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PATJARR COMMUNITY SCHOOL 

Grievance 
MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [9.15 am]: I rise to make a grievance because I have formed the view—a view 
that is now shared by a wide section of the Western Australian community—that the Minister for Education is 
the worst education minister that Western Australia has had for a long, long time. That fact is illustrated in a 
range of areas in which she is supposedly managing her portfolio. In this grievance I will call upon the member 
for Churchlands, as Minister for Education, to lift her game. For 19 years the member for Churchlands sat on the 
back bench and yelled at previous education ministers and told them to lift their game. The Minister for 
Education is hopeless. I will tell the house exactly why I think she is hopeless in my grievance.  

The Minister for Education was invited to meet with some people for whom I have the responsibility of 
representing in this place. She declined the meeting, but nevertheless took up an opportunity to visit the Pilbara. 
What did the minister do when the person who called for the meeting saw her at a social function? The minister 
turned her back — 

Dr E. Constable: I did not.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: The minister did exactly that. 

Dr E. Constable: You said you’d talk to me after the opening. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: And the minister chose not to.  

Dr E. Constable: You are a bully.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: The minister chose not to. I put it to the minister —  

Dr E. Constable: You are a bully and you’ve always been a bully. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: The minister can repeat her mantra, but she should lift her game.  

The Minister for Education has chosen to support the decision to shut down schools in remote communities — 

Dr E. Constable: One school. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: No, the minister has shut down two schools. I will tell the minister exactly how 
disgraceful she is and how disgraceful the community in question thinks she is. I am not talking about any 
community; I am talking about the community in which Mr Ward lived. I refer to the Mr Ward who, 
unfortunately, died in the back of a van as he was being carted from — 

Several members interjected. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: On the basis of that tragedy — 

Several members interjected. 

Point of Order 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I cannot hear the member for Pilbara because of all the interjecting. I ask that the member 
for Pilbara be allowed to make his grievance.  

The SPEAKER: I, too, would like to hear the member for Pilbara’s speech. I suggest to members on both sides 
of the house that should they wish to hear the member’s speech, they should interject at a lesser level. I suggest 
to the member for Pilbara that the invective he is using is inciting members on both sides of the house to respond 
in other ways.  

Debate Resumed 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: I refer to the education minister’s handling of the Patjarr community specifically, a 
community that is suffering from the loss of a distinguished elder. The Patjarr community is trying to stabilise 
itself after that loss and is gradually rebuilding its numbers. In the face of that, this Minister for Education 
presides over a situation whereby she is determined to shut down that school. In answers to questions in the other 
place, she stated that there are only one or two students from that community who are enrolled for education. 
What she has not told the houses in her answers is that her department has specifically prevented the children 
who live in that community from enrolling. They have endeavoured to enrol and they have asked to enrol, but 
because of a policy decision that states that they are not allowed to enrol in that school, the young students in 
that community, last year and this year, have been prevented from having their names included in any enrolment 
for that school. What has been going on since the minister allowed this decision to take place?  

Mr E.S. Ripper: Cooking the books! 
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Mr T.G. STEPHENS: Cooking the books!  

But as well as that, she has presided over a situation in which her department is allegedly going to deliver 
services to that community through School of the Air, as though that was somehow or other going to fix the 
needs of children who are in abject sets of circumstances, including preschool children and families who are still 
grieving. There has been another death in that extended community that has destabilised that community.  

I have been in this house long enough to have watched previous education ministers—including those of this 
minister’s political persuasion—protect schools like Gascoyne Junction and Sandstone when they have had 
about eight or nine students. No; the minister should not show her fingers and show her ignorance to me in that 
way! That is the number of students who have successfully enrolled, but the minister’s department has prevented 
others enrolling.  

As well as that, charters have been flying in and out of that community this year, but not delivering teachers. The 
district education officer has been to the town, but no-one from School of the Air has been flying in and out on 
these charters yet. Somebody from the Department of Housing and Works has flown in to remove the school 
facility and the teachers’ accommodation, and then to tell the school community that, instead, they will now have 
to try to struggle to find ways to educate those kids in the absence of a school facility. At great cost, the minister 
is about to remove from that community its school and schoolteachers’ house, and then the residual families will 
be told that they will have to find some way of educating their children, either by using the limited home-
schooling facilities—without the use of computers—or tell them they have to crowd into the community office. 
These children will be unsupervised and unlooked after by any teacher this year because of the minister’s 
decision.  

This would be bad enough if we were just dealing with the Patjarr community. The minister is increasingly a 
disgrace in her handling of this portfolio, of which this is simply an illustration. I challenge the minister—today, 
if necessary, or next Monday or Tuesday—to come out with me to the Patjarr community. 

Dr E. Constable: I’ve been there!  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: Will the minister come again with me to check exactly what is going on and speak to the 
community? 

The minister will hear that Aboriginal community members, at least in their minds, think that they have been 
told by officers of the education department that they should now move from Patjarr community because they 
will get a house for themselves and their families if they leave their community of Patjarr and pick up education 
elsewhere. The minister has no right to preside over a portfolio and cause its collapse. She has no right to 
withdraw teaching and educational facilities from needy students in a community such as Patjarr that they need 
to be in with a fighting chance. The minister is in the firing line! She fired at other ministers in other 
governments incessantly when she was on this side of house! The minister must lift her game! 

DR E. CONSTABLE (Churchlands — Minister for Education) [9.23 am]: I will outline for members the 
Department of Education’s staffing and enrolment policy for remote schools. Western Australia has 
41 government remote community schools—there are, of course, others in the Catholic system and independent 
remote schools—servicing 2 709 Aboriginal students. The teacher–student ratio in those schools is one to 9.9; in 
the metropolitan area it is one to somewhere around 21, 22 or 23. We have well-staffed schools. The highest 
teacher–student ratio is one to 14 at Burringurrah; the lowest is one to 1.65 at Gascoyne Junction, where there 
are 13 children. This illustrates the understanding that I and the department have of the very important and 
particular needs of these very vulnerable students. Each school has at least one Aboriginal–Islander education 
officer, and a number of the schools have many more than one, depending on the needs of a particular 
community.  

I have visited a number of remote schools, including seven lands schools, of which Patjarr school is one. In May 
last year, I think it was, on the day that I visited there were two children visiting the school. There were no 
enrolled children at the school. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: Have you heard of sorry business, when people are grieving after the death of elders in their 
community?  

Dr E. CONSTABLE: Of course I have. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: Then don’t make your judgement on the basis of that stupid analysis! 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: There was no judgement; it was a fact! There were two children visiting the school that 
day; they were not enrolled at the school.  

Mr T.G. Stephens: They can’t go to school because of your decisions!  
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Dr E. CONSTABLE: There were two children at the school. I did not make any comment about sorry business; 
the member did. He is making an assumption. I do not know whether there was sorry business on that day, but 
there were two visiting children in the school. 

Our remote schools are very well staffed with qualified teachers. We have a full complement of teachers in our 
schools this year, but it has been very difficult to recruit teachers to remote schools in the past. The financial 
incentives in the last teachers’ agreement were increased substantially to attract people to teach in remote 
settings. We also have a whole range of support mechanisms in place for teachers in those schools. We have 
highly qualified principals who are providing mentorship and other support to staff in schools. We are providing 
particular professional learning in situ for new teachers so that they have significant cultural awareness 
components in their understanding before they start teaching. This is all very important. We have increased the 
number of staff, which is, of course, the most important thing we can do, and we have increased the support to 
those staff. 

I will talk now about students and the policy on which decisions are made. If there are 12 or fewer students at the 
school, it is impossible to create a really good learning environment. In a small school such as Patjarr, for which 
last year’s figures show that there were not 12 students enrolled — 

Mr T.G. Stephens: You wouldn’t allow them to enrol!  

Dr E. CONSTABLE: I think the member is making that up.  

Mr T.G. Stephens: I’m not making it up! 

Mr R.F. Johnson: What a nonsense; you make a lot of things up! 

Mr T.G. Stephens: Come with me, minister; I’ll pay for the charter! 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: The Department of Education does not prevent children from enrolling in schools! 

Mr T.G. Stephens: It does specifically, and it prevented it as a result of your decision! 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: A lot of children who were enrolled in other schools visited from time to time, but there 
were always a handful of students enrolled in that school. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: Will you come with me, minister; yes or no? Will you come with me this week, next week 
or this weekend?  

Mr R.F. Johnson: Why would anybody want to go anywhere with you? 

Mr T.G. Stephens: I’ll give you a pair with me! We can pair one another, and on Tuesday we can go out there 
on a plane, and if I have to come back and apologise to the house, I will.  

Dr E. CONSTABLE: Member, I spent a day in Patjarr and spoke to people in Patjarr. I have received all sorts 
of briefings about Patjarr.  

Mr T.G. Stephens: You’re not going to come, are you?  

Mr R.F. Johnson: No; not with you! 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: I would not go with the member!  

Mr R.F. Johnson: She wouldn’t go with you anywhere!  

Dr E. CONSTABLE: I wouldn’t go anywhere with the member, not after what he did this morning! Not after 
the little fib that he told about my visit to Port Hedland, when he rang my office — 

Withdrawal of Remark 
Mr M. McGOWAN: I suggest that the minister, in referring to someone as having told “a little fib”, is accusing 
someone of telling a lie. I ask the minister to withdraw the allegation. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: Further to that point of order, if I may. To accuse somebody of telling a little fib is the 
same as saying somebody is telling an untruth; saying that somebody has told an untruth is perfectly acceptable 
in this house and has been for many, many years. It is different from calling somebody a liar, which is totally 
unacceptable. There has been no breach of standing orders. 

Mr P.B. Watson interjected.  

The SPEAKER: Order, member for Albany! I rule that there is no point of order. I am interested in the dialogue 
between the member for Pilbara and the Minister for Education. Please continue, Minister for Education. 

Debate Resumed 
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Dr E. CONSTABLE: On the day I went to Port Hedland, two or three weeks ago, the member knew I was 
going and rang my ministerial office and asked if I could meet someone. I had a completely full day. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: You were at a social function and you turned your back on her!  

Dr E. CONSTABLE: No, I saw the member. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: You turned your back on her! 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: Just a moment: I saw the member when I came in, and the member said, “I will speak to 
you after the occasion.”  

Mr T.G. Stephens: And you didn’t!  

Dr E. CONSTABLE: I stood there waiting and the member did not come up to speak to me! 

Mr T.G. Stephens: You walked around her, you walked past her and she went away effectively in tears. 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: No; I was speaking to somebody else at the time — 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Pilbara! I ask all other members in this place to be silent for the rest of this 
grievance. If any other member in this place wants to interject or talk during this grievance, they will be formally 
called. The grievance is from the member for Pilbara to the Minister for Education. 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: Thank you, Mr Speaker. I was speaking to someone at the time. I walked past the member 
for Pilbara, I remember it very clearly, and I stood there waiting, facing the member, and he did not come and 
speak to me. I was waiting for the member to approach me because he said, “I will speak to you after the 
function.” Those were his exact words to me. I was waiting for the member to come and speak to me. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: And you froze her out! 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: What utter rubbish! 

Mr R.F. Johnson interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Minister for Police, I am sure you heard what I had to say and I formally call you to order for 
the first time. 

Mr F.M. Logan interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Cockburn, you as well. I would like to give the minister an opportunity to reply to 
this grievance and I am sure that the member for Pilbara wants to hear her answer. 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: This grievance is about remote community schools and they are probably the most 
difficult schools for us to provide education that is appropriate for children in those schools. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: Particularly when you shut them down. 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: There were three children enrolled. It is impossible to provide the education that three 
children need by having a school there. We do not provide schools for three children; we provide a whole range 
of other facilities and that is what is being provided for these children. I understand that the family is seeking to 
relocate and the Department of Education is assisting them in every way possible so that those children will have 
the best opportunity. In the meantime, the School of the Air is being made available to those children. The 
district director has visited Patjarr twice to put that in place for those children and visiting teachers are also 
available. I understand that a visiting teacher has visited already. This is not an easy situation, it is one in which 
the department has worked very hard and we discussed it for a long time before the decision was made to close 
the school. It was the most appropriate decision that could be made. 
 


