualification to carry 
out that type of commitment to students.  If the minister is guaranteeing all those things, that is good.  It is good 
also that the minister recently gave a guarantee about an issue I raised concerning the Northhampton area.  These 
are some of the practical issues that will be raised.  I have already mentioned school buses and the associated 
responsibilities of their drivers.  We also must make sure that students can get to the areas in which they will be 
taught.  Therefore, school buses will have to be made available.  An enormous number of issues will be raised 
when we consider those areas. 

I am concerned about the issue of difficult students in the classrooms.  They will have to be dealt with in that 
environment.  Primary school teachers have told me that difficulties already exist; that some difficult students 
must be dealt with now.  It may be that other bills we have debated and acts that have been passed deal with 
those issues.   

The minister mentioned funding of $187 million that will be set aside.  Will that be set aside for one year or four 
years?  Will more buildings need to be built?  The staff will have to be covered in that area. 
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This bill will impact on TAFE.  I have some concerns about the qualifications attained by students who attend 
TAFE.  I do not quite understand what pre-apprenticeship means.  The teaching must be applied to the practical 
side of work so that the students attain a meaningful qualification to drive a truck or a tractor.  I will listen with 
clear intent to the minister on that matter when she debates it during the committee stage.  The allowance issue 
was raised previously.   

Another issue that must be considered is the provision of online education to country areas.  I cannot get 
broadband at home.  I hope that capacity is available in the areas in which it is needed.  It is certainly a great 
asset if it can be provided, but it is not that simple to get in the bush.  I do not have broadband or a mobile phone, 
which often frustrates people who want to ring me, but it is a fact that those types of services are not available to 
people who live in the country.  A number of issues must be addressed in this bill.   

We should be concerned about the wellbeing of the students.  Practical people are needed who are qualified to 
carry out some of the jobs that are required to be filled in the work force at present.  We must also look after 
those highly skilled students who will go on to attend university and beyond. 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [5.39 pm]:  On behalf of the Greens (WA) I will make a few 
comments about this bill.  The Greens are prepared to support the bill, although we have some queries about it.  
This bill calls for the minimum school leaving age to be lifted from 15 to 17 years of age.  The policy objective 
to ensure that all young people are given improved opportunities to education and training is good.  However, we 
have some queries about exactly how this will be achieved with this bill.  As I understand the proposed 
implementation time for this measure, from 1 January next year compulsory education will be extended by one 
year; that is, to year 11.  All young people who turn 15 years of age in 2005 will be required to stay at school or 
be in approved training for one more year.  In January 2008, compulsory education will be extended by two 
years; that is, to year 12.  All young people who turn 16 years of age in 2007 will be required to stay at school or 
be in approved training in 2008.   

I will raise the concerns that have come to light and been raised with the Greens, some of which have come via 
the State School Teachers’ Union of WA and some of which have come to our attention in the bill.  The first 
concern is about the implementation of these changes.  It has certainly been clear in the public debate and from 
information provided to me and phone calls to my office that schools are struggling to implement the outcomes-
based education changes for years 11 and 12 in 2006.  This bill will place additional burdens on schools, 
teachers, students and resources.  It is quite a lot of change in a small space of time.  As much as the Greens are 
happy to support the bill and the policy objective, we have some suggestions and some concerns about the 
implementation of the changes.   

There is a concern that dumping a new cohort of students into the TAFE and training sector, without proper 
planning and an increased budget, will displace current students.  That matter has been raised with the Greens by 
people from the TAFE sector.  For example, some students may do a certificate I or II at TAFE and school.  Will 
they take up the places of current students?  Those potential students need to be considered as taking up 
additional places, and we must ensure that resources will be provided to cater for that additional load.  School 
students who would not ordinarily go to TAFE will potentially create an increase in class sizes and cause cuts to 
student contact hours, which will result in fewer educational outcomes for both the original students and the new 
years 11 and 12 students.  Therefore, our question is about the capacity and the resourcing to accommodate these 
proposed changes.   

Some of the students who will be required to stay at school will be those who often find it difficult to fit into 
schools and other institutions.  Therefore, they may present problems at the schools that they are required to stay 
in, making it difficult for other students to learn and teachers to manage.  Students with behavioural management 
problems at school often do well at TAFE, but that comes at a cost.  I have certainly had a number of 
conversations with current teachers and former teachers who have expressed concern about the additional load in 
classes of dealing with students who clearly do not want to be there.  I understand that this bill seeks to 
accommodate a range of options for young people who might fit into that category.  However, they are often the 
high-maintenance students.  Although TAFE lecturers are good at handling young students, they will be required 
to work with potentially the most troubled students who may not want to be there.  For this legislation to work, 
there is a great need for extra training for staff, professional development and support services such as student 
counselling.  As I understand it, currently there are almost no counselling services in TAFE colleges.  I certainly 
suggest that additional resourcing will be needed for that.  I note that the member for Riverton made similar 
comments in the review that he undertook in December 2001, which recommended an increase in counselling 
services. 
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The next point is that students will need to be managed and tracked through the system, thereby requiring extra 
staff and resources.  When I received a briefing on this bill, it seemed to me that one of the trickiest propositions 
in this legislation is the tracking of a student who might spend some time at a TAFE college in any given week 
and some time working.  Someone must log the movement of that young person.  If that person is only 
marginally interested in doing either of those things, it will be really hard to require him to be - 

Hon Peter Collier interjected. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  I cannot see it working.  We must add into that equation that this is obviously a statewide 
bill.  It might work in the metropolitan area to an extent, or in some of the larger regional centres, but when we 
are talking about young people who are in small country towns - 

Hon Peter Collier:  Meekatharra. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Meekatharra or further out in places such as Laverton - anywhere the member may name.  
The good intentions are fine, but I question whether it will function.  I guess the fundamental question that I have 
about this bill is: do we need legislation to achieve these changes; or can they be achieved as a matter of practice, 
rather than something that has legislative backing?  That is where I question the penalties to apply if this 
legislation is not complied with.  I had some questions about how this bill will intersect with existing provisions 
in the School Education Act 1999 that provide for various penalties for parents.  For example, in part 2, division 
1, of the School Education Act 1999, section 9 contains a provision to ensure that children are enrolled if they 
are of compulsory school age.  There is a substantial penalty of $2 500 for non-compliance.  Will that obligation 
remain with the parent, or will that penalty fall away when there are these arrangements in which there is a 
mixture of training, school and employment?  Quite honestly, I have not had the time and energy to look at it in 
that detail.  However, it seems to me that we need to be clear about whom the obligation is on to ensure that this 
new arrangement works, if indeed it can work.   

In part 2, division 4, of the School Education Act 1999, section 29, which deals with employment during school 
hours, states - 

A person must not employ or permit to be employed a child of compulsory school age during the hours 
when the child is required to - 

(a) attend school; or 

(b) otherwise participate in an educational programme of a school. 

The penalty is $5 000.  Does this new bill run up against that provision or does it accommodate it?  Again, I seek 
some clarification of that aspect.   

The main issue we raise is the resourcing implications of these changes.  Have the resourcing implications been 
assessed for schools and for TAFE colleges?  Is there a costed time line for rolling out these measures that 
includes spelling out any additional staff, money and professional development and training that will be required 
to achieve this outcome?  Where will the additional students be accommodated next year, for example?  We are 
close to the end of the school year now, and we have not passed this legislation.  Is there enough time between 
now and the new school year in February to put in place these requirements?  I would be reassured if that were 
the case, but I also would be somewhat surprised if there was the capacity to achieve that over the summer break.  
Are there other staff and programs for these students?  Some TAFE colleges currently cannot fit in students, 
particularly when workshop space is required for tuition.  That is a query about the capacity of TAFE colleges to 
accommodate additional students.  TAFE colleges accommodate additional students on a year-by-year basis, but 
this is a particularly large group that will be directed towards TAFE.  Is it too much change all at once for TAFE 
colleges and schools to implement both outcomes-based education and the changes in this legislation?   

The Greens (WA) are not opposed to the legislation, but we question whether it should be rolled out as quickly 
as has been proposed.  We propose that there be a delay in the implementation of the system until a full logistical 
and feasibility study is conducted and a transition plan developed and costed.  I might be completely wrong and 
they might already have been done and I am not aware of it, but, from the small amount of consultation I have 
been able to undertake in the time frame, it seems to me that there is no logistical and feasibility study and the 
transition plan is pretty vague at this stage.  We are supportive of the policy intention, but we are concerned that 
a lot of expectations have been put on the education system at this point.  We do not want to wreck a system that 
adapts better to measured change than to sudden change, because there are many components to be considered.  
We ask for further information.  How many students are anticipated to be involved in these new arrangements?  
That means students who will not fit into the standard staying-at-school category, the ones who will have -  
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Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  In the vast majority of cases, they will be involved at a school, and the school will be 
responsible for them, but they would go out -  

Hon GIZ WATSON:  They would go out and do other things.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Absolutely.  In fact, there will be a reduction in the workload at a school level, because 
although students will come back and schools will be staffed for the quantum number of students enrolled, 
students will head out to TAFE colleges or to private training providers.  We can pick up the details of that 
during the committee stage.  

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Would that not be an additional administrative load?  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Keep in mind that there will be excess capacity, because there will be staff for X 
number of students five days a week, but, in a sense, a percentage of those students will not be there five days a 
week.  There will be excess capacity technically at the high school level.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Maybe we can discuss this during the committee stage.  It seems to me that we are trying 
to ensure that students who would otherwise leave school at 15 years of age stay at school.  That means that 
schools will have more students.  Even though some students will go to other courses, the administrative load on 
schools will increase.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  They will have additional staffing as part of this program.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Perhaps the minister will spell that out.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Absolutely.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  We would also like further information on the actual physical space requirements at 
schools and TAFE colleges in terms of their capacity, and also on the budget implications for schools and TAFE 
colleges.  That goes to the heart of whether these changes have been fully costed.  We would also like 
information on the professional development requirements for teachers and lecturers.  I raised a point about 
adequate student counselling services within TAFE colleges.  How will the tracking of students occur through 
the system?  What resources will be available for students at schools and TAFE colleges in rural and regional 
centres?  Probably the biggest problem that we perceive is the capacity in more remote centres.  Is there any kind 
of relationship interaction between this change and the OBE changes, or are they completely separate?  
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  There is a relationship between this change and the increased number of subjects that 
will be offered, because we will offer 50 new subjects, many of which will be vocational education and training 
options and subjects that have not been available before, such as engineering, aviation and media production.  
There is a correlation between students staying at school longer and a much broader range of educational 
opportunities for them.  
Hon Peter Collier:  It means that they will have more pathways to go into.   
Hon GIZ WATSON:  Okay.  Has there been any assessment of the likely impact on the apprenticeship scheme?   
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  The actual apprenticeships for building and construction, for example, will come into 
being in 2007.  However, other programs are already available to students, such as the school apprenticeship 
link.  Clearly, offering those opportunities means that students will have part of an apprenticeship qualification 
under their belt when they leave year 12.  It is a fantastic new opportunity, but I will explain it all.   
Hon Norman Moore:  You already did.  You’ve taken up half the member’s time already.   
The PRESIDENT:  Hon Giz Watson in reply.   
Hon GIZ WATSON:  I have the call, I believe.  It was very instructive, Mr President.   
I have said that I have had some communication with the State School Teachers’ Union of WA to ask its view on 
this bill.  I will refer to a couple of quotes in some correspondence of 1 October 2004 from the then acting 
president of the teachers’ union, Anne Gisborne.  It has similar concerns with the starting times for these 
changes.  The State School Teachers’ Union of WA strongly believes that it is pre-emptive to mandate the 
commencement of the extension to the school leaving age in 2006.  The Greens have a similar concern that 
perhaps this implementation could be run out over a longer period.  The State School Teachers’ Union also 
believes that the capacity of the system to identify the needs of the affected individuals and to cater in such a 
manner as to ensure positive and constructive engagement in education, training and/or work from 2006 is highly 
questionable.  Again, some of the questions the union raised in its submission to the Director General of the 
Department of Education and Training related to the capacity to bring on board these changes by the start of 
2006.  
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I will be interested to follow the committee stage of this debate, and will seek from the minister some assurances 
that the capacity is available and that the changes can be implemented in the time frame that has been proposed.  
We will support the bill, but we suggest that the rolling out of the changes first thing next year be reconsidered in 
light of the fact that a lot of changes are taking place within the education system at this time.   

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan) [7.31 pm]:  I am looking forward to speaking on this bill.  I 
have thoroughly enjoyed the very insightful contributions thus far from Hon Barry House, Hon Giz Watson and 
Hon Murray Criddle.  I have a tremendous amount of sympathy for much of what they had to say.   
From the outset, I support this bill.  It would take a very brave individual to argue against providing additional 
educational opportunities for the youth of our society.  Ensuring that the pathways to life that we offer our 
children are many and versatile is an extremely palatable prospect.  In short, the purpose of the bill is to increase 
the minimum school leaving age from 15 to 16 in 2006 and then to 17 in 2007.  The bill also aims to provide 
alternative opportunities for students to attend a higher education course that is registered under section 23 of the 
Higher Education Act 2004, or attend a TAFE college or a school’s training program that is accredited under the 
Vocational Education and Training Act 1996.  Alternatively, a student may engage in an apprenticeship or 
traineeship under the Industrial Training Act 1975.  The bill also provides for the Curriculum Council to 
maintain records for enrolments for all secondary school students.  Essentially the bill will impact on a minority 
of students - approximately 2 200 in 2006.  However, I sympathise that it is a significant minority and therefore 
it is essential that the process of its implementation be successful and considered.  With this in mind I have some 
reservations about the preparedness of our educational system to cope with the changes that this bill will 
introduce.  On several occasions I have articulated my concerns about the introduction of new courses of study 
into the post-compulsory level of education. 
In brief, my concerns rest with the readiness of the courses of study and my perceived notion of the 
incompatibility of the proposed assessment procedures with the outcomes focus and the relevance to several 
courses of study of the form of the outcomes approach being adopted in Western Australia.  I assure the house 
that these concerns are not a political ploy to derail the process; they are considered and genuine issues that have 
been expressed to me by a wide variety of sources within the educational sector.  In addition, having only 
recently departed from almost a quarter of a century of teaching, which included experience in every sector; 
being the state system, a private girls’ college and finally a private boys’ college, my concerns are based upon 
personal experience.  I am neither a subscriber nor a regular visitor to the People Lobbying Against Teaching 
Outcomes web site.  Until recently I had not heard of Kevin Donnelly, and I have concerns about the intent of 
some of the directions in which the federal education minister is going.  The concerns that I have raised are, as 
previously mentioned, genuine, and I continue to stand by my assertion that for a more efficient and productive 
process, the implementation of the courses of study should be delayed until the very real glitches can be ironed 
out.  I am confident that if this were to occur, the courses of study would shape a positive educational direction 
for our children. 

The most significant issue that I have with this bill is whether the education system is sufficiently prepared to 
cope with the significant changes that are already occurring at the post-compulsory level.  I have previously 
outlined specific courses of study that are of particular note.  An area that I have not addressed is one that is 
specifically related to the students who will be most affected by this bill; that is, those who will continue their 
education beyond the current compulsory level of year 10 and who do not wish to pursue an academic pathway.  
Rather, they will be more inclined to choose a structured workplace learning or vocational education and training 
pathway.  I am not convinced that the changes to be implemented over the next few years at the post-compulsory 
level adequately provide for these students through the new courses of study. 

Just to reflect, it is acknowledged that the current post-compulsory education system does not flow seamlessly 
from the curriculum framework in years K through 10, although for the last few years many students have made 
this transition very easily.  One reason for not delaying the implementation of the new system any longer is the 
extension of the school leaving age to 16 in 2006 and then 17 in 2008, and the argument that the current system 
does not suit these students.  The current system suits many students, and if sufficient staff in schools really 
knew how to exploit the flexibility and the staffing formulae allowed and encouraged this to happen, it would 
suit even more.  Many schools from all sectors are successfully catering for a range of students with differing 
abilities and interests.  They are achieving this by using different Curriculum Council subjects, SWL and flexible 
approaches to VET delivery.  Currently, to graduate a student with a strong VET focus needs only 40 per cent of 
his study to be traditional Curriculum Council subjects.  This can be two subjects over two years with an 
equivalent of eight units.  This is less than will be required under the proposed system, when students will be 
expected to undertake at least four courses of study; that is, 12 units and at least four different courses of study.  
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Structured workplace learning is currently considered a subject for graduation requirements and contributes to 
the average of eight Cs over two years and completion of 10 subjects.  In future it will count for only an 
endorsed student.  SWL will not contribute to the standard of level 4 that must be reached and will not count 
towards the full course of study requirement or the requirement that 12 council-developed units be completed.  
For example, under the current system a student can graduate when he or she studies English, work studies, an 
SWL course and two VET courses in year 11 and then English, work studies, an SWL subject and two VET 
courses in year 12.  However, although the future system will give virtually an identical choice - that is, the same 
student might choose English, career and enterprise and an SWL-endorsed unit and two VET stand-alone 
endorsed units in year 11, and then English, career and enterprise, an SWL-endorsed unit and two VET-endorsed 
units in year 12 - the student could not graduate.  In the new post-compulsory format, SWL and VET will all 
become endorsed units.  Students wanting a more flexible timetable than is currently available will or may find 
graduation harder to obtain.   

Within the examples I gave, a student in the current system would graduate but a student within the new system 
would not, as he or she would have completed only two courses of study and eight council-developed units.  To 
graduate, that student must pick up two more courses of study and four more units.  In many cases this will 
restrict access to flexible arrangements.  The yet-to-be fully developed VET as a course of study is supposed to 
ease this situation, but these courses will not provide the flexibility of students taking stand-alone VET, often 
delivered in partnership with a registered training organisation.  The very difficult part about offering VET in 
schools is the partnership arrangement or the need for an organisation to be a registered provider with sufficient 
trained staff.  Increasingly, for schools to do the delivery of VET, training qualifications and also recent industry 
experience are needed by the teachers.  At present many schools find it easy to go into partnership with an RTO, 
and it is the RTO that has responsibility for the assessment of the VET.  At present, this is usually stand-alone 
VET, which will be an endorsed unit in the post-compulsory level.  Because students must undertake more 
Curriculum Council-developed units in the new system, this VET may need to be done as part of a course of 
study, which means that much of the work may be assessed twice - once by the teacher and once by the VET 
provider. 

Vocational education and training as a course of study requires that the VET competencies be matched to the 
course of study outcomes.  The gaps not covered by the VET certificate must be picked up by the teacher and 
delivered and assessed in school.  This appears to be overly complicated and could make VET harder to deliver.  
What will probably have a big impact on VET delivery in schools is the fact that schools can become fully 
registered training organisations through the Training Accreditation Council and will not be limited to certificate 
II or the VET certificates approved by the Curriculum Council.  This will greatly open up what schools can do, 
and we do not need a system of school accreditation by the Curriculum Council to restrict the potential freeing 
up of VET in schools.  Students undertaking a lot of VET in schools have always been well catered for.  The 
proposed changes will not necessarily improve their pathways.  However, it will potentially open up the 
possibility of university entry as students will be able to take an exam at the end of year 12, even when there is a 
strong VET focus.  The uptake of this will vary and will open pathways only if students can achieve greater than 
level 6 in the outcomes assessment.  Many VET students will go to university; they will simply use a different 
pathway rather than tertiary entrance score exams or entry through the Tertiary Institutions Service Centre.  I am 
very interested to know whether the government has considered these potential problems; and, if so, what it 
intends to do about them.  One of the primary motivating factors responsible for developing broader pathways 
for students at the post-compulsory level is explicitly linked to less academic students.  I am extremely 
concerned that the process does not appear to be providing much stability.   
I refer to a submission from the Australian Council for Private Education and Training (WA Committee) on 
raising the school leaving age.  The submission reads in part -  

ACPET is a national industry association for independent providers of education and training for 
Australian and international students.  It was established in 1992 as a not-for-profit company under the 
Corporations Act and has over 550 member organisations delivering a full range of higher education, 
vocational education & training and ELICOS courses in all states and territories. 

Hon Barry House:  It is a very good organisation. 
Hon PETER COLLIER:  It certainly is.  It continues - 

Part of ACPET’s primary role is to assist its members to become more viable and competitive and to 
ensure that domestic students can make a genuine “user choice” between public and private providers of 
post-compulsory education and training.  Hence the thrust of this submission is to ensure that the 
ramifications of any change to the definition of post compulsory education and training in WA are 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 8 November 2005] 

 p6796c-6823a 
Hon Barry House; Hon Murray Criddle; Hon Giz Watson; President; Hon Peter Collier; Hon Donna Faragher; 

Hon Helen Morton; Hon Bruce Donaldson; Hon Ray Halligan; Hon Barbara Scott; Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich; 
Deputy 

 [10] 

considered from the broadest possible base and one which will certainly include the interests of private 
providers. 

The submission refers to key consultation question 6: “If students undertake combinations of schooling, TAFE, 
university and work, what issues need to be considered?”  The response from ACPET is - 

Private VET providers have much more to offer in areas where students have shown strong interest, but 
where publicly funded places are limited.  Examples include hospitality, tourism, event management, 
natural medicine, graphic design, TV and film production to name a few.   
In financing the additional places and programs to cater for a higher school leaving age, the 
Government must determine the best value for taxpayer money.  Serious consideration must be given to 
utilising existing private training infrastructure, with a corresponding fair and realistic monetary 
compensation.   
Private education and training providers have much to offer in the way of expertise, facilities, 
infrastructure, resources (teaching, learning and training) and programs.   
. . .  
With respect to public funding, the issue of choice is perhaps an even more fundamental issue that 
requires attention.  In the same way that parents and students can choose between public and private 
schools, there is a fundamental right for them to choose between public and private higher education 
and VET institutions.  Thus, private education and training providers are important stakeholders in the 
development of any new system involved with future combination of school, VET and work 
arrangements for the proposed compulsory education and training cohorts.   
It is imperative that the management structure established to oversee the cross-sectoral involvement and 
coordination has clear and well developed lines of communication with the key sectors, including 
private VET.  The policy making body to oversee this cross-sectoral coordination would most likely be 
the Curriculum Council.  If this were the case, then private VET providers need to be represented either 
on the Council or on its Vocational Education learning area sub committee.  ACPET could fulfil this 
role. 

I am not sure whether the government has considered that.  Key consultation question 7 is: “What further 
assistance is needed by young people in considering their options for the future, including their career?”  The 
response by ACPET in its submission is as follows - 

The piloting of Local Learning and Employment Partnerships (LLEPs) is a positive initiative for 
regional areas.  To allow the LLEPs to fulfil their role effectively, a broad awareness of Private VET 
provision is necessary.  This could be ensured with appropriate communication links being established 
with a representative group such as ACPET.   
Similar links with Private VET providers need to be established with the team set up in the Department 
of Education and Training to develop strategies for 15 - 19 year olds . . . “…to provide for a more 
coordinated and purposeful career guidance and information framework that includes schools, TAFE 
colleges and the community at large”.   
Furthermore, if the schools are to be the brokers in developing programs of combined school, VET, 
higher education and work, then they need to be thoroughly familiar with the offerings of private 
education and training.  Parents and students must be made aware of the broad range of choice. 

Key consultation question 8 is: “What can we do to improve coordination between all relevant sectors - school, 
vocational education, tertiary providers and employers?”  The ACPET submission states - 

Curriculum Council membership is well set up to provide input from all relevant sectors.  However, the 
vocational education sector has strong public provider representation (TAFE) but no broad private 
vocational education representation.  For reasons indicated above, the inclusion of Private VET 
representation within Curriculum Council or its relevant sub-committee would improve the 
coordination effort.  ACPET is well placed to provide this representation. 

The conclusions from ACPET were as follows - 

ACPET is in favour of the concept of raising the school leaving age in WA. 

As we all are - 

It also holds a strong view that private education and training providers must play a significant role in 
the development of a best practice system to cater for the proposed changes.  ACPET provides a broad 
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coverage of private education and training providers.  It provides a focal point for communication with 
a significant part of the education and training scene in WA and Australia.   

We urge the Government to seriously involve us in the planning and implementation of this major 
initiative. 

I endorse the recommendations of ACPET concerning the more significant involvement of private providers in 
the process of raising the school leaving age.  After all, they will be an essential ingredient in providing 
pathways for students with a VET bias.  I am interested to hear from the government whether it intends to seek 
contributions from ACPET in a formal way in the process.  I fear it would be sheer folly to ignore such a body. 

Another group of students that greatly concerns me are those students for whom the school has failed.  I am 
referring to students who leave at the start of, or during, years 11 or 12.  They are often not catered for by VET 
programs.  They have different issues that makes school untenable for them.  Hon Giz Watson alluded to that 
most articulately; she made some very valid points.  Those students need someone in the school or outside - that 
is, mentors - to take an interest in them personally and to help them find a direction.  Offering them a choice of 
50 courses of study will not do that.  It will only be someone who takes an interest in and who cares for them 
who will do that.  That could occur under any education system.  Examples such as Corridors Secondary 
Vocational College - which I will explain later - and the Port Community High School, where the focus is re-
engaging students in education, take this approach.  Getting a tertiary entrance rank is very much secondary to 
getting back into education, developing good literacy, numeracy, communication and social skills, and providing 
a pathway other than no direction at all.  The new system, with all its proposed flexibility in the early units, will 
not help these students unless staff are provided with time and resources to cater for the students.  For many of 
the students, the intervention needs to have happened in years 9 and 10, when they are becoming disaffected, 
rather than through offering them more choice in year 11.   

A literature review by Howard Bath and Robert Long titled “Education and Out-of-Home Care” provides a 
fascinating insight into the particular group to which I am referring.  The review begins with a precis of out-of-
home care placement trends and examines the needs of the children and young people who are referred.  The 
review moves onto the broadly expressed concerns about educational disadvantage experienced by young people 
in the care system, and then explores directions and options for meeting their care and education needs.  
According to the review, three decades ago, the “typical” child referred to residential care was considered to be 
dependent; that is, a child in need of care because his or her parents could not meet their basic developmental 
and protection needs.  Today, a young person is almost certain to be referred to residential care because of his or 
her challenging behaviours and, in particular, aggressive behaviours.  Hon Giz Watson articulated that very well 
earlier.  All the less restrictive options have been tried and multiple support programs have been provided to 
parents who, the research informs us, are likely to be affected by substance abuse and/or psychiatric problems.  
The review states that most of the children and young people have been abused and neglected, many sexually.  
Most have experienced multiple placements out of their homes, which has resulted in an impaired ability to 
attach and trust.  The vast majority have educational problems.  According to the review, the behavioural, 
developmental and psychiatric problems experienced by young people in the care system are varied and complex 
and need to be carefully considered when designing programs that provide care, treatment and education.  The 
review outlines some of the major behavioural, developmental and psychiatric issues that need to be considered.  
The first is conduct disorders; that is, whether a young person meets formal diagnostic criteria for a conduct 
disorder or oppositional deficit disorder.  Challenging behaviours, including aggression that violates the rights of 
others, are a defining feature of many young people in residential care.  Indeed, that is usually the primary reason 
that they are referred in the first place.  The majority of young people in out-of-home care with aggressive 
behaviours have reactive patterns of behaviour, which are linked to histories of abuse and neglect, harsh and 
erratic discipline and constitutional vulnerabilities.  Programs to address the needs of such young people are 
quite different from those that tend to be useful with proactively aggressive young people.  There are different 
criteria.   

The second issue is trauma and abuse-related symptomology.  The majority of young people in residential care 
come from backgrounds of abuse and trauma, and many show the characteristic behavioural and emotional 
sequelae.  Some have formal post-traumatic stress disorder, while the majority have some trauma-related 
symptomology, including avoidance, concentration problems, hyper-arousal, hyper-vigilance, restlessness, 
reactive aggression, traumatic replay, mood swings, self-harming ideation and gestures.  Young people with 
trauma-based behaviour patterns need very careful assessment, understanding and management and their 
individual needs should determine the service responses that are offered.  For example. the commonly employed 
behaviour management techniques based on the reinforcement of punishment of behaviours is not only 
ineffective in changing trauma generated behaviours, which are often characterised by emotional flooding, but 
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can sometimes lead to re-traumatisation.  Likewise, very careful consideration must be given to the placement of 
such young people with peers who may generate anxiety or engage in abusive behaviours.  There are also major 
implications for the quality of training and the supervision of workers with such people.   
The third issue is young people with an intellectual disability.  The statistics vary, but it appears that a large 
percentage - up to 40 per cent - of young people classified as having complex needs have an intellectual 
disability, often in the mild range.  This has implications for the type of care and education program that is 
provided and the mix of clients, as such young people are quite vulnerable to abuse and being misled by their 
peers.  The fourth issue is behavioural disorders.  Some young people have other specific behavioural problems, 
including substance abuse or sexual abusive behaviours.  Typically, they also suffer from one or more of the 
conditions identified previously.  Their behavioural problems largely determine the type of setting that is 
inappropriate and the intervention priorities.   
In addition to the behavioural, developmental and psychiatric issues faced by most young people in residential 
care - sometimes as a result of them - virtually all have chronic school problems, including learning difficulties, 
behavioural problems and truancy.  Compared with their peers, young people in out-of-home care suffer on 
nearly every indicator of educational outcome.  These young people are much more likely to have learning 
disabilities, to play truant, to have behavioural problems, to achieve poor academic results and to leave school 
earlier than the average school student.  The review lists the following as key criteria for experiencing successful 
educational outcomes: stability and continuity; learning to read early and fluently; having a parent or carer who 
valued education and saw it as the route to a good life; having friends outside care who did well at school; 
developing out-of-school interests and hobbies; meeting a significant adult who offered consistent support and 
encouragement and who acted as a mentor and possible role model; and attending school regularly.  These 
criteria are obviously alien to many students in care.  Research has consistently shown a high level of 
behavioural and emotional disturbance among many young people in care and in those leaving care.   
The review also refers to a 1996 report by Benedict and Zuravin, which found that children and young people at 
the highest risk of not completing school are those who have behavioural, educational and developmental 
problems prior to and during their stay in foster care.  Emotional disturbances and academic delay have often 
been found to pre-date entry to care.  The establishment of alternatives external to the mainstream school system 
are important for students with complex needs because they themselves believe that the system has failed them.  
Their perception is that it offers no solutions.  Young people who are trapped in cycles of failure and self-
fulfilling prophecies must be offered a new environment in which they believe they can change their own future.  
It is this group that needs particular attention with the implementation of this legislation.   
With that in mind, I decided to get a first-hand experience of the institutions within Western Australia that 
specifically deal with students who are simply not compatible with the formal structures that our educational 
system provides.  I visited Corridors Secondary Vocational College in Midland and spent some time with the 
principal, Terry Parsons, his staff and, most importantly, the students.  It was a wonderful and extremely 
gratifying experience.  Every child has his or her strengths and every child has the ability to gain personal 
fulfilment from life.  Unfortunately, in some instances, external variables have an enormous negative impact 
upon the lives of our children and the direction they take.  The mind really is a battlefield and we are all 
constantly fending off thoughts of incapacity and negativity.  That is a part of human nature.  This is particularly 
pertinent for the students at schools such as Corridors or the Port Community High School in Hamilton Hill - 
students who are faced with extraordinary challenges and obstacles to personal fulfilment.  When I spoke with a 
number of these students, it was blatantly obvious that they were equally as capable and relevant as any child I 
have taught over the past 23 years.  Each one has his or her own strengths, ever so subtly waiting for the 
ingredients of success; that is, compassion and support.   
Corridors college is a valuable and unique educational institution.  By way of background, Corridors college was 
established to provide educational options for young people who have been excluded from mainstream schools 
or who cannot adjust to the demands of the formal school environment, particularly the institutionalisation 
component.  These young people are at great risk of dropping out of the education system entirely, which would 
relegate them to lives of continued disadvantage and marginalisation.  Young people referred to Corridors are 
affected by a range of familial, social, cultural, psychological and developmental issues which present significant 
obstacles to regular school attendance and which impair their ability to concentrate and learn when they are able 
to attend.  The majority of students at Corridors college are actively involved with or are known to the statutory 
child welfare and juvenile justice systems.  By definition, therefore, they are adversely affected by issues as 
diverse as physical, emotional and sexual abuse, neglect, erratic parenting, exposure to domestic violence and 
substance abuse, homelessness, chronic poverty and, sometimes, criminal activity.  On a day-to-day basis, many 
struggle with basic survival and safety concerns about where they might live and how they might keep safe.  It is 
not unusual for students to state that they have nowhere to sleep at night.  School attendance is obviously a lower 
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priority than finding a bed for the night or ensuring one’s personal safety from threatening peers or adults.  
Involvement with statutory services means attendance at court hearings and appointments during school hours 
with parole officers, child welfare, social workers, health providers and others, which again shifts the focus from 
education to coping and surviving.  That is a real shame.  Habits of regular attendance are hard to establish when 
young people are exposed to adults, older siblings and peers with problems of substance abuse and violence, 
both of which have deleterious effects on attendance and learning.  Moreover, many harbour feelings of mistrust 
towards adult authority figures, such as teachers, and carry the legacy of long histories of school failure and 
exclusion, which has led to a lack of trust and low anticipation of success.  There are numerous barriers to 
learning for these students.   

The young people at Corridors are also affected by a range of developmental, psychological, behavioural and 
social problems that can impair their ability to learn and their motivation to attend regularly.  A significant 
proportion of the students have been excluded from mainstream schools because of behavioural problems 
involving aggression, substance abuse and sexual behaviour problems.  These behaviours have led to long 
periods of exclusion resulting in significant gaps in their education, alienation from school personnel and a lack 
of confidence in their capacity to learn.  The behavioural problems are caused by social factors and 
neurodevelopmental vulnerabilities, as well as developmental insults such as physical, sexual and emotional 
abuse leading to trauma-related behaviour patterns.  Psychiatric conditions affect a significant portion of the 
student body.  Depression, including bipolar disorder, is the most common, as are various anxiety-related 
conditions, including phobias and obsessive compulsive disorder.  A small percentage of students are affected by 
psychoses, conditions that are frequently, but not exclusively, triggered by substance abuse.  A significant 
proportion of young people at Corridors are in statutory out-of-home care.  Such young people are amongst the 
most disadvantaged in the community, with histories of abuse and neglect that have created emotional and 
behavioural problems and have led to their removal from home.   

In summary, the students that Corridors serves struggle with a range of social, cultural, emotional and 
developmental issues that affect their ability to learn as well as their capacity and/or willingness to attend school 
on a regular basis.  The staff of Corridors know that if they are to meet the educational needs of their students, 
their focus has to be a more holistic one that requires a broader focus than simply teaching.  Although the school 
cannot provide services that are better provided by specialist organisations, in order to fulfil its educational 
mission it needs to ensure that the practical survival and safety needs of students are being met and to actively 
reclaim them from the pressing responsibilities and distractions that consume their time and divert their energies.  
As if to reinforce these points, a Diploma of Youth Work student on placement at Corridors recently surveyed 
the students and discovered the following: 80 per cent have received juvenile cautions; 30 per cent have received 
more than 10 juvenile cautions; 60 per cent have had problems with drugs and alcohol; 80 per cent have a 
negative attitude towards the police; and 80 per cent have a negative attitude towards the juvenile justice system.  
These students and hundreds of others like them are equally as significant within our education system as those 
who choose a pathway to law or medicine or an apprenticeship or another trade.  I would hope that the 
government and the education system do not ignore their special needs and aspirations.   

I must admit that I have not had a substantial personal experience dealing with students such as those who attend 
Corridors.  However, I was a house head at Scotch College for 10 years until I concluded my teaching career at 
the end of 2004.  That position principally entailed a pastoral role and was an extremely rewarding experience.  
One of the key roles that was required of the position was to ensure that the boys under my care were provided 
with appropriate educational directions.  Invariably, year after year I was faced with the prospect of explaining to 
several of the boys in year 10 at Ross House that the course that they had chosen was going to prove difficult for 
them in year 11.  Often the boys would make their choice based upon peer or parental pressure and would pursue 
their original course regardless of my advice.  I certainly did not take it personally.  However, almost inevitably 
by the end of the following first term of year 11 for these boys I would be faced with extremely disillusioned 
young men and equally distraught parents.  The boys just could not cope with the enormous academic challenges 
and rigours facing them.  It was so difficult to effectively explain to the boys and to their parents that a 
completely academic pathway was not necessarily the panacea for success in life.  Unfortunately, although these 
variables are significantly disparate when compared with the students I have just mentioned in Corridors, in 
reality their situations were strikingly similar.  I am extremely confident that similar experiences will exist in 
almost every secondary school throughout Western Australia.  In a similar vein I was interested to read recently 
an article in The West Australian specifically about the school leaving age.  The article, entitled “Year 12 not 
answer for all: expert”, was referring to research conducted by Dr Michael Dockery of Curtin University’s 
School of Economics and Finance.  The article reads - 
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With the State Government set to increase the school leaving age to 16 in 2006 and 17 by 2008, new 
research shows that forcing teenagers to stay at school to complete Year 12 could do them more harm 
than good.   

Michael Dockery of Curtin University School of Economics, tracked Year 9 students from 1995 to 
2002 and found that there was little value for less academically inclined students to stay at school for 
Years 11 and 12.   

“In some models it actually suggests there’s a negative return, they suffer a loss by staying on at school, 
certainly as opposed to getting any sort of work,” Dr Dockery said.  “They might be lowly paid jobs, 
but they lead to better paid positions and if kids show an aptitude for certain things then they’re on their 
way to a career rather than delaying it for two years.   

“If they stay on at school and get worse marks, they’re in no better position, they’re just going to have 
to take a similar job two years down the track.”   
Dr Dockery’s research used scores from standardised maths and reading tests completed by all Year 9s 
as well as information on parent education, occupation and socio-economic backgrounds.  It then 
applied what is known as regression analysis for the effect on like people of having an extra year at 
school.   

Dr Dockery said the results showed there was little or no benefit of extra schooling for some students.   

“If they hate school and they want to work with their hands, or they want to work with people in 
hospitality or retail, then they should decide those things for themselves,” he said.   

“I think it’s important that they’re not given false information that it’s critical that they stay on in school 
as long as they can.”   

. . .  

But Dr Dockery said yesterday it was “nonsense” to say that people who completed Year 12 had better 
educational outcomes than students who left school early.  He said factors other than schooling - 
including academic ability and socioeconomic background - also contributed.   

I phoned Dr Dockery to discuss his findings further.  As I say, I was a little disturbed with some of the comments 
that he had made.  I had a fascinating conversation with him.  I came to the conclusion that there was a bit of 
merit in what he had to say, particularly with regard to the group of students for which our education system 
does not cater adequately.  He directed me to a research paper that he had completed in conjunction with Rob 
Strathdee from the School of Education at Murdoch University entitled “The Job Finding Methods of Young 
People in Australia”.  This analysis was based upon the longitudinal surveys of a sample of Australian youth 
who were in year 9 in 1995.  I will quote a little from this because it is a quite extensive document, but I highly 
recommend it.  It gives a great insight into the special challenges facing school leavers.  The report found that 
the proportion of young people entering full-time employment directly from school has declined over the years 
as a higher proportion of young people elect to continue studying full-time at tertiary level.  However, a 
significant proportion of young people leave school in order to find employment.  Not all these young people 
make smooth school-to-work transitions and youth unemployment remains high.  In order to improve school-to-
work transitions, it is important to understand how young people obtain employment and assess the value of 
particular job strategies.  According to the study, the findings of the social network theorists challenged the view 
that improving labour market outcomes is primarily dependent on raising overall levels of achievement and 
improving school leaver qualifications.  Although this tool has been extremely effective in mobilising political 
support and resources for investment in education and training, it is primarily a theoretical assertion that lacks 
adequate historical and empirical evidence.  I could read the whole article, but I will not as I am running short of 
time.  It did come up with some excellent conclusions.   

Hon Murray Criddle:  We will give you an extension. 

Hon PETER COLLIER:  I would love to be given an extension, but I think I would need another hour.  It did 
come up with some implications for policy.  I will read a couple of those.  It reads - 

Aggregate level data show that those who stay to complete Year 12 enjoy better labour market 
outcomes than those who do not.  However, the addition of more years of schooling may not be 
matched by an increase in the quality of the learning obtained.  In instances where a young person is 
unlikely to benefit from staying on, they should be able to leave school and take up employment 
opportunities where ‘good jobs’, such as those which provide quality training, are offered.  The results 
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of this report have shown that informal job-gaining strategies are associated with higher earnings and 
with greater employment opportunity.  Consequently, work-bound school-leavers should be encouraged 
to use informal job-gaining strategies to find employment. 

. . .  

At the same time, policies that increase the signalling effect of school qualifications should also be 
encouraged.  It is important that this be achieved because it may provide a way for those who do not 
participate in employment-rich social networks to increase their employment prospects.  In recent years 
much effort has been put into improving school-leaver qualifications through the development of the 
Australian Qualifications Framework and the introduction of outcomes-based assessment.  It is too soon 
to assess the ability of the new qualifications systems to replace the role played by social networks in 
the recruitment process and research is required to explore this issue.  However, the continued 
importance of the service sector as an area of employment for work-bound school-leavers raises the 
possibility that qualifications systems will continue to struggle to fully report on the range of skills 
employers look for when recruiting school-leavers.  The main reason for this is that it seems unlikely 
that qualifications will be able to adequately reflect the extent to which young people hold the ‘soft 
skills’ (such as ‘interpersonal’ skills) demanded in many service sector occupations.  On the other hand, 
where it is clear that employers demand qualifications, it makes sense to encourage young people to 
obtain these. 

The report basically says that unless we get it right, particularly with regard to vocational education and training 
pathways and the like, the bill will not have the positive impact that it so richly deserves.  I then went on to 
further investigate the research into the longitudinal study of Australian youth.  Again, it made for fascinating 
reading.  Of particular relevance to this bill was a paper entitled “Non-completion of school in Australia: The 
changing patterns of anticipation and outcomes” written by Stephen Lamb from the Australian Council for 
Educational Research and Peter Dwyer and Joanna Wyn from the Youth Research Centre at the University of 
Melbourne.  According to the paper, non-completion refers to the number of young people who do not complete 
year 12.  It includes young people who do not continue at secondary school beyond year 10 and year 11 as well 
as those who leave during year 12 without obtaining a year 12 certificate.  This is a broader category than the 
one associated with the term “early school leavers”, which is often restricted to young people who leave school 
by the end of year 10.  The report found that there have been substantial changes in rates of non-completion over 
the past 20 years.  Non-completion rates have fallen from about 60 per cent in the early 1980s to 41 per cent in 
the late 1980s and 24 per cent in the early 1990s.  The rates have increased by about six per cent during the 
1990s.  

Non-completers may now comprise a minority of young people; yet, as a group, they persist and remain 
important.  Non-completion is likely to be an option that a sizeable minority of young people continue to choose 
for the foreseeable future.  The report used data from national longitudinal surveys to help understand why this 
group is important, the policy issues raised by non-completion and what action needs to be taken to address the 
issues raised.  The report found that during the 1980s and 1990s there was a decline in teenage full-time 
employment, accompanying structural changes in Australian industry and business.  Between the mid-1980s and 
late 1996, for example, the proportion of 15 to 19-year-olds in full-time work fell from 32 per cent to 17 per 
cent.  Over the same time, there was a marked increase in part-time employment.  In 1966 part-time work 
accounted for less than seven per cent of teenage employment.  By 1981 it had risen to one-quarter and in the 
mid-1990s it had reached more than half.  Non-completers were particularly affected because it was in areas to 
which they traditionally gained entry that full-time opportunities declined.   

The report also found that the decade of the 1980s was a period of decline in non-completion rates.  Recession 
accelerated the trend, for sharp falls were recorded following the 1982-83 recession.  For example, in the year to 
1984 the rates fell by more than eight percentage points.  Other factors contributed to the falls, including 
increased commonwealth government financial assistance - that is, study allowances - for young people in 
families of low income and the abolition of unemployment benefits for 16 to 17-year-olds.  Also important were 
changes in school programs.  Major changes were made in most states to the provision of the senior secondary 
school curriculum to accommodate a broader range of students.  In Victoria, for example, the academic higher 
school certificate was replaced by the Victorian Certificate of Education, a broad-based program made up of a 
more comprehensive set of study options.  The combined effects of labour market changes, economic recession 
and changes in welfare and curriculum policy worked to lower non-completion rates during the 1980s and 1990s.  
This led to various changes in the profiles of non-completers, the reasons given for non-completion, and 
education and work outcomes.  I will not go through all the findings of the paper, suffice to say that it made 
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some tremendous commentaries on the changes in the profiles of non-completers and the reasons for non-
completion.   

Other findings of the report related to education, training and work.  I will comment on this issue because it 
relates to what I have been remarking on about that group of students who generally move into training.  
According to the report, the downturn in teenage employment during the 1980s and 1990s affected the outcomes 
of non-completers.  The numbers of male non-completers unemployed for most of their first post-school year 
doubled between the early 1980s and mid-1990s from 14 to 30 per cent.  This occurred despite the much smaller 
number of non-completers in the mid-1990s.  The situation for females was similar, with 23 per cent 
unemployed in the early 1980s compared with 37 per cent in the mid-1990s.  A further 10 per cent of females 
were not in the labour force in the mid-1990s, meaning that the main activity for almost half - that is, 47 per cent 
- of female non-completers did not involve employment or education and training.  This represented a major 
increase from the early 1980s, when 29 per cent were neither employed nor in education and training programs.   

The results of this report have shown that those who do not complete school have increasingly found it difficult 
to gain secure jobs - this is important with regard to this bill - and have faced a greater risk of exclusion in a 
society that requires active learning well beyond the school years.  Particularly important, therefore, are policies 
that reduce the rates of non-completion and improve opportunities for further learning.  There is no inevitability 
about the number of non-completers, and the chances for successful intervention are higher while young people 
are still in school.  Offering programs that are more relevant and inclusive for all young people, not just for those 
going on to university, is very important.  There has been much effort along this path in recent years with the 
expansion in vocational, work-based and industry-related programs in the senior secondary years.  This 
expansion has highlighted issues related to the development, organisation, accreditation and recognition of senior 
school programs that are designed to attract young people who have traditionally failed to complete school and 
for whom meaningful and successful programs are needed.  In particular, there is a need for such programs to be 
treated as having the same value as traditional academic courses.  As well as making programs more relevant and 
inclusive, the report established that there needs to be a focus on building self-esteem and improving learning 
outcomes.  To achieve this, high-quality initial schooling is critical.  Non-completers are those who often do not 
do well at school.  Raising the levels of achievement of those at risk is essential to improving the quality of 
school experiences and outcomes.  This requires more intensive early intervention.  Policies that target some of 
the barriers to re-entry to formal education and training are important for those who do not complete school.  For 
re-entry to become an effective option, greater attention needs to be paid to ways of improving non-completer 
access to and guidance through programs specifically designed to meet their needs.  In other words, re-entry 
needs to be structured in a way that makes it accessible.  It must be both clearly signposted and organised in a 
way that takes into account the post-school experiences of the participants and the fact that their education has 
been interrupted during that time.  This will make it vitally important that the sorts of education and training that 
non-completers are being encouraged to enter are flexible, relevant and rewarding.  There is a need to ensure that 
young people are not just participating in education and training to occupy their time, but are engaged in 
programs and courses that promote the acquisition of skills that will help lead to secure jobs and better futures.   

Finally, an area that must be addressed by the government in relation to this bill is district high schools.  I have 
spoken with a number of principals of district high schools about this bill.  To say that they are concerned is an 
understatement.  In addition, the district high schools association is extremely concerned with the implications of 
raising the school leaving age in 2006 for district high schools across the state.  Based upon the information that 
was provided to me, it is evident that neither the government nor the education department has given this sector 
adequate consideration with regard to this bill.   

[Leave granted for the member’s time to be extended.] 

Hon PETER COLLIER:  As a reminder to the house, I will repeat a question that I directed to the Minister for 
Education and Training during the committee debate on the budget estimates.  The question states -  

I refer to pages 288 and 291 of the Budget Statements and to major additions and improvements to and 
new works in secondary schools.  Allocations have been made to a significant number of senior 
secondary schools but to only five district schools.  Particularly in the light of the impending increase in 
the school leaving age, which has implications for the number of students in these schools, will the 
minister confirm whether any additional funding will be provided to other district schools to increase 
the number of specialist facilities in those schools? 

I know that the minister alluded to that earlier.  The minister’s reply was -  
I am advised by Mr Mal Parr that the increase in the number of students moving into years 11 and 12 in 
district high schools is not expected to be significant.  For example, there is almost a culture in many 
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agricultural areas of students who do not leave at year 8 staying on to the end of year 10 and then being 
moved to Perth by their parents.  I am not happy about that, but it does happen.  I worked in district 
high schools in agricultural areas and there was certainly a strong trend towards that.  I also worked at 
Northam Senior High School, which has a hostel facility.  Students from outlying rural areas board at 
the hostel and attend Northam Senior High School.  An increased allocation to district high schools is 
not expected because many district high schools do not cater for students from kindergarten to year 12 
in any event.  A number of agricultural colleges, such as the one in Morawa, offer K-12 plus an 
agricultural component.  Many district schools cater for K-10.  Many of the programs will tend to be 
outside the school; that is, aligned to employers, the community and the TAFE sector.   

My response to that was -  
I do not entirely agree with the minister.  I understand the concept of students leaving rural schools at 
the end of year 10 and moving to urban areas or the city.  That could probably be avoided if more 
opportunities were offered in rural Western Australia and within our school system at large.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  That would not address the full problem, because there is a culture of students getting 
to year 10 and their parents choosing to send them to private schools.   
Hon PETER COLLIER:  Exactly; I will get on to that in a moment.  My response continued -  

Having said that, I think that there is a necessity to increase funding in district high schools in 
particular.  Will the government endeavour to undertake an audit of funding requirements for specialist 
facilities in those schools?  Rural communities, particularly their education facilities, are dying.  If we 
do not provide adequate educational facilities for district high schools, students will increasingly leave 
country towns, particularly following the post-compulsory changes.  If we could provide a better 
education system, we might stem the tide somewhat.  Will the government conduct an audit of the 
necessity to improve specialist facilities in these institutions?   

To which the minister responded -  
What comes first - the chicken or the egg?  It is hard to offer a range of options in years 11 and 12 when 
a school has only 10 or 15 students in those years.  As Minister for Education and Training, I must be 
mindful of the way in which resources are allocated across the whole system.  I take the honourable 
member’s point on board, but I want him to understand that we cannot offer comprehensive programs 
for years 11 and 12 in schools that have only a very small number of students.   

I stand by the concerns I articulated about district high schools during the budget estimates session.  I emphasis 
that I am referring not to agricultural colleges but to district high schools.  This sector is not adequately prepared 
for the changes that are due to be implemented next year.  There has been no determination of additional 
resources, particularly staffing, which will be vital for a number of district high schools.  A funding formula has 
been established for the next three years; however, to date, there does not appear to be a determination of the 
priorities of this funding.  That information came from the district high schools.  Staffing is always a problem for 
district high schools, as new graduates and transferees prefer to be stationed in large rural communities with 
senior high schools.  Numerous district high schools will need additional staff to cope with the increase in 
student numbers in 2006, regardless of how small that increase might be.  The current formula for an increase in 
staff under the students in district education arrangement is 0.5 for up to five students.  This will inevitably mean 
that a number of district high schools will need at least a minor increase in staffing.  I would be interested to 
know from the government, the minister or the Department of Education and Training whether any allowance 
has been made for this increase.  In addition, these schools have specialist requirements.  Staffing at a number of 
district high schools will be inadequate and will simply not be able to cope with the additional requirements of 
years 11 and 12.  By coincidence, there was a story on this issue on ABC News Online this morning that 
supports the points I have raised.  The story states in part - 

A conference will be told today there has been a systemic breakdown in the teaching of science and 
maths in regional Australia. 

Representatives from Commonwealth and state education departments, teachers and parents’ groups 
will take part in the conference in Adelaide.   

They will be told a survey by the University of New England at Armidale, in north-west New South 
Wales, has found there has been a system-wide failure in teaching science, maths and computer subjects 
in country centres.   

Project manager Dr Terry Lyons says the results show students in country centres do not perform as 
well as their city-based counterparts.   
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“In metropolitan areas, a third of teachers said it was moderately or very difficult to replace teachers in 
these subject areas but in the rural areas it was twice that,” he said. 

“It was one in every two teachers.  In remote areas, it was two out of every three.”   

The findings will be released today by the University of New England’s National Centre of Science and 
Mathematics.   

Dr Lyons says almost 3,000 teachers were surveyed and generally confirmed a breakdown in the 
education process.   

“The further away schools are from metropolitan centres, the more difficult it is to fill vacant teaching 
positions in science and maths,” he said. 

“This of course would be a problem if you lose a science or maths teacher and have to wait a 
considerable amount of time or the students do, to get someone.  In the meantime, you might have 
casuals and they could have a serious impact on them, particularly if they’re in year 10 or in year 12.” 

In addition, the equipment and facilities of many of these district high schools are dilapidated and require urgent 
attention.  The added pressures of more students and staff will potentially make matters worse.  These problems 
will compound the existing pressures at remote district high schools in Fitzroy Crossing, Halls Creek, 
Meekatharra, Mt Magnet and a host of other towns.   
Of particular note is the fact that there will inevitably be students who will simply refuse to leave their home 
town to attend a senior high school that is located hours away, particularly if boarding is the only option.  Taking 
into account the issues raised earlier about students who have difficulty with a formal educational structure - that 
is, institutionalisation - what strategies has the government put in place to deal with such students at district high 
schools?  These students may not want to board.  Truancy will undoubtedly be a major issue at some schools.  I 
assume that responsibility for this will be placed on staff.  What strategies will be in place to assist district high 
schools that have students who are unwilling to attend school but who will be obliged to attend year 11 next 
year?  Disciplinary issues will inevitably be paramount at these schools.  These issues have been articulated by a 
broad cross-section of staff and parents who are a part of the district high school sector.  It was suggested to me 
that a more effective strategy would be to have a two or three-year transition period for increasing the leaving 
age at district high schools, although I do not necessarily agree with that.  I am not sure whether the minister 
would like to consider that. 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  You would have to agree that when children muck up, it is generally because they 
don’t feel that there is a program that is relevant to them.   

Hon PETER COLLIER:  If opportunities are provided to them, so-called mucking up will be greatly reduced.  
I am not sure whether those opportunities will be provided.  We could perhaps look at that during the committee 
stage.   

This method of implementation was apparently successful in Queensland.  As I have mentioned, I am not 
convinced that the government has given adequate consideration to the unique problems that district high schools 
face with this legislation.  Has additional funding been provided to this sector since May, when I asked a 
question?  If not, how will the Department of Education and Training cope with the enormous pressures that the 
legislation will place on the district high school sector?   

The recent changes in the upper levels of the Curriculum Council provide an opportunity for educators and 
decision makers to reflect upon progress so far and, if necessary, to change direction.  This is particularly 
pertinent when considering the additional pressures that the bill will place on the education sector.  No-one 
would suggest changing what is happening very successfully in the years kindergarten through to year 10, where 
the curriculum framework, progress maps and curriculum guides have been wonderful tools for improving 
student outcomes and focusing teaching and learning on the needs of students, which is what teachers are there 
to do.  The work over the past few years to try to move this system into the post-compulsory years has been 
fraught with problems.  We should perhaps now look at changing the model.  Now is the time to seriously look 
at the proposed assessment system and to make changes to it.  There is another view that the national imperatives 
of the Australian certificate of education and national aptitude test indicate that any major change should be 
delayed until the impact of those initiatives is clear.  It could be asked whether it is wise to implement a new 
system in years 11 and 12 when those two initiatives are looming and will probably impact on the final years of 
schooling in all states.   

With that in mind, I also question the broad thrust of the intent of the bill, particularly in relation to students who 
have difficulty coping with the institutional structure of schools.  Although I have specifically referred to schools 
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such as Corridors Secondary Vocational College and Port Community High School, I am conscious that the 
tentacles of this problem will inevitably spread much further.  Compelling students to remain at school in years 
11 and 12 will place additional social pressures on secondary schools.  These pressures have been all enveloping 
in recent decades as the social structure of our society has changed significantly.  Schools are increasingly being 
relied upon to provide more than academic services.  With the unfortunate reality of an increase in dysfunctional 
and divided families, teachers and school staff are generally being asked to provide services well beyond the 
skills they were taught at teachers college.  I hope that the government is mindful of these pressures and is 
prepared to make conscious decisions to alleviate the burden that our complex society places upon our educators.   

I strongly advocate increased funding for schools to ensure that students are comprehensively provided for in 
things such as career advice and pastoral care.  The notion of having pastors in all schools sits very well with me, 
coupled with qualified and compassionate career advisers.  I am firmly of the opinion that this bill will place 
additional pressures on district high schools.  I am not convinced that due consideration has been given to this 
sector and I urge the government to take heed of this advice.  I have also made mention of my concerns about the 
format of courses of study for vocational education and training and structured workplace learning pathways.  I 
genuinely hope that the Curriculum Council has considered the concerns I have raised today.  If not, the changes 
that will be implemented in 2006 will hinder the progress of the very students whom they were largely intended 
to benefit.  Having said all this, my philosophical view is that I strongly support the notion of providing extended 
educational opportunities for the youth of our community.  For that reason, I support the bill.   

HON DONNA TAYLOR (East Metropolitan) [8.27 pm]:  As a graduate in the field of teaching, and education 
generally, I take particular interest in the area of schooling and in issues that impact on the future of Western 
Australia’s youth.  As has already been mentioned in the debate, the primary purpose of the bill is to increase the 
minimum school leaving age from 15 years to 16 years, effective from next year, and then to 17 years from 
2008.  Under these circumstances, students will be required, from 2008, to complete year 12 unless they are 
approved to undertake another activity such as an apprenticeship or traineeship, or are employed on a full-time 
basis.  Although the majority of secondary students proceed to years 11 and 12, a fair percentage do not.  Indeed, 
during the debate on this bill in the other place, the member for Willagee provided some interesting figures based 
on 2004 apparent retention rates and VET enrolment data sources.  He stated that the number of students across 
government and non-government school sectors who were not expected to return to school for year 11 was 
3 645.  Of those, 1 425 would undertake an apprenticeship, a traineeship or full-time study at technical and 
further education colleges.  The remaining - some 2 220 - would not be engaged in any of those activities.  I do 
not believe that those figures include provision for calculating the number of young people who will be engaged 
in full-time employment.  Either way, it is the latter cohort who will undoubtedly be most affected by this 
legislation.   

I support the intent of the bill.  I believe that one should always encourage further learning and education, and 
indeed the development of skills that will ultimately influence the opportunities of young people in their working 
lives and beyond.  Currently students are able to leave the school environment at the end of year 10, even if they 
have no future plans for further education, training, apprenticeship or employment.  This is obviously not a good 
outcome for either the students or the broader community.  A lack of further education and training beyond year 
10 may lead to limited employment opportunities, unfulfilling work and low self-esteem.  The community also 
ultimately bears some costs through such things as increased welfare, crime and skill shortages.   

This is particularly highlighted in some work commissioned by the Business Council of Australia.  I will quote 
in part from a press release from the BCA dated 29 January 2003, which provides a snapshot of a BCA-
commissioned report titled “The Cost of Dropping Out: The Economic Impact of Early School Leaving” -  

Australia risks creating an underclass of people who face long-term unemployment and chronic poverty 
unless it curbs the number of young people dropping out of school early. 
Research commissioned by the Business Council of Australia (BCA) released today has found that 
without concerted action, at least 80,000 young Australians over the next decade are likely to leave 
school early and face long-term unemployment. 

The BSA said it was also concerned that this number was likely to escalate beyond the next ten years if 
no action was taken now. 

BCA Chief Executive, Ms Katie Lahey, said the figures not only represented a lifetime of social and 
economic hardship for many individuals who struggle to find permanent work because they do not 
complete Year 12 or equivalent, but also a major cost to Australia’s overall economy.   
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Ms Lahey said the BCA-commissioned research - entitled The Cost of Dropping Out: The Economic 
Impact of Early School Leaving - found that: 

•  Australia’s rate of early school leaving has not improved over the last decade; and  

•  The overall cost to the Australian economy if the current rate of early school leaving 
continues will total nearly $2 billion a year by 2020.   

“Those people who leave school early and do not pursue other forms of education and training or find 
sustainable employment will face a life characterised by unemployment and poor living standards,” Ms 
Lahey said.   

“But there are flow on effects beyond the individual. 

“The broader community pays through higher welfare costs, higher health costs, higher crime rates and 
other social impacts.  Business faces labour and skills shortages.  
Ms Lahey said the ongoing reduction of unskilled or low skilled jobs in the Australian job market over 
the next ten years would see employment opportunities for young people leaving school early continue 
to shrink.   

“The BCA believes that without concerted action, the period beyond the next decade is likely to see a 
significant increase in the numbers of early school leavers joining the ranks of the long-term 
unemployment and welfare dependent,” she said.   

Ms Lahey said the research highlighted a number of factors accounting for early school leaving, 
including living in regional and rural areas, coming from low socio-economic backgrounds and having 
poor literacy and numeracy skills. 

The release went on to say -  

Ms Lahey said the BCA’s research outlined a number of options that should be looked at as part of a 
multi-tiered strategy to address the problem. 

They include improved school programs, improved job and career advice, the use of case management 
and mentoring, and the development of alternative education and training pathways. 

This legislation addresses some of those factors.   

In making these comments tonight, I want to make one qualification; that is, that to simply increase the 
compulsory school leaving age will not magically fix the school drop-out problem.  The fact is that despite this 
legislation, those students who do not want to participate in school will still wag and will still truant.  No matter 
what measures we put in place, there will always be students who do not want to continue their learning 
experience in the school environment.  No legislation can force those students to remain in the school 
environment if they do not want to.  If I were to ask the minister what is the current retention rate for students 
below the age of 15 - that is, the current compulsory age - I think we would find that it is below 100 per cent.  
Unfortunately, this legislation will not change that.  If we are to increase the compulsory school leaving age, we 
need to ensure that there are appropriate opportunities for those students who would normally leave school.  If 
we are to compel students to continue their schooling into years 11 and 12, we must ensure that schools are 
provided with the necessary resources to fully engage those students who lack a particular academic interest.  
That will benefit not only those particular students but also those students who want to be at school, because 
those students who want to be at school should not be disrupted by those who do not want to be at school.  Not 
all students are tertiary bound.  About 70 per cent of students do not go straight on to university.  A failure to 
provide these opportunities and resources will ensure the failure of this legislation and will be a great injustice to 
the youth of Western Australia and those who educate them. 

With respect to this particular issue, I note that the bill provides a range of opportunities for students.  I quote 
from the minister’s second reading speech - 

. . . this bill also enables parents to choose, by giving notice to the minister, other enrolment options, 
which include full-time study at a registered training organisation, including a TAFE college; being an 
apprentice or trainee; or undertaking a combination of any of part-time school, training and 
employment, including, for example, the option of two days a week of school, two days a week of 
TAFE and a day of employment.   

Is it essential that these alternatives are encouraged and are flexible, and that appropriate VET programs within 
the school environment are strengthened.  Certainly school-based apprenticeships are one area that I believe 
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should be a particular focus of attention.  To simply keep a student in a classroom without providing alternative 
pathways that take into account the student’s individual needs and abilities will obviously lessen the positive 
effect that this legislation seeks to achieve.   
As I have said previously, while I support the intent of this bill in its attempt to further the education 
opportunities of young people in this state, I have some other concerns, and I will briefly touch on these.  First, 
the first tranche of these changes will take place next year.  I question the level of awareness of these changes 
among year 10 students and their parents.  Although the bill has received some media attention, the awareness in 
the community of the imminent change is low.  I am sure the minister will not agree with me on that point.  
However, I have discussed this issue with parents and a couple of principals, and no-one seems to be fully aware 
that this bill will affect current year 10 students who may be thinking of leaving school.  That is over 2 000 
students, which is not a small number.  I am also concerned that we are dealing with this bill so late in the school 
year.  We are part way through term four.  I believe that if this is to occur next year, this legislation should have 
been in place long before now so that schools, parents and students will be able to prepare for this important 
change.   
I will also be interested to hear from the minister about the guidelines that she will utilise to decide whether a 
child is engaged in meaningful employment.  I would also like the minister to confirm whether children will be 
required to return to school if for whatever reason they lose their full-time employment or apprenticeship, for 
example.  If those children will be required to return to school, I am concerned about the level of disruption that 
this may cause, not only for the student who will be returning to school after the school year has commenced, but 
also for the school and the other students.  Other members have raised other issues, such as the effect on district 
schools, resource implications in the areas of buildings, resource materials and equipment, and staffing.  I will be 
interested to hear the minister’s response to these issues, which will be critically important if this bill is to 
succeed.   
In conclusion, as I said at the beginning of my contribution, I support the intent of this bill.  I believe that as a 
society we should always encourage and promote the value of further education and learning.  In saying this, 
however, we must acknowledge that not all students are academically inclined and that to simply increase the 
compulsory school leaving age will not change this fact.  The government must therefore ensure that there are 
alternative programs in which these students can fully engage.  I hope this will occur through the passage of this 
bill, but only time will tell, and I will be watching very closely.   

HON HELEN MORTON (East Metropolitan) [8.38 pm]:  I want to comment on one part of the Acts 
Amendment (Higher School Leaving Age and Related Provisions) Bill 2005.  If this bill had been in place when 
our eldest son was 16 years old, it would have prevented both me and my husband from taking action that we 
believed saved him from what would have been a pretty poor outcome in terms of the lifestyle that he was 
choosing at the time and the track that he was taking.  My son was, and still is, a pretty intelligent kid.  He was 
good at sport.  He was very socially capable.  He was popular with both the boys and the girls, and the teachers.  
Therefore, he found going to school an absolute buzz.  He could not wait to get up in the morning and go to 
school.  However, although he was getting through his exams, he was not doing any work.  He was going to 
school and having an absolute ball.  That attitude was pervading everything else that he did as well.  He was not 
taking any responsibility at home and he was not taking any responsibility for the rest of the family or anything.  
He had the attitude that life was just for fun and he was getting the most out of it that he could.  After many years 
of absolute despair my husband and I made the decision that this kid had to learn something different and the 
Department of Education was not able to provide him with that.  We decided to withdraw him from school 
midway through year 11 and this decision was not supported by the school.  The school tried really hard to 
change our minds and get him to stay at school, but it did not seem to understand that we were more interested at 
that stage in his attitude and that life skills were more important than what he was able to get out of the 
curriculum-type work that he was doing at school.  Therefore, we made this decision against the wishes of the 
school.  Our son was going along with it either way.  Life was just a ball for him.  He did not care much either 
way.  We made the decision and he went to live on a pastoral property with my husband.  In that arrangement 
there was no contract for work and there was nothing that could be called a home education.  It was not an 
arrangement whereby he got paid; he was not receiving any money.  He lived and worked on that property and 
learnt about some attitude issues, such as responsibility and commonsense.  Some people in that area coin the 
phrase the school of hard knocks or the school of learning.  He learnt that if he went out on the mill run without 
water he would get very thirsty, and if he got a flat tyre on the way and had to walk home in the heat it would 
hurt quite a lot.  He learnt to accept some basic responsibility like that.  He also learnt a lot about vehicle 
maintenance, nature, the environment and the preservation of things, but it was not through any formal system of 
learning.  He developed a huge level of respect for and mateship with my husband.  They looked after one 
another on a property of quite some size; there was just the two of them.  At some point - it was well after he 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 8 November 2005] 

 p6796c-6823a 
Hon Barry House; Hon Murray Criddle; Hon Giz Watson; President; Hon Peter Collier; Hon Donna Faragher; 

Hon Helen Morton; Hon Bruce Donaldson; Hon Ray Halligan; Hon Barbara Scott; Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich; 
Deputy 

 [22] 

reached the age of 18 - he suddenly started to mature and he recognised that there was probably some use in 
education, so we sent him to college in Queensland for a couple of years.  Subsequently, at age 25, he went back 
to Canning College and did his TEE and reached a very high level.  He has now completed four years of an 
honours degree in forensic science.  He is employed in a job in Perth, he has a family etc and he is going on to 
further studies.   

The point I want to make is that this bill must provide the opportunity for a parent or parents to say that the 
education system is not good for their kid and that he needs to do something else that is not formal training; it 
may not be covered by a contract of employment, but is something else.  I do not know what else it could be 
called, but as I read through this bill, I worry about the opportunity for the minister to override the parent and say 
that this is what is best for the child and that he will move in a certain direction, despite what the parents want.  
The parents may want the child to go in a certain direction and they want the freedom for him to be able to do 
that.  I get very concerned when I read this bill because I cannot see an opportunity for a parent to make that 
decision. 

HON BRUCE DONALDSON (Agricultural) [8.44 pm]:  I know the minister is very keen to sum up, because 
she keeps leaping out of her seat. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  I am always enthusiastic. 

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON:  She certainly is.  In the minister’s summing up I would like her to explain a 
couple of issues to me.  The first relates to truancy within the Aboriginal sector of our society.  Unfortunately 
and quite sadly a lot of kids do not even attend school to age 15 and when I speak to schoolteachers in the north 
west I am told that they never know whether they will have 30 kids in their classes or 10.  There is uncertainty 
about the truancy rate.  I feel very sorry for those kids because they are missing out on an opportunity to be 
educated.  What sorts of programs will the minister implement to ensure that those kids receive either vocational 
education training or continue with academic studies at school?  How will the minister keep them there?  She 
cannot keep them there to age 15.  Obviously she has a program or plan to do that and I would be interested to 
hear about it. 

I read some of the speeches made in the debate on the second reading of the bill in the other house and it was 
interesting to see that the member for Murdoch supported this bill, but said - 

. . . in 2006, next year, all year 10 students will compulsorily go through to year 11, and in 2008 all 
students will go through to year 12.  That means that this year’s year 9 students will go through to year 
12.  However, I have a concern about this matter, because I have canvassed the parents of year 10 
students this year, and they are not aware that it will be compulsory for their children to attend year 11 
next year. 

Hon Alan Carpenter in the other place said that in 2004 a total of 9 700 copies of the consultation paper, 
“Creating the future for our young people: raising the school leaving age”, and 2 500 brochures were distributed.  
Community consultation ran from April to September 2004 all over Western Australia.  What concerns me is 
that somewhere along the line the message has not got out to a lot of parents.  I do not know whether that 
statement was correct or not, but the member was quoting someone in his electorate, which disturbs me, because 
there seems to have been fairly extensive consultation.  The minister also said that it was important to offer 
appropriate programs and that there was no point in keeping children at school if they did not want to be there 
and there was nothing suitable for them to do.  They were hoping to implement a lot of programs at TAFE 
colleges etc.   

Then I turn to my own electorate and one of my favourite subjects - the Gnowangerup Training Centre.  It was 
thought that this centre would collapse when the age of the children attending it was dropped to 12 or 13 years, 
because those children were considered to be too young and were at risk.  The minister may be able to explain 
this to me, because there has been a change of direction in that school.  The brochure for the Gnowangerup 
Training Centre states that it has residency, short-term, camp school; skills development; hospitality training; 
trades; bio-fuel development; training in skills shortage, TAFE extension courses; agriculture, conservation, 
education and community courses.  I believe that it will be linked to the Denmark Agricultural College.  The 
principal of the training centre will be the principal of the Denmark Agricultural College.  I note that there will 
be no residential staff.  I do not know how a camp school will be established.  I believe there will be an 
additional 2 500 students each year staying on at school. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  About 2 200.  

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON:  The minister may be able to explain how the Gnowangerup Training Centre will 
operate to fit in with the increase in the school leaving age.  It is important to have such facilities where there has 
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already been some success.  Some students have attended two days a week at industrial sites or companies in 
Gnowangerup.  They also learnt a lot of agricultural skills.  It is good to see the students undertake two days a 
week of academic studies as well as working two days a week on properties or learning skills in mechanics or 
welding.  Some of those skills are very sadly lacking in businesses that are trying to capitalise on some of the 
economic benefits that are being derived from, for example, trade with China.  There is a shortage of skilled 
workers in some areas because of the resources boom, which offers high salaries and wages that cannot be 
matched by other businesses.  That is across the board.  Young people with any sort of skills are getting big 
dollars in the mining, oil and gas industries. 

Although it all looks good on paper, we must consider the problem of disruptive students.  At 15 years of age, 
some children do not want to continue studying.  They can be very disruptive in a classroom.  I do not know how 
that will be handled, especially if the students do not want to continue or undertake vocational education and 
training in some form.   

What will be the social and economic effects on parents of keeping students at school for an additional two years 
if those students are not performing or getting the results that can lead them to a worthwhile career?  Sometimes 
things are very easy in theory.  There may be some long-term benefits.  However, I hope that there is enough 
opportunity for students obliged to stay on in education and training to be accommodated.  The funding comes 
from not only the state government, but also the federal government. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Yes, for TAFE and schools. 

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON:  Obviously, the government and the minister have done their homework.  
Luckily, we have a very good federal government, which will aid and assist the state, provided the state 
government is prepared to put in its money as well.  Who knows, we may have some success from all this.  I am 
sure that the minister can impart her experience and knowledge.  I will then feel more comfortable that some of 
the issues have been addressed - not next year, but this year.  By December, which is only one month away, the 
minister will know exactly where the program will commence next year and in the years after. 
HON RAY HALLIGAN (North Metropolitan) [8.54 pm]:  I believe I understand where the Minister for 
Education and Training is coming from and what it is that the government is trying to do.  I also share the 
concerns of some of the other members who have already spoken. 

I remember some of the issues we had with home-based learning some years back.  They were considerable, not 
that a great number of parents teach their children at home.  However, those who do feel very strongly about it.  I 
wonder whether that has been taken into consideration.  I am sure that the minister will be able to provide the 
house with information in that area. 

Like health and so many other portfolios, education is extremely difficult.  We have legislation that tries to 
provide a one-size-fits-all solution.  We are told that there is some flexibility.  It would appear from what I have 
heard to date that providing this type of flexibility may become an administrative nightmare.  I wonder whether 
these things have been thought through and whether the government and the minister in particular have done 
some modelling on what might be expected should this legislation become law.  Do we have a best-case scenario 
or a worst-case scenario?  What additional resources will be required by way of personnel and money?  There is 
no doubt that children and adults should always be given opportunities to move forward at a pace and time that 
they believe is best for them.  Hon Helen Morton has already made mention of the fact that parents quite often 
believe that they know best.  I suggest to the government that there are many instances in which parents do know 
best.  They are responsible people who take a very keen interest in their children and are better placed to advise 
their children and anyone else trying to teach their children what they can best learn and when they should learn 
it.  Children always go through that.  I have four children and four grandchildren.  Some of them will certainly 
be going through this phase of cause and effect in their education very shortly.  We can tell our children until the 
proverbial cows come home about certain things that they should not do or certain things they should do.  
However, until they have experienced it themselves, they will often never learn.  It may be an unfortunate fact of 
life but it is a fact of life nonetheless and one that all of us will have experienced at some stage of our lives.  
Some issues would have been worse than others.  Hopefully, the great majority would be of minor effect, such as 
touching a hot stove after being told not to and having to wait for mother to put butter on the burn before we 
understood what the words meant.  We can use all sorts of cliches.  One is that we may lead a horse to water but 
we cannot make it drink.  There has already been an argument about forcing children to remain at school.  It can 
create enormous problems.  It is a matter of whether it has been recognised and something is being developed to 
overcome the problem - not if it arises, but when it arises.  That is why earlier I spoke about the different 
scenarios, and suggested that solutions must be at hand when these things happen so that something can be done 
about them.   
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Mention has been made of younger people not wanting to be forced to stay at school.  Younger people nowadays 
appear to be getting taller and taller.  It is not unusual to see 15-year-olds whose height is well in excess of the 
old six-foot mark.  It will be interesting to see what happens when someone of that size - and the strength that 
goes with it - is forced into a situation he does not wish to endure.  It will be interesting to see what the Minister 
for Education and Training has in mind for the different scenarios that have been put forward by members.  
Perhaps the government will dismiss them and say that those things will never happen, because it goes through 
life wearing rose-coloured glasses and believes it does not need an insurance policy and everything will be fine.  
I will be very interested to hear what the minister has to say about these issues.  It will be most unfortunate if she 
simply states that those things are not expected to happen.  I firmly believe that they will happen, and it is 
incumbent on the government to ensure that measures are in place to overcome the problems that occur.  The 
government has an important duty of care to ensure that a safety net is provided for not only the children who 
will be attending the schools that they thought they could leave behind, but also the people who will have to look 
after them; that is, those who will provide the additional training and life skills.  I am not sure whether the 
providers of the courses - if that is what the government wants to call them - will come from the Curriculum 
Council.  It seems that an enormous burden will be placed on the teachers who will have to consider each 
individual or group of individuals and develop something specifically for them.  That is what is likely to happen.  
It will not be a matter of forcing square pegs into round holes - that will not work.  It is important for the 
government to think these things through and provide the resources and training to the extent that they will be 
required.  It is no good the government saying that it will increase resources by 10 or 15 per cent without having 
gone through the models to determine exactly what percentage is likely to be required.  It is not just a matter of 
plucking a figure from the air.   

The minister has not given her second reading response, but we will hear from her very shortly.  I could very 
well be doing the minister a disservice.  I certainly have no wish to do that.  This is the only opportunity for 
opposition members to put forward their concerns.  We cannot assume that the government has done certain 
things.  We have to raise certain issues so that the government can convince us that it has gone through the same 
thought processes that members on this side of the chamber have gone through.   

Everybody knows that education is lifelong learning.  To me, it all comes down to timing.  I have mentioned that 
I have four children, all of whom did different things at different times.  They have all achieved.  No doubt they 
could have achieved more - and sooner.  However, when I look back at the experience of my children, I 
recognise that they achieved when they were ready to achieve.  Fortunately, the system provided them with that 
opportunity and for that I am thankful.  I do not think my children would have achieved the same outcomes had I 
forced them into a situation.  Like Hon Helen Morton, I have taken a considerable interest in what my children 
do and when they do it.  They have always known that they can come home and talk about such matters.  It 
would be most unfortunate to pull such a situation asunder, so to speak.  That would only create problems.  I 
hope that the minister has given that consideration and has allowed for situations such as that, knowing fully that 
they will be the exception rather than the rule.  When one considers all the things the government is trying to 
achieve with this legislation, as I mentioned earlier, it will be an administrative nightmare.  I do not know who 
will control the system; one would expect the teachers themselves to not be too happy about having to go 
through the process.  I know that additional resources will be provided.  One is quite likely to ask at a later stage 
whether the benefits of this legislation will exceed or even equal the associated costs.  That is what it all comes 
down to at the end of the day.  We have unlimited wants.  We can do things in innumerable ways, but we have 
only limited funds.  As I have said in this chamber before, this government will be judged on how it spends 
money.  This is one area in which a great deal will be expended.  It will be particularly important from the point 
of view of not only the government, but also the taxpayers that money is spent wisely and that the outcomes 
benefit not only the individuals who will be subjected to the legislation, but also the taxpayers who will provide 
the funds, and the general community, which will be subjected to the downsides of this legislation.   

The Minister for Education and Training has heard a great deal from members on this side of the chamber.  I 
think she fully understands our concerns.  I sincerely hope she is in a position to address them.   

HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [9.08 pm]:  I will make a small contribution to this debate.  
Having a vested interest in children and their education - perhaps being partly responsible for the altered entry 
age in Western Australia - I will add a perspective that has not been covered in this debate.  In the first instance, 
like many other members I am fully committed to a better educated community.  I hope that the debate is not so 
much seen as an emphasis on alternative schooling options.  I hope that once Western Australia is in line with 
the other states, there will be a natural acceptance and understanding that children who stay in the school system 
longer are more mature when they leave school and are more able to make critical career choices for university 
or whatever else they want to do.   
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On a personal note, I have four children, three of whom have very late birthdays.  I had been a teacher for quite 
some time before I had those children.  I was very aware of the difficulties and the disadvantages that late 
birthday children had in a year, which showed up very markedly in the first few years.  It is difficult to overcome 
that.  South Australia is really the only state that has overcome that system by having a continuous intake over 
the year, so that by year 3 the students have settled in and go into a transition class.  That is really the only state 
that has addressed the issue of the huge inequity of children with a year’s difference of maturity at a very young 
age.   
When I first came into Parliament I was asked to address the issue of the entry age and the early childhood 
programs of kindergarten and preprimary for Western Australian children.  The task force that I chaired 
undertook extensive research and community consultation because it was considered a major change to the 
education system.  It was a major change for not only children but also parents and the system in which those 
children were to go.  We had a belief then, and I certainly made the recommendation, that it should be done over 
a number of years by a three-month system of alteration.  Instead of changing it overnight in the first year, after 
giving parents at least two years notice of a major change to the entry age to school, it would be done in three-
month incremental bits.  We looked firstly at children who had birthdays in the three months at the end of the 
year - October, November and December.  Those children would be started a bit later, so that they would be a 
little older when going into the school system.  The task force did a lot of work and a lot of statewide 
consultation was carried out.  It recommended that the system be given at least two years’ notice.   
I give the government a warning and a forecast.  Even now I speak to people and principals of schools; in fact, I 
spoke to a high school principal at the weekend who said that he was not aware that the leaving age was to 
change next year.  That is of concern.  Some students also do not know that.  When we are looking at what is 
best for children, we need to look at other states and what they are doing.  Certainly Western Australian children 
still enter school at a younger age and leave at a younger age, if they go right through to year 12, than the 
children of any other state in Australia.  Even though we have changed the entry age to 30 June, in most of the 
other states the cut-off date is around 30 April.  Therefore, at the end of the school system, Western Australia 
still has a younger student population having to face their future and make decisions about what they will do in 
their careers.   

I am very supportive of this legislation, but I am very concerned about the speed with which it is being 
implemented.  Having the concern that I do for children going into the situation, I am surprised and staggered 
that the issue of the flow-on effect of the raised entry age has not been mentioned in debate.  At the moment the 
current year 2 children are older than was previously the case.  Therefore, in seven or eight years those children 
will be coming through the upper school system, and they will be almost a year older than current upper school 
students.  We are looking at affecting only seven years of schooling; that is, children currently in years 3 to 10.  
Those children will be coming through the school system progressively older and so will be quite ready and 
prepared to stay for the extra year, in my view. 

I wanted to put on the record that there has been a lot of talk about alternative courses for the students when they 
do stay for the extra year, but what does not seem to me to have been addressed is the basic philosophy of the 
character and nature of schools and the issue of the school system accommodating children rather than the 
children having to fit into the system.  This is part of the tunnel vision that says if we raise the school leaving 
age, children must fit into the system rather than our making sure that we accommodate the various needs and 
expectations of children for at least a year longer and make the schools receive the students and take them on as 
they are.  Although the vocational education and training courses, school-to-work programs and TAFE are good 
options, one of the approaches I would like the Department of Education and Training to consider is the 
broadening of children’s education with core subjects before they have to specialise at year 10.  The longer 
schools have the opportunity to broaden children’s education and prepare them for later specialisation the better.  
From anecdotal evidence, I believe that one of the problems that exists in the school system is that children with 
late birthdays, and in particular boys who mature later, struggle in years 9 and 10 when making decisions about 
what subjects they will take in year 12.  Some of them are only 15 going onto 16 years of age when they have to 
do that.  They are often far too young to decide whether they want to do specialist mathematics or English 
literature rather than ordinary English or whatever.  That situation should be overcome by broadening the school 
curriculum to make sure that core subjects are interesting to children and to expand their general education 
before they get bored with the narrower field of a vocation or a tertiary entrance pathway.   

Another issue that should be addressed is the mix of primary and high school education in Western Australia, 
which has not really been addressed.  It was addressed by the task force back in 1994, which is a long time ago.  
We discussed the issue of the six-six mix that exists in Victoria and New South Wales; that is, six years of 
primary school and six years of high school education.  We heard in the debate this evening some mention of the 
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middle school years, but there has not really been a thorough look at that.  Nine years of primary education are 
offered, if one takes in kindergarten - I did not think that I would ever stand in this place or anywhere else and 
say “of school education” - but kindergarten children are on site in most schools.  Kindergarten and preprimary 
are considered as the early years of school, and so they are, as long as they do not become subject to the 
downward pressure of formal curriculums and formal ways of teaching.  It means that Western Australian 
children still have nine years in primary school and five years in a high school, which seems to be an imbalance 
that needs to be looked at. 

A number of members have raised the issue of the middle schooling.  My youngest son has now been out of 
school for nearly 10 years.  When my children were at school at John XXIII College, a middle school was 
created.  That was a very positive initiative.  Children in years 9 and 10 had separate areas, where they could 
work together, play together and share breaks and that sort of thing.  Children in years 11 and 12 were on their 
own, as were children in year 8 because they were in the first year of high school.  I think that is correct, if my 
memory serves me right.  However, it was a very good configuration.  With a new school, John XXIII College 
had the opportunity to do things such as that.  The middle school pilot was run at the Ballajura school by Colin 
Barnett.  I have not seen whether that pilot has been monitored.  If we are considering major changes in 
education, it is always worthwhile for a pilot program to be monitored and assessed to see how well it has gone.  
I do not see any evidence of that in the sorts of situations that I have been speaking about.   

The point that I am making about schools accommodating students and fitting children in, instead of children 
having to fit in to an already organised structure that may not suit them, is an important one.  I refer to the high 
rate of suspension, even of children in preprimary school.  I scratch my head sometimes.  I have just begun to do 
a little research on absentees at schools and the suspension of children of a very young age.  I think there is 
something seriously wrong if so many children are being suspended from school.  The suspensions surely must 
raise a question mark in any education minister’s mind.  Excluding little children from the classroom because 
teachers cannot cope with them is an indictment of the system and an indictment of proper training of teachers 
and good skills in the classroom.  It tells me that children are being made to fit into a system that perhaps is not 
appropriate for them.  Little children as young as four, five and six years of age are being sent to sit outside 
somewhere.  It is bad enough getting them to class, let alone sending them out of a classroom.  That is a sad 
reflection of a child who is not coping with the structure and who has to fit into the structure rather than the 
structure accommodating the child.  We see these children fall by the wayside and they do not want to be at 
school.  That is an issue.   

The issue of students in country regions has been raised and I share the concerns.  All these subjects or options 
will not be offered to students in country regions, as we will see in this modern world.  This is where we get back 
to the training and appropriateness of well-trained staff in a school being able to take into account the different 
abilities and likes and dislikes of students and accommodate them within the normal school stream.  Again, I 
suggest to the minister that perhaps the people who are looking at the school curriculum look again at 
broadening the core base of subjects and generalising for a longer period rather than a shorter period.   

The community consultation that was conducted before the previous government made the change to the school 
entry age was extensive.  There were thousands of submissions and dozens of community meetings.  I heard in 
answer to a question asked in this house that some community meetings had been held around the regions.  
There is still a gap in the community’s knowledge about this change.  I suggest that parents, teachers and 
students might find the short time frame leading up to this change a little alarming.  That is a political issue that 
the government has to bear, as did the previous government.  The issue for me is, more importantly, what sort of 
preparation has been done to accommodate those students who perhaps are not tertiary bound and do not have a 
fixed idea of what they might like to do at TAFE.  In the short time since the government made this 
announcement, I have seen little evidence of preparation for the students who will be required to stay at school 
for an extra year.  Apart from staff numbers and the impact on TAFE colleges, which Hon Barry House raised 
earlier, there is a range of issues.   

Above all else, I agree with the extension of the extra compulsory school year.  I plead with the minister to 
ensure that the compulsory extra year of schooling is not made a living hell for those children who cannot fit into 
the system at the moment.  It is easy to say that we have VET and whatever.  The specialisation that begins at 
about year 9 is denying many children even a good level of literacy, let alone knowledge of history or whatever 
else might be deemed to be important.  I have two sons and two daughters who all have university degrees.  The 
boys enjoyed their woodwork as a soft option from about year 8.  It was a fantastic option for them.  I am 
concerned that we tend to categorise kids too early and say that they will go off to TAFE or do a manual thing.  
One of my sons is a lawyer and my other son has two degrees.  They both loved their woodwork.  They were 
both what I would class reasonably good, average, academic kids, but they needed their sport and other activities 
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outside the core basic subjects that they did for their tertiary entrance examination.  That balance is important, 
and that is why I plead with the government for schools to accommodate the interests and aspirations of as many 
students as possible if there is to be an extra compulsory school year, and not just stream them into academic or 
non-academic areas at an early age.  That denies children a broad general education, which I am sure is the 
intention behind this move.  Certainly, that is what I heard in the public arena when the previous minister ran 
with this proposal.  However, I am not sure that he was committed to it or whether he was just looking for 
something to hang his hat on as a new education minister and this just seemed like a good thing.  It is a good 
thing to provide an extra year of schooling, but, as I say, it must be a worthwhile year and it must be tailored to 
fit the children and not a large bureaucracy.  The bureaucracy of the education department is well known for 
bearing down on anything that is a little different.  Everything must be in boxes for the education department.  
We do not want to put our children into that narrow field of specialisation at an early age.  This is an opportunity 
to allow children to wait until years 10 or 11 to decide whether they will be tertiary bound, and not pressure them 
in year 9 or, worse still, year 8.  A mix of primary and high schools needs to be looked at, as well as the issue of 
the middle school, which gives children the confidence to go through that awful growing-up stage.  It is said that 
year 9 is the worst school year to teach.  I have never taught it, but my daughters have.  At the moment one of 
my daughters is teaching year 9 in London.  She taught at Timbertop, where kids are sent for a year.  It is known 
to be the most difficult year of a kid’s life.  Let us not put that pressure on kids, knowing that the kids who are 
coming through the system now and who will be in year 9 in about six or seven years will be a year older than 
current year 9 students.  We should consider this to be an opportunity to give all young people in Western 
Australia a better education so that they can be better prepared for a fulfilling life and for lifelong learning.   
HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH (East Metropolitan - Minister for Education and Training) [9.30 pm]:  I 
thank all members for their contributions to the debate.  It is clear that members opposite have taken a genuine 
interest in this bill, and so they should, because it is a very important piece of legislation.  In fact, it is probably 
the most important piece of educational legislation that the Parliament has dealt with since 1966, when the 
school leaving age was increased from 14 years to 15 years.  Times have clearly changed, as the opposition 
spokesperson on education indicated.  When his father went to school, students would leave at the age of 14.  
Prior to that it was probably even earlier.  We need to ensure that we prepare students for the twenty-first century 
by giving them a range of educational opportunities so that they can have better life outcomes.  Those 
opportunities will enable them to lead more fulfilling lives and to generally make a greater contribution to not 
only their own lives and communities but also society in general.  The Gallop government is committed to 
building a world-class education system in Western Australia.  We intend that all students in this state will 
achieve the highest standards necessary to be able to compete in a modern world.  As Minister for Education and 
Training, I want all young people to be well prepared for life through education and training.  My aim is to 
ensure that all young people participate up to the age of 17 in meaningful and certified combinations of 
education, training and work.   

A range of issues were raised in the debate this evening.  To sum them up, they probably revolve around the 
speed of the implementation of these changes.  This reform package is not new.  In fact, these changes were 
announced very early in 2004.  Members are right: a comprehensive series of consultation was undertaken.   

Hon Barbara Scott:  I didn’t say that.  Has there been?   

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Yes, there has been.  Consultation forums with major stakeholders were 
conducted from 24 April 2004 in Albany, Narrogin, Esperance, Mandurah, Northam, Port Hedland, Collie, 
Bunbury, Carnarvon, Wanneroo, Canning, Geraldton, Kalgoorlie, Swan, Kununurra, Karratha, Fremantle and 
Margaret River.  A youth forum was also held.  There has been extensive consultation.  Information has been 
provided to parents.  I will get to the communication strategy a little later in my response.  One has to be a little 
careful, because until this legislation has been passed, the simple fact is that these changes will not be 
underpinned in a legal sense.  What we are doing tonight is very important, because the bill will provide the 
legislative base to enable these reforms to occur.   

I will address the question of funding.  Just as this process has been in the pipeline for the better part of two 
years, the government has also been making a significant contribution to this reform.  The government is aware 
that there will be additional system costs as a result of raising the school leaving age.  Consequently, significant 
additional funding has been provided to support this initiative.  Over the next four years, the Gallop Labor 
government will make available an additional $187 million.  That funding will provide an extra 280 staff and 
new programs to the value of $46.9 million.  This is not something that has been done on the run or on the cheap; 
it has been very well thought out, resourced and provided for.  The government will also provide 100 training 
mentors to the value of $25.4 million.  In addition, an announcement was made on the It Pays to Learn 
allowance, to a total of $69.265 million.  The secondary assistance scheme will be expanded, and the boarding 
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away from home allowance will be increased.  Assistance will also be provided to meet additional transport costs 
to ensure the mobility of students between different education and training options.  The total allocation for that 
initiative is $11.855 million.  Additional funding will also be provided to the Curriculum Council to the value of 
$3.5 million, and support of $13.2 million will be provided to non-government schools.  Upgrades will be made 
to existing schools, and new school buildings will be provided to the value of $17.2 million.   

Twenty consultation forums were held across the state, which were attended by parents, teachers, students, 
lecturers, principals, employers, employees, town councillors, city mayors and businesspeople.  They were all 
consulted and their feedback was absolutely invaluable.  We asked the questions and got their responses.  The 
fundamental feedback was that if the government was going to do this, which they supported, it had to be done 
properly.  The scale of the government’s financial and policy commitment to this initiative is very clear, with 
$187 million to be provided over four years.  The government is absolutely committed to ensuring that it is done 
properly.  The idea that this reform has been dreamed up over the past three months and is being rammed 
through the Parliament to become law without there being any thinking behind it is an absolute fallacy.  I wanted 
to put that on the record.  In addition to the $187 million, I remind members that the government has made the 
biggest ever capital investment in the upgrade, building and maintenance of schools.  The government has 
allocated $1 billion, being $400 million for the building of 39 new schools, $300 million for maintenance and 
$300 million for upgrades.  A considerable capital investment has been made.   
There are a range of areas to touch on.  The bill will provide the 66 per cent of students who never intend to go 
to university with the opportunity to stay at school in years 11 and 12 to undertake a relevant educational 
program; that is, a program that is suited to their needs.  The simple fact is that 15 years of age is too young to 
stop learning.  Hon Donna Taylor hit the nail on the head when she quoted from sources that indicated that 
students who leave school early have worse life outcomes.  All sorts of additional problems are associated with 
that.  A part of this package is to make sure that options are available to students.   
I will comment on the uptake of apprenticeships and traineeships.  Members will be aware that Labor went to the 
last election promising that it would reach the target of having 30 000 apprentices and trainees in the system by 
2009.  We reached that target after 8.5 months, such was the uptake of apprenticeships and traineeships.  There 
are 16 500 apprentices in the system and the remainder are trainees.  Obviously, there has been a great deal of 
interest by students and the general community in vocational education and training options.  Members might 
also remember that about two weeks ago I launched a policy to shorten apprenticeships.  That work is being 
done by the Skills Formation Taskforce, which is a subcommittee of the State Training Board.  Its function is to 
look at the duration of apprenticeships.  Basically we set up a structure whereby we could get the industrial 
partners together to look at whether they could find common agreement to achieve a reduction in the duration of 
apprenticeships.  We also wanted them to look at whether we could introduce greater flexibility in apprenticeship 
arrangements, and at the nomenclature for apprenticeships.  I am pleased to say that we have made significant 
progress, particularly in the building and construction industry, because in key trades there has been a reduction 
from four years to three years, and in some of the apprenticeships specific to the housing industry there has been 
a reduction to two years.  Therefore, it is now possible for a year 11 or 12 student who is taking part in the new 
program and who wants to work in the housing and commercial sectors of the industry to complete close to a full 
two-year apprenticeship in the housing sector, or to complete two years of an apprenticeship that is Australian 
Qualification Framework-accredited, and two years in high school, and go out with an employer and finish off 
the last year.  These are groundbreaking reforms.  In fact, the reforms that we have achieved in that area are 
some of the biggest reforms that have taken place since 1918.  What this government is about, and certainly what 
I am about as the Minister for Education and Training, is the creation of opportunities for young people.  I find 
absolutely laughable the suggestion that I would want to stifle opportunities for young Western Australians.  I 
am in the business of creating opportunities.  In order to create opportunities, we need to have reforms.  If we 
waited until we had total unanimity with everyone on every single thing, we would never move forward.  That is 
not to suggest that any system is perfect.  However, where we are going, and where we are taking this 
legislation, is a giant step forward from where we have been in the past.   

I now want to touch on a very important issue; that is, the introduction of individual pathway plans.  The idea 
that students will all of a sudden be sent off to do something that they do not want to do or are not prepared for is 
not the way it will work.  The government is introducing individual pathway plans.  We recognise the 
importance of these plans for career and transition planning.  The plans will be based on a career development 
culture.  We believe that is absolutely fundamental to assist students to effectively manage lifetime learning and 
work skills over the lifespan of the plan.  The government is committed to the promotion of a career 
development culture in schools.  This has not happened before.   

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 
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The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order!  Members should not interject when they are not in their seat. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Each student will also have an individual pathway plan.  I raise this matter 
because the idea that we have rushed this through and have not worked it out properly is absolutely wrong.  
Individual pathway plans will be developed to map out the aspirations, skills development and career goals for 
all students from year 7 through to year 12.  That has never been done before, but it will now be done.   

Hon Murray Criddle:  When will it be done? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  It will be effective from next year.  Starting next year, students will have 
individual pathway plans.  The pathway plan will look something like this.  It will get students to think about 
their long-term goals, where they want to be at the end of the year, where they want to be next year and where 
they want to be when they finish school.  Obviously, students will need to be taken through that process.  It is a 
comprehensive two-page plan.  It focuses students on where they are and where they would like to get to.  It does 
not mean that they will be locked in.  Its purpose is to keep them focused.   
I now want to turn to a number of the options that will be available.  We have touched on apprenticeships and 
traineeships.  It is very important that I stress at this point that it will be possible to have a number of 
combinations for students.  Hon Barry House has touched on this matter.  These options may include university 
study, a VET course, employment, or a course made by order of the minister and published in the Government 
Gazette.  If, for example, the courses within a particular school are not suitable for what the students want to do - 
let us say it is an agricultural area - the minister will be able to designate a special course that has been written 
and that is accredited and that may be more suitable for that region or district.  Therefore, although a number of 
subjects are being proposed to provide a range of new options, they will not be limited, because through 
regulation it will be possible to set up new courses.  I think it was Hon Helen Morton who made the point about 
the life-skills option. 

Hon Helen Morton:  Yes - just go home with dad.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  There will not be a course to just go home with dad, but, for example, there 
may be a course for a jackaroo or a station hand, or whatever.  The point is that there will be some flexibility, 
because the minister will be able to designate a new course.   

Trial programs have been conducted to support students’ engagement.  Someone mentioned the fact that there 
have not been any pilot programs.  It would be very difficult to pilot making students stay on at school until they 
are aged 16 or 17 in 30 schools, for example, because we cannot mandate that if we do not have a legislative 
base upon which to mandate it.  The idea that we should have run pilots in which the students would stay on at 
school until they are aged 17 simply is not practicable.  However, the Department of Education and Training is 
trialling a number of alternative learning programs and environments in which to better engage students at risk of 
leaving education.  We recognise that there is a small percentage of students for whom the traditional learning 
environment and programs may not be suitable.  For some students the desire to break free from the traditional 
classroom environment is one of the factors contributing to their desire to leave education and training.  
Consequently, a number of trials have been conducted this year to determine the success of alternative 
approaches to improve students’ retention and participation.  For example, the Swan works program, which is 
run in the Swan district, addresses a gap that currently exists in education and training.  That program focuses on 
at-risk 15 to 17-year-olds who are not in education or training or full-time work.  The target program is not 
replicated by other training providers as it re-engages those young people who would normally not enrol in any 
formal learning programs.  In Narrogin a one-stop-shop program is being trialled as an alternative to a school or 
TAFE college-based learning environment.  Careers on track supports the development of a career culture for 
young people in the Narrogin education district.  It also provides advice to students and parents about career 
opportunities, and provides outreach services to local district high schools.  We also have the Pilbara pathways 
partnership.  That is a local program that has been designed specifically to target at-risk youth in that particular 
area.   

I need to address the question about whether enough planning has been done and whether the system is ready for 
implementation.  In 2004 district officers were busy putting together district education and training plans in 
which the districts identified a number of strategies that could be used to better engage students for whom the 
traditional classroom environment was not deemed appropriate.  In 2005 the Department of Education and 
Training made $1.5 million available to enable districts to trial initiatives arising from their education and 
training plans.  We recognise that it is not always a case of one size fits all.  Those trials cover new learning 
programs, learning environments, career development and support. 
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Comments were also made about training mentors.  The government has made a significant financial 
commitment to training mentors.  An amount of $25.4 million has been allocated over four years for 100 training 
mentors.  The government has made the commitment to appoint 22 training mentors for 2006, and they will 
continue to be rolled out, with full implementation in 2008 and thereafter.  The role of mentor will not include 
the accreditation of training, as suggested by Hon Murray Criddle. 

Hon Murray Criddle:  I would like the minister to tell us exactly what they will do. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I will tell the honourable member.  They will provide intensive individualised 
support or case coordination for young people at risk of leaving school early.  They will also develop plans, as I 
have outlined, for young people to access appropriate pathways to a range of post-school options.  They will also 
broker placements with post-school option providers, including further education, TAFE and/or registered 
training providers, for apprenticeships, traineeships, community-based programs, meaningful employment or a 
combination of these.  The mentors will be allocated a number of students and they will be responsible for 
making sure that the students do the right things, and that the students have the right pathways and are linked to 
an appropriate program or a combination of options to make up that program.  They will also develop and 
maintain an effective network of youth employment education and training services relevant to young people in 
their locality.  They will collect data to provide information on retention and transition strategies, and they will 
monitor and report on their client outcomes.  The mentors will do a number of other things, such as provide 
appropriate support and guidance to young people and so on.  It is my view that the training mentors should, 
where possible, be appropriately selected from local communities.  They will be people from local communities 
who know, for example, that there is a smash repair shop that might be interested in taking on an apprentice. 

Hon Murray Criddle:  What sorts of people do you think would fill that role?  What would be their 
qualifications? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  They do not have to be teachers.  I have a job description and we can go 
through that during the committee stage.  I think it would take a person with good connections within the 
community, and someone who is interested in and works well with youth.  As far as I am concerned, those would 
be very desirable characteristics.  The mentors would have to work out what resources there are in the 
community that students could be connected to.  It is not the case that every school would need, say, a mechanics 
workshop and a hospitality centre, because these places exist in the community.  It is about making the 
connections so that the students are connected to real life opportunities and can work and be trained in real life 
environments.  That is very important. 

Hon Barry House:  How extensive is the job description? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  We can go through that during the committee stage. 

There is no doubt that district high schools historically have a limited range of options.  There is no doubt that 
some areas within regional and rural Western Australia have a much stronger economic base than others, for 
example.  Accommodating students in Newman and Port Hedland will not be anywhere near as difficult as 
providing better options in Fitzroy Crossing, for example. 

Hon Bruce Donaldson:  What about Jurien Bay?  What will the minister do with all the kids next year? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  We will look at the specifics of Jurien Bay.  Obviously, in some localities it is 
easier to accommodate a broader range of options for students than it is in other areas.   

I want to quickly refer to the Gnowangerup issue.  Hon Bruce Donaldson knows that I went to Gnowangerup and 
saw the problem there.  There were seven students in one amazing facility.  The member knows that seven young 
teenage boys were in that facility because they had quite serious discipline problems..  There were 21 staff to 
seven students.  Quite frankly, the call came from the community - it was not initiated from above - that this 
resource should be used in a broader way.  We put in place an extensive local area education and planning 
process, and a decision was made that the seven boys should be moved on and that the use of this facility should 
be more broadly based.  I am told that the facility will be available for use by the Gnowangerup District High 
School in 2006, but interest in utilising that facility has also been expressed by other schools across the district.  I 
do not know whether that includes the boarding facilities, because they are pretty run down, or the use of the 
workshops or the agricultural facilities, but there seems to be a future in broadly based use of that facility in 
Gnowangerup. 

The Department of Education and Training has been undertaking an extensive analysis of the programs for years 
11 and 12 in other district high schools, as well as the staffing requirements.  The department has been doing 
what could be called a stocktake.  By using different and flexible provisions, all students attending a district high 
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school will be able to access courses that suit their needs, but in some cases this will mean, as it does now, that 
students will travel daily to a senior high school or a TAFE college.  In other cases, students may leave home to 
board at a country high school hostel or a non-government boarding school, but there are generous 
commonwealth and state allowances available that will assist students boarding away from home. 

Hon Bruce Donaldson:  The commonwealth index is quite good.  This state is still lagging behind, as are all 
state governments.  The input from the state is about $600 a year and the commonwealth puts in about $5 500.  
The state needs to increase that contribution if we want to make sure our kids are properly educated.  That is 
something the minister should take on board. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I will take that on board, but we are doing our absolute best to make sure that 
we can offer opportunities right across the state.  Obviously, in some areas it will be more difficult than in others.  
However, each district has completed a planning process, indicating what present and future educational and 
training opportunities are available within each school or group of schools, and the discussions about the 
viability of schooling options, the possibility of joint provision and school rationalisation have been included in 
the planning process.  This has been going on for two years; it is not something that has been cooked up. 

Another issue that arose was that of tracking students and keeping records.  An integral part of this legislation is 
the amendments to the Curriculum Council Act.  The Curriculum Council will have the responsibility to ensure 
that the courses of study completed by students are recorded.  Extending the age of compulsory engagement by 
two years means that the task will be more complex and probably a bit more onerous.  Under this bill, the 
Curriculum Council will be given the job of collecting and holding relevant information in a database that I, as 
the minister, will need to meet my own legislative responsibilities under the act.  Through the Curriculum 
Council’s database I will be able to track the way each child has met X requirements over a five-year period 
from years 8 to 12.  We have allocated additional money to the Curriculum Council, part of which is to assist 
with additional staffing and database development to make sure that we meet the legislative requirements.   

Debate interrupted, pursuant to sessional orders. 

House adjourned at 10.00 pm 

__________ 
 
 
 


