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MENTAL HEALTH — TEACHERS 
Statement 

HON DR BRIAN WALKER (East Metropolitan) [9.43 pm]: I apologise for giving a member’s statement this 
late in the evening. Members know that in recent days I have spoken about the mental health of doctors, and 
I wanted to extend that and speak about the mental health of other frontline workers, in this case teachers and those 
running our schools. I asked a question earlier today specifically aimed at the kindergarten to year 3 cohort. I am 
grateful to the Minister for Education and Training for her response. I found it most fulsome, but I have to tell her 
that I do not think we are doing enough to support our school staff through this pandemic. 
In my clinic, I often have to listen to tales of woe from teachers in schools who are actually crying out for help. 
I was approached by a school principal a few days ago, and this will have to remain anecdotal because telling tales 
out of school is not really approved. I have no doubt that other members in this chamber have similar stories. This 
particular principal had a number of teachers off work as close contacts, which they had picked up in their classrooms. 
It is all well and good for the government to say that there is a bank of 5 000 casual relief staff—and that is true—
but in the case of this particular school, it put in more than 280 requests in the space of 24 hours. That was from the 
department’s casual pool and a third-party relief system, and they got not one single response. Imagine the stress 
of the headmaster and headmistress in this situation. No-one can take over the classes. What do they do? The children 
are going to pile up and they have nothing to fill the day with. 
I have no personal experience, but I am reliably informed by people who have been working in this situation that 
schools are booking out relief teachers weeks in advance so that they can have them on call should they need them. 
I have no personal evidence, but I am told this. It must cost a lot of money. If that is the case, how many of our 
schools can afford to spend from their budget just to book their relief teachers in case they run into need? A friend 
of mine is a relief teacher and is working very, very hard, but is also one of many who is finding the job precarious. 
If they are being booked out but are sitting, twiddling their thumbs, waiting for something to happen, it is not the 
best use of their time, either. What I have heard from this friend is that this situation is worse than it was in 2020. 
That is in the metropolitan area. Having worked in the country, I cannot imagine what it is like there now. Well, 
I can, actually, and it would not be very nice. 
The advice was to contact the department directly. That is all very well and good Monday to Friday, but Saturday 
and Sunday would be a bit difficult, I believe. I had the same experience with medical advice, in that lots of advice 
was given, but come the weekend, you could not get anyone there. Even now in my clinic, we are taking advice 
given by the department and sitting down and saying, “Right, what do these people actually mean? How do we 
make this happen?” I am sure that also applies to teachers. 
We cannot play the critical worker card all the time, can we? That is the last resort. It may be a solution, but in the 
schools I have spoken to it seems to be a non-existent solution. It is possible that we will be putting teachers’ and 
students’ health at risk in the coming weeks because we have forced schools to merge classes or hire non-existent 
or overbooked relief teachers. Again, with bureaucratic health responses to the response I am anticipating from 
the Department of Education that we will see teachers and principals burning out with the stress of managing the 
wellbeing of their students and finding a balance between the needs of the community and the needs of the school. 
To say that it is an exercise in sweeping things under the carpet might be a bit stern, but we have the vision of the 
duck gliding quite nicely on the surface, but with its feet rapidly paddling under the water. I get the impression that 
that is what is happening here. What is also happening is that the mental health of school staff and leaders on the 
ground is suffering. It is important that we bear this in mind. What is it going to look like to get schools functioning 
normally in this pandemic? We need to acknowledge student welfare as well. 
In my personal experience of the schools my boys go to, there is an excellent system there of online teaching that 
could be implemented, but that is not always the case in schools across the country. I am sure I am not the only one 
in this chamber who has issues with this. I am sure we are all concerned and want to help, but I think we ought to 
make a noise here about this being a developing problem. I urge the government and the minister to look again at 
the provision of relief staff for our schools and to assess the triggers for selective classroom closures, if these are 
perhaps more palatable. 
We have excellent, wonderful teachers. They are prepared and capable and they are providing wonderful online 
teaching options. We should not allow that to be interfered with to the detriment of the health of those we rely on 
to care for our children and, indeed, their colleagues. I hope we acknowledge this and look at the health and wellbeing 
of our teachers. It matters to us because our children are the future and we need to care for them. The reports I am 
getting is that anxiety and stress amongst students is actually increasing. I anticipate we will have problems to deal 
with in the coming years. We can do better, members. We are doing our best, but we can do better, and I encourage 
all members to work towards this aim of relieving the stresses on those on whom we depend for the teaching of 
our students.  
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Statement 
HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Minister for Education and Training) [9.49 pm]: I need to make 
some comments in response to the contribution made by the honourable member. Member statements exist for 
members to make a statement about anything they need to canvass; I do not take anything away from that. But if 
the member wants to understand the facts, I can offer him a briefing. He can talk to me behind the chair. He can take 
note of the things that I have said publicly, which include that I understand the pressures that are on not just teachers, 
but all our staff in schools right now. With the greatest of respect to the member, I think I understand it a bit better 
than he does. I speak with stakeholder groups regularly, I meet with all of them once a term, and when I need to 
meet with them more often, which I have been since term 1 started this year, that is what I do. I do not want to 
diminish or belittle in any way the pressure that schools are under—they are under enormous pressure—but if the 
member says that it was even worse in 2020, which I think is the point the member was trying to make, I say that 
it was nothing like it is now. It was nothing like this in 2020. I think we had a period of about three days at the end 
of term 1 in which we encouraged parents to keep their kids at home if they could, but they did not have to. We 
did not have COVID cases in schools. Just on the basic facts, it is fundamentally, vastly different today than it was 
back in 2020. 
Equally, every day in the Department of Education the COVID-19 response team takes calls and emails directly 
from people in schools to help them manage all manner of issues. Every day, the Department of Education is 
replacing staff, sending staff out of the flying squad and the various pools that it has to assist those schools that 
need it. As I said, I do not want to diminish at all the impact and pressure that schools are feeling, but, honestly, if 
the honourable member wants to talk with some meaning about the facts, he just needs to ask me. I will provide 
him with a briefing note or a briefing from the department face-to-face. But there is a whole pile of things in what 
the member just said that are factually incorrect. 
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