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SCHOOL LEAVERS 
Grievance 

MR P.B. WATSON (Albany) [9.56 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Education and Training and 
concerns raising the school leaving age.  My grievance relates to the high percentage of regional youth not 
engaged in education or training who are either unemployed or not looking for work.  In a close-knit community 
such as Albany, the availability of opportunities for young people is an issue raised consistently with me by 
parents and community leaders.  Far too many of our young people are able to - in some cases, encouraged to - 
exit the school system totally unprepared for the economic and social world in which they will live.   
Australian Bureau of Statistics data from the August 2001 national census cites the report of a committee 
appointed to review the interface between education and training in Western Australia.  This indicated that some 
13 000 Western Australians aged between 15 and 19 years at that time were not engaged in any form of 
education, training or employment.  Of the 14 education districts in Western Australia, the participation rate for 
15 to 19-year-olds in the Albany district was 90.1 per cent - ranked seventh of all districts.  Unfortunately the 
highest proportion of at-risk youth live in rural or remote areas, with the Kimberley recording a participation rate 
of only 75.2 per cent, and the rate for Esperance was 85.7 per cent. 
It is well documented that those who leave school early face a significantly higher risk of long periods of 
unemployment, earning low incomes throughout their lifetime, and undertaking low-skilled jobs when 
opportunities for on-the-job training are not available.  They also face not entering full-time study, relying on 
government support, and a reduced sense of wellbeing and self-confidence.  In a nutshell, society is demanding 
better education from school leavers, and these demands will only increase in the future.  Too many of our young 
people are leaving school early, thus limiting their long-term career prospects.  We as a Government must ask 
why young people are choosing to opt out of the education system.  Literature suggests that many factors are 
involved, including the school environment itself, whether it is teachers or fellow students; family problems, 
both financial or emotional; the decision to undertake other learning options such as TAFE or apprenticeships; 
and a recognition that learning opportunities are not meaningful - that is, students are stating that the information 
taught at schools is not relevant to them, so they seek part-time or full-time employment.  For rural and country 
students, it may be that district high schools do not offer the range of education subjects desired beyond year 10.  
Other issues that may influence the decision of students to stay in school or training environments include 
ensuring quality teaching, especially in rural areas, equity in access for rural and remote students, improved 
numeracy and literacy skills in early years, career guidance and information, and the provision of information 
technology and capital works.   

It is our responsibility to educate and skill our current students and future generations so they can achieve their 
potential in their personal and working lives.  Whatever their reasons for leaving education and training, we must 
not let these young people slip through the cracks.  Some tremendous young people in my electorate are slipping 
through the cracks.  We must look after them.  I call on the Minister for Education and Training, a former 
Albany boy, to look at introducing flexible options in the learning environment.  If young people are to be 
retained in year 12 or its equivalent, the education and training system must be made more flexible and relevant.   

MR A.J. CARPENTER (Willagee - Minister for Education and Training) [10.00 am]:  I thank the member for 
Albany for raising this issue with me as a grievance; it is a very important issue.  I acknowledge the young 
people and students who are in the audience today; this issue will have a direct impact on their lives.  I intend to 
put in place a regime - a momentum for change - which will be unstoppable, no matter who is the education 
minister after the next election.  The regime will ultimately result in what is now described as the school leaving 
age being raised from 15 to 17; that is, I want to see young people engaged in compulsory education, training or 
employment until at least their seventeenth year.  To effect that change, I need community support.  The 
Government will not do it on its own. 

I will give the House a few statistics.  For the Albany district - that is, the area bounded by Albany, Wellstead, 
Walpole and Kojonup, including Mt Barker, Denmark and so on - the Department of Education and Training has 
produced a document called “Albany District Profile” which indicates that 345 young people - 11 per cent of 15 
to 19-year-olds - are not in education, training or employment, and 73 of those young people achieved no higher 
at school than year 9.  I believe this is a critical issue for this district, for the Albany region and for the rest of the 
State, and it needs immediate and urgent attention.  I should have prefaced my remarks by saying that I am very 
grateful for the support that the shadow Minister for Education and Training has given so far to this concept; a 
lot of issues are to be dealt with, but I am grateful for that support. 

Mr J.H.D. Day:  If it is such a problem, why won’t you do something about it now, or even in a year or two? 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  It requires legislation. 

Mr J.H.D. Day:  You need the money and you don’t have the money. 
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Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  The member for Darling Range has been in the Parliament long enough. 

Mr J.H.D. Day:  Bring in the legislation. 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I will explain to the member for Darling Range what the Government is doing; he will 
then understand the difference between making a good decision and making a poor decision. 

Providing a strong education and training system is a responsibility for all of us.  We need the support of 
schools, technical and further education colleges, parents - I urge the parents in the audience to be a part of this - 
community groups, universities, employers and other training providers.  We need this support from every area 
of Western Australia.  It will manifest itself in different ways in each area.  Today, on the front steps of the 
Albany Town Hall, I announced a process by which we will establish a series of community forums - or fora, to 
use the correct Latin word.  Fourteen forums will be held in regional centres around Western Australia, 
beginning in Albany on 29 April.  A lot of advanced material will be produced to inform people about what is 
happening and what we want to achieve.  We want to bring together people from all the stakeholder groups that I 
have mentioned - schools, employers, training organisations; the whole gamut - to find out how we can make 
this change work.  It will not be an argument about whether it will happen, because it will happen.  Whether it 
happens because of me or someone else, eventually it will happen.  Logic tells us that we must move forward 
with a new economy and we must produce young people who can become economically and socially viable 
citizens of the future.  Albany will hold the first of 14 forums.  We have been accused of being city-centric a 
couple of times, but I ask members to listen to where the other forums will be held: Margaret River, Geraldton, 
Carnarvon, Karratha, Port Hedland, Collie, Bunbury, Northam, Esperance, Kalgoorlie-Boulder, Kununurra, 
Narrogin and Mandurah.  After that, we will hold several forums in the metropolitan area.  The first 14 will 
happen in 14 weeks.  I will attend all of them with the senior-most officials from the Department of Education 
and Training to discuss with the community when we will make this change, how it will work and what 
resources those communities have to engage young people in school, in training or in employment.  It will 
happen, but we need it to work properly.  That, member for Darling Range, is why I have not yet introduced 
legislation.  I want this process to happen.  I am very happy for the member for Darling Range to be a part of it 
because he would have a lot to offer to the debate.  We will therefore have these forums.  All the people in the 
audience and the members of the Chamber who are of more senior years know that the days of leaving school at 
14 or 15 years and being able to successfully access long-term employment career options are finished.  
Employers do not want 15-year-olds any more.  It is hard for people to get an apprenticeship until they have 
completed year 12.  We must recognise that fact.  This change should have happened in Western Australia 10 
years ago, but it did not.  We are lucky, in a sense, because we will go to the people who will be able to put in 
place this change.  I intend to meet local community groups to discuss the unique needs in their region.  The 
member for Albany mentioned that the Kimberley is one of the most disadvantaged areas for education and 
training.  We held a trial forum there, without any notice, which was attended by more than 100 people.  I 
anticipate that more than 200 people - perhaps 300 or 400 - will come to the Albany forum to discuss the needs 
of their region and the measures that are already in place to support the education and training of young people.  
I want to talk to all of those people about what else needs to be done in this area and how we might work 
together for a better result.  The forum will provide opportunities for members of the public to talk about the 
implications of raising the age of compulsory attendance.  It will not be just talk.  There will be opportunities for 
people to provide us with written submissions on the day and subsequent to that.  A web site will be produced so 
that people can e-mail submissions to me and to the Department of Education and Training about how they see 
this change positively affecting their area. 

I will give one little anecdote to illustrate the point.  About two years ago I suggested raising the school leaving 
age.  Initially there was a lot of negative reaction to it.  People said that they did not want kids at school who did 
not want to be there.  They did not take the next logical step and ask what those kids were doing in the 
community, in shopping centres and around the suburbs when no-one was at home.  What are those young kids 
doing?  They need to be constructively engaged.  I visited Mt Magnet.  Can members imagine Mt Magnet trying 
to cope with this issue?  The principal of the district high school there said to me that people objected to the 
notion when they first heard of it.  Lo and behold, when they went through the mental exercise, assuming the 
change would happen, they came up with a range of solutions to the different issues that would affect their 
young people.  Positive things are starting to happen in Mt Magnet.  Young people who have never been 
engaged before are starting to be engaged.  I believe this is the most significant change in education and training 
that we will see in 40 or 50 years.  However, we need everybody - both sides of the Parliament and everybody in 
the community - to work together to make it effective, and I look forward to their cooperation. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Grievances noted. 
 


