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

Second Reading 
Resumed from 12 October. 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [12.25 pm]:  I was interrupted during my brief contribution to the second 
reading debate yesterday.  I once again assure the house that I do not intend to take a great deal of time in 
completing my comments.  I will reiterate a couple of things I said yesterday.  I wish the Minister for Education 
and Training the very best of luck with this bill.  Of course, she is a member of the other place and is represented 
in here by the Minister for State Development, who was the previous education minister.  I accept that the 
concept behind this legislation - that is, the compulsory extension of the school leaving age - was developed 
under the minister who now represents the Minister for Education and Training in this place.  I have my doubts 
about whether the bill will work successfully; however, I do not oppose it.   
I also have serious doubts about whether the bill will assist the young people who probably need the most help.  I 
said yesterday that I do not know what the minister has in mind to try to ensure that young people attend school 
or training if they do not have a job or have lost a job.  Some leave school before they are 15 and some do not go 
to school when they are 13 - they are truant all the time.  Unfortunately, quite a number of young people - not the 
majority, thank goodness - are in that position in Western Australia; that is, they do not want to do anything but 
go surfing or get up to mischief, which means that they end up in trouble.  I said yesterday that we should be 
doing more and resourcing our high schools more.  We should perhaps be looking at directing certain students, 
perhaps even by year 9, into vocational courses in which they can learn things that will be of benefit to them by 
providing them with hands-on, practical experience and training.  They can do that while they are at school.  
They need to do this before they reach the age of 15 or 16, when they can then possibly undertake technical and 
further education.  If we could give them the opportunity to do woodwork, metalwork, motor mechanics and that 
sort of thing while at school - that is, practical courses - we would have a better chance of keeping them at school 
longer on a voluntary basis, never mind on a compulsory basis.  There would also be more chance of them going 
on to study a TAFE course.  The more time that students spend in a practical sense in schools and TAFE colleges 
learning as much as they can in a hands-on way, the more chance there is of them ending up with something 
worthwhile at the end of the process.  I wish the minister luck, but I will not hold my breath waiting for this to 
work.  I do not know how the minister will enforce the compulsory measures of this legislation.  A few thousand 
young people could take no notice of the minister or their parents.  That is very unfortunate, but, these days, that 
is the case.  There are quite a lot of young people out and about doing their own thing.  I know of some in my 
electorate.  They reach 15 years of age but are not at school or work.  They cannot be bothered to get the dole 
because they know that if they apply for the dole they will have to be actively seeking a job and a lot of them do 
not want to do that.  They sponge off their parents.  Unfortunately, some of them turn to petty crime to try to 
fund their entertainment.  I know that is a gloomy picture and, fortunately, it does not apply to the majority of 
our young people.  However, there are too many young people who are in that situation.  We have got to do more 
to try to keep them in education voluntarily.  I do not think that we can hold parents responsible.  How can a 
single mother stand up to her 15-year-old son who may be six feet tall?  She has not got a hope in hell of making 
him go back to school or a TAFE or other training college.  I do not know what the government will do in that 
situation.  It cannot start filling up the prisons because young people disobey the law, which will be the case 
under this legislation.  I ask the minister to tell the Minister for Education and Training good luck in 
implementing this pearl of wisdom that was originally dreamt up by the Minister for State Development when he 
had the education portfolio.  I do not hold my breath in waiting for the successful outcome that the minister may 
have envisaged in the first place. 

DR E. CONSTABLE (Churchlands) [12.32 pm]:  I join other members of this house in welcoming and 
supporting this initiative to increase the school leaving age.  It first of all demonstrates the high value that this 
community places on education and recognises that, in a democracy, it is very important for people to have the 
best opportunities to be educated and to participate and have fulfilling lives.  It is without question that I support 
this initiative.  As I look at the issue of increasing the school leaving age, it seems to me that it is based on 
conventional wisdom that recognises the need for young people to have every opportunity to have a good 
education.  It is based on the notion that extending the number of compulsory school years will provide young 
people with better opportunities and more choices in their later life.  I went from looking at the conventional 
wisdom - conventional is what it is - to see whether there is any research to back it up.  I have looked through 
Hansard to see what others have said.  I found a very interesting study that was done by Mike Dockery from the 
Curtin Business School.  He was commissioned by the Australian Centre for Educational Research to undertake 
a study on this issue.  The study was published in June this year.  As such, it is very relevant.  It is part of a 
longitudinal survey of Australian youth.  It is research report 38, which assesses the value of additional years of 
schooling for the non-academically inclined.  We can assume that the vast number of students who will remain at 
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school as a consequence of this legislation are probably, in the main, non-academically inclined.  Members 
might be surprised to find out the results.  The result of the study is that there is no reliable research to show that 
additional schooling benefits all children.  On this point, the conventional wisdom is not backed by research.  
That is not to say that other research will find that to be the case.  The report found that it benefits children with 
ability but not those who are average students who lack a home environment that is supportive of education and 
conducive to intellectual development.  That suggests to me that, for many students, it will be important for 
parents to work with schools to help parents understand the value of education and to encourage parents to work 
with their children to make sure that they attend school and that they get the most out of those additional years of 
schooling.  This Australian research is perhaps an indication to the minister and the government to be very 
mindful of not only supporting children in the school environment, but also that the home environment may need 
some support as well if students are to get the most from the extra time at school that they might not otherwise 
have if the law was not being changed. 

The number of students staying on in education was raised with some heated comments during the 2004 
estimates committee hearings.  A figure of 4 000 students in government schools was mentioned.  The then 
Minister for Education and Training, who is now the minister in this house handling this legislation, said during 
the estimates hearings that approximately 1 000 students do not continue from year 10 to year 11.  During year 
11, approximately 1 800 students leave school.  I suppose we could use the term “drop out”.  I am sure that some 
drop out from school and do not have much more to do.  Others move into training and jobs.  That is a positive 
move for students at that stage.  Further to that, approximately 1 000 do not complete school.  That makes a total 
of 4 000 students in the government system.  We could probably add, by guessing, an additional 1 000 or 1 500 
or 2 000 students in the Catholic and independent systems who do not complete year 12.  As such, between 
5 000 and 6 000 young Western Australians will be staying on at school each year when this legislation takes 
effect.  That creates a range of challenges for educators and parents and for all of us to make sure that the right 
sorts of programs and facilities are available to support the students.  Over the decades, there have been reasons 
the students do not continue at school.  The community now feels there is a reason for them to stay on.  We have 
to make this as successful as we possibly can.  We all recognise that many of the students who are required to 
stay on at school may not be the most highly motivated; they may not have the most positive attitudes to school.  
There is another challenge for schools to make sure that how they spend their time at school is appropriate and 
encouraging and leads them in directions we want to see them led.  We do not want them to be disruptive in 
schools; we want them to get the most out of school and to see it as a positive experience and not something that 
is simply imposed on them because we all think it is a good idea. 

There are enormous challenges for all of us to be aware of the problems of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students.  We know that, from the Western Australian literacy and numeracy assessment results and other 
information, many Aboriginal children start to show failure in the primary years.  By the time they get to year 7, 
there is widespread failure in literacy and numeracy.  Asking those students to stay on at school presents an 
enormous challenge.  If children have fallen below the standard we expect of them in primary schools, it is very 
difficult for them and teachers to cope in the high school years.  As such, this legislation presents us with a huge 
challenge.   

I have barked at ministers and written many letters about facilities in schools.  We already know that many of 
our schools lack the facilities we would like to see.  I am talking about things that sounds simple, such as toilet 
blocks.  It is something that the minister and I have communicated about.  It is very important that those sorts of 
facilities are of reasonable quality.  I will not go into the details of Churchlands Senior High School, but it is a 
school that is bursting at the seams.  Presumably, this legislation will have an effect on the numbers at that 
school.  It will have an effect on the numbers at probably every government high school and we must make sure 
that those facilities are adequate, if they are not already adequate.  There may well be pressure in the areas of - to 
use old-fashioned terms - woodwork and other technology.  We will have to make sure that those sorts of 
facilities in schools are adequate for kids who may one day take up apprenticeships or move into the TAFE area.  
If we do not provide effective and good facilities, again, these kids will not get the best out of their education. 

Another challenge that those in education face and one that is growing all the time is the shortage of teachers in 
certain areas.  I would bet members that there will be enormous problems in finding people to teach not only 
science and maths, but also languages other than English and the former manual arts and so on.  We will be in 
desperate need of teachers to provide many of these kids with the sorts of subjects and courses that will be 
appropriate and of interest to them.  That is, therefore, another great challenge for not just the minister, but all of 
us to follow over the next couple of years.  

In some of these areas I seek reassurance from the minister that schools are ready for the change and that the 
department has carefully thought through the needs of students.  I commend the minister for the program of 
mentors for these children, because they will need to speak to people in schools who can encourage and help 
them.  They must also have suitably qualified teachers.  It is one thing to say that teachers are teaching in every 
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classroom and every period, but will they be the most suitably qualified teachers, particularly for those kids who 
stay on at school?  Will there be structures in place to support these students, who would otherwise wish to not 
be at school?  They will need to know that they are not just sitting on a seat and keeping it warm for years 11 and 
12, but that people really value them and that they have the support and guidance they require. 

Another challenge with the changes to post-compulsory years 11 and 12 - soon they will not be post-compulsory 
years - that are being argued in the community at the moment, and quite appropriately so, is that there is no 
guarantee that these students will graduate from high school.  A number of them will stay at school for years 11 
and 12 and will not receive the Western Australian Certificate of Education at the end of that time.  I understand 
that currently about 91 per cent of students who stay at school until year 12 achieve high school graduation.  I 
estimate that a considerable number - perhaps not a huge number - of these students who will be required to stay 
at school will be at risk of not achieving graduation.  Perhaps more students would stay on voluntarily if they felt 
confident that they would graduate.  That is, therefore, another area of challenge for us.  I guess that some of 
these students will have lower literacy levels.  Will there be extra tuition to assist them?  As I said, many of them 
will not be motivated to stay at school.  They will be there because they have to be there.  As these kids spend 
longer periods at school, it will be a real challenge for school psychologists and other people in schools to 
encourage these kids, to make them feel welcome and to let them have a sense of success. 

DR S.C. THOMAS (Capel) [12.43 pm]:  I will be very brief in my comments on the bill.  The government has 
introduced a second bill along the same lines, which I would describe as quixotic in its intention.  The 
government has set very high goals and a very high bar for itself in the aim it hopes to achieve with this bill.  It 
also set a very high goal for the Parental Support and Responsibility Bill, which aims to influence the behaviour 
of Western Australians and establishes punishments if those aims are not achieved.  Again, the government has 
done a similar thing in this bill with the high school leaving age.  This legislation will make school attendance 
compulsory for a number of students who do not want to be there for a number of reasons.  I commend the 
intention of the government with this bill; it is a very good thing.  I will wait and see how that intention is 
achieved, as the proof will be in the pudding.   

A number of members have talked about the need to provide lots of resources to ensure that those students return 
to school.  The legislation refers only to students who are not in full-time employment, training or 
apprenticeships; students who are slipping through the net and are, effectively, on some sort of unemployment 
benefit.  It will be difficult to re-engage those students who have disengaged from society and the school system 
itself.  The bill has a great aim.  I agree with the member for Hillarys that it is a very good aim, and I hope the 
government is capable of achieving it.  However, the government has set itself a very high bar.  I guess we 
reserve the right to judge how successful the legislation will have been after a couple of years, as we will know 
then whether it has been a success or a failure. 

MRS J. HUGHES (Kingsley) [12.45 pm]:  In my view this bill will revolutionise the way in which people 
regard education.  It will open up new ways of self-encouragement, self-esteem issues and new opportunities.  
Over the years we will find that the provisions in this bill will become the norm, with children staying at school 
until 17 years of age.  That will be the normal state of affairs.  Children will start to look at different options and 
pathways that are afforded to them, in the same way that they take course subjects now in years 9 and 10 when 
they have to choose their options.  The difficulty, of course, with young people is that the system cannot cater for 
everyone.  This bill will not be the salve for every social problem with our youth.  That is not a requirement that 
the bill should have to meet.  However, we should always be striving for the high bar; that is, looking for the 
very best outcome and the very best opportunities that we can deliver to children. 

This bill will in many ways fix some of the problems that face us today.  A lot of children do fall through the 
cracks by dropping out of school at year 10, with no opportunities available to them.  I think that young men 
especially probably are at the highest risk of falling through those cracks.  In the current school system, once 
they have been out of school for a year or 18 months or so, the different education opportunities are not available 
to them in schools, and by that time it is very difficult for young men to fall back into a system that they have 
been out of for a couple of years.  This bill indicates that completion of an academic course is not the only way 
in which to make good in life.  Some of the courses and options that will be available in the future, as young men 
in year 9 will see, will have as much merit and importance as the options for those who sit the tertiary entrance 
examination.  That is a huge self-esteem issue and one that young men will benefit from a great deal. 

Another initiative in the bill is the recognition of non-school options.  Those options will work for quite a few 
young people, as they will have the opportunity to enter the workplace and learn at the same time.  The prospect 
of earning a living and having independence at 15 years of age is a big carrot for young people, so they leave 
school when they are 15 years old and make a little bit of money.  However, this particular option will give them 
the ability to work as well as learn.  With the options under vocational education and training in schools and so 
on that are available now, they can participate in workplace experience but they do not receive any financial 
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gratification for it.  There is the potential with some options in the bill for them to pick up a work-and-learn 
option, which will suit a huge number of students who have a need or a great desire to leave school and enter the 
workplace to achieve financial independence.   

I have three children who are all extremely different.  One daughter is going through tertiary education, and I am 
extremely proud of her.  Another daughter dropped out of school at year 11 and went into another schooling 
option.  When children drop out of school at year 11, even with this participation policy, they need to look for 
something viable.  This policy will give an impetus for parents and young people to look to see what is available 
out there rather than the children just dropping out.  I believe it will encourage families to look for different 
pathways for children.  My son is in year 10.  He will be one of the first off the rank for the new system.  I am 
very pleased that I will not have to have discussions with him about staying at school or leaving.  This bill means 
that I no longer have to have a whole group of discussions, so I am very pleased about that. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 6380.] 
 


