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DAVID ATKINS 
Statement 

HON KYLE McGINN (Mining and Pastoral — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.45 pm]: I rise tonight to give 
a speech on a young gentleman whom I met last year and who has really inspired me to get up and deliver a speech 
on his behalf. His name is David Atkins. I met David at an Ability WA conference at Crown casino, which was an 
amazing day, in my role as Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Disability Services. When I met David, he 
was playing in a band that was performing at the event. He came up to me later on and made a comment that I have 
made in this chamber before. It has stuck with me and still will, I think, for many years to come. He said that he 
understands that people with disabilities do not get to serve in Parliament—that is what he put to me. Because he 
had autism, he would not be able to be in Parliament. From there we got in contact with him and brought him and his 
family along to Parliament. His mother, Alexandra, grandmother, Eileen, and sister, Rebecca, came up in October 
and were given an amazing tour—they tell me—by the amazing staff at Parliament House, who always deliver 
a really good, informative tour. David is a very smart young man who holds information very well, and I had the 
pleasure of having a very good lunch with him and his family and had some really good conversation. I said to him 
that there are many examples of people with disabilities making it into Parliament and into positions that support 
Parliament, whether that be at ministers’ offices or as staff within Parliament House et cetera. I challenged David to 
go away and write something to be read into Hansard, which he was really happy about, and I am about to deliver 
what he has written. I urge members to listen and be inspired like I have been by David. He writes — 

Hello, my name is David Atkins. I have High Functioning Autism. I was diagnosed with PDD–NOS (now 
called ASD–HFA) at the age of 3 in Qld. I have been the recipient of Qld & WA Government and Federal 
Government funded therapy and support services ever since I was diagnosed. This has predominantly 
been through DSC and then NDIA funded services at the WA Autism Association. I have been a student 
in the public and private school systems with additional support from EA’s. I’m now 18 and trying hard 
to obtain some kind of qualification before I finish high school in 2022. Luckily the Cyril Jackson Senior 
High School in Bassendean has a special unit for people like me to help us navigate alternate pathways to 
attaining qualifications which enable us to pursue our quest to self-actualise and have agency over our lives.  
Did you know that around 80% of people with autism are unemployed in the UK & US and the figure is 
around 60% in Australia? That is a waste of talent! Look at the founders of many of the world’s great digital 
platforms and how many are on the autism spectrum. Not all of us are maths and coding geniuses, but we 
all have our own special superpowers which we need to tap into to create value and ensure we are not 
a burden for society.  
My ultimate goal is to live my life aligned with my values—which are social justice and protection of 
democracy—and strengths—which are a photocopier visual memory and an obsession with geopolitics. 
I would like to be self-supporting and independent, so I need to turn my strengths and values into my unique 
value proposition to serve needs in the market, where I can get paid. The Japanese call this Ikigai. There 
are no services available to teach kids like me how to navigate the world in a way where we can be the best 
possible versions of ourselves. The services I have received over the past 15 years have been becoming 
gradually less value adding as I get older. The model is a highly patriarchal blanket approach which assumes 
the lowest common denominator. It’s a deficit-based model and it’s spirit-breaking. 
So what would I like done about it? 
I’d firstly like to see more options for online learning so that we can progress through the years of 
primary and secondary schooling at our own pace and learn in a format that caters to our learning styles. 
We should not be expected to move on to the next grade each year if we are not ready. I was left behind 
at grade 4 and never recovered. I have heard this is commonly where autistic children decouple from the 
neurotypical population — 

David likes big words — 
This doesn’t mean I’m not capable of comprehending information more advanced than year 4, it just means 
I have been unable to show, through standardized, online, time-limited & unsupported tests like NAPLAN 
& OLNA, that I can comprehend information that is expected of someone my age. This decoupling gets 
worse as the years go by, as I progress up the years along with my neurotypical peers, without keeping 
up. By now I should have graduated from high school with at least an OLNA certificate or at best an ATAR 
for university entrance. I’ve had to fast fail & pivot through four different schools trying to figure out 
how best I can attain some qualification. My school has now given up on OLNA and has pivoted me to 
a Cert II in Adult Education (Reading, Writing & Numeracy). I have a long road ahead to catch up with 
my peers to be able to possibly study geopolitics at uni so I can get my dream job in the Australian Defence 
Force, who by the way don’t recruit people on the autism spectrum. 
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My family have tried to help me navigate a complex web of services and barriers to my progression over 
my lifetime. We’ve found as I have grown older that many of my funded disability services no longer make 
a difference. As we look for what is available that adds value and doesn’t suck me into the black hole of 
despair that is Centrelink, we feel we are pretty much alone. Expectations for people like me are so low 
in society, I am directed towards the Disability Pension and jobs squashing boxes in Woolies. So the next 
problem to be solved is how do we help autistic people figure out their ikigai so they can go on to become 
the best possible version of themselves and add value to society? It may require them to be founders of 
their own startup. Or it may just be a better job matching service where employers understand the value 
of people on the spectrum rather than treating them like a charity case. 

As I said, that is very powerful to come from a young man. David, I see, has passion, drive and a commitment to 
find a place for himself in this world, and I believe that he will find that space. His mother was absolutely lovely 
and his sister was amazing. They enjoyed their time in Parliament. I hope that we as a Parliament continue to show 
people that this is the people’s place and the people’s Parliament. Everyone has a right to be represented in here. 
I hope that those words that David has put on the record in Hansard will not be his last. I look forward to seeing 
him in Parliament one day. 

Statement 
HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the House) [9.53 pm]: I want to take a few minutes to 
respond and thank Hon Kyle McGinn for reading in David’s letter. It is not the first time that someone on the 
autism spectrum has raised the issue that our online literacy and numeracy assessment and National Assessment 
Program — Literacy and Numeracy do not take account of the particular needs of people on the autism spectrum. 
In particular, when it comes to assessments that require a degree of critical analysis of chunks of literature that 
requires some analysis of subtext within the literature, it structurally works against the skill set that people on the 
autism spectrum have. I particularly remember meeting a group of autistic students at a Curtin University program 
who put it to me that although they were able to be incredibly successful in computer programming—despite 
the point David makes; they were actively being recruited by Microsoft and others—they could not achieve 
a Western Australian Certificate of Education because they could not successfully complete the OLNA.  
This is not the first time I have heard the arguments that David has put, but he makes a very strong case and through 
Hon Kyle McGinn I will endeavour to meet with David to arrange for him to brief and to tell the story to the 
School Curriculum and Standards Authority, the state’s curriculum and assessment body. 
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