
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 14 March 2006] 

 p250e-255a 
Hon Norman Moore; President; Hon Simon O'Brien; Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich; Hon Barbara Scott 

 [1] 

STATE SCHOOL TEACHERS - MORALE 
Standing Orders Suspension - Motion 

HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral - Leader of the Opposition) [4.31 pm] - without notice:  I 
move -  

That so much of standing orders be suspended as would enable the urgency motion to be taken 
forthwith. 

In support of that motion, may I say that today was slightly unusual in the sense that we had a very long 
condolence motion, which occupied 45 minutes of the time of the house.  We also had 15 minutes of government 
formal business.  Ironically, had the minister spoken a little quicker, we could have started the urgency motion 
debate about two minutes ago and it would have been quite legitimate under standing order 195, which states 
that once an urgency motion debate has started within the first hour, it can continue for another hour.  I am not 
being disrespectful, but I am saying that had the minister spoken quicker we might have got to it sooner.  The 
point I am trying to make is this: had formal business concluded five minutes ago, we would have been able to 
proceed with the urgency motion quite legitimately under standing order 195, so the house would not lose a lot 
of time in this context.  In view of the circumstances today, it would be appropriate for the government to 
support this motion so that we can debate the urgency motion now.  My only alternative, which I would not even 
contemplate, was to ask my members not to speak on the condolence motion, which would have been totally 
unacceptable.  I thank the Leader of the House for his indication that he will support the suspension of standing 
orders so that we can debate the urgency motion forthwith. 

Question put and passed with an absolute majority. 

Urgency Motion 

THE PRESIDENT (Hon Nick Griffiths):  I received the following letter this morning - 

Dear Mr President 

I hereby give notice that at this day’s sitting I shall move pursuant to Standing Order 72 that: 

“The House at its rising adjourn until 9am on 25th December to consider the unprecedented low level of 
morale among the State’s school teachers.” 

Yours sincerely 

Simon O’Brien MLC 

Member of South Metropolitan Region 

The member will require the support of four members in order to move the motion. 

[At least four members rose in their places.] 

HON SIMON O’BRIEN (South Metropolitan) [4.34 pm]:  I move the motion of which I have given notice, 
the substantive purpose of which is to give the house the opportunity to consider the unprecedented low level of 
morale among the state’s schoolteachers.  A few weeks ago I was appointed opposition spokesman for 
education.  I now have the opportunity for the first time to address the house in that capacity.  In the course of 
the busy round of establishing contact with key stakeholders in a new area of portfolio activity, and in education 
there are very many different people and organisations to consult, one soon becomes aware of common themes 
and concerns.  Principally among those is the question of the upper school curriculum - sometimes known as the 
years 11 and 12 outcomes-based education issue - in respect of which I published a statement of the opposition’s 
position in late February.  There will be more said about that on other occasions, I am sure, and we will return to 
it briefly again today.  However, another theme that very quickly emerged from just about everybody I consulted 
in these early days, whether they be representative bodies, individuals, past and present teachers or 
administrators, was staff morale, and in particular teacher morale.  I frequently heard the view from a range of 
sources that morale among teachers has never been as low as it is now.  I listened with great interest and growing 
concern as those allegations were put to me and I searched for reasons why that should be the case, if, indeed, it 
is the case.  The concerns that were raised with me were specifically about the standing of teachers, and in 
particular the manner in which teachers believe they are or are not valued by this government, and about the 
manner in which teachers believe that they and the profession have been disparaged by comments from the 
government, in particular from the former Minister for Education and Training, Hon Alan Carpenter.  I do recall 
at the end of 2004, when we members attended graduations at high schools in our electorates, seeing one 
principal of a government senior high school in the South Metropolitan Region in the Willagee electorate stand 
and say with considerable feeling that it was a pity that the local member, the Minister for Education and 
Training, could not be there that night so that the teachers could demonstrate to him that indeed they do try to 
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instil values in their students.  The fact that a high school principal would say such a thing on such a public 
occasion struck me as extraordinary.  Indeed, I have heard similar sentiments expressed in the past few weeks as 
I have gone about business in my new capacity. 
A range of other anecdotal comments about teacher morale has been conveyed to me.  I advise the house, and the 
minister for her to consider in her response in due course, that the recurrent themes were that a significant 
number of teachers believed their voices, when raised in concern about their readiness for the introduction of the 
upper school curriculum, the outcomes-based education system in years 11 and 12, were still not being heard by 
the government and the department.  They raised with me the feeling that teachers, administrators and principals 
are under threat from the workings of the complaints management unit run by the Department of Education and 
Training on the basis that they see it being run as a secretive arrangement, that they are guilty until proved 
innocent and that it is being run in that way by officers with no legal background.  I remind members that we 
have recently become aware of the report of an inquiry into the complaints management unit which, as far as I 
am aware, has not been made public.  I do not know whether the minister intends to table that report in this 
place, or even to offer her opposition counterpart a briefing on it if it is necessary for it to remain confidential.  
More substantively, I viewed with interest some half-page advertisements in the local press.  I will refer to a 
couple of these advertisements placed in the community newspaper, specifically two in the Melville Times on 
Tuesday, 7 March 2006; although I am aware that they have appeared in other newspapers as well.  These 
advertisements were placed by the State School Teachers’ Union of Western Australia.  The first advertisement 
is headed “The Lowest-Paid Teachers in Australia”, and it states in part -  

In Western Australia today, the Carpenter Labor Government is sitting on a billion dollars surplus - and 
keeping its school teachers the lowest paid in Australia.   

I acknowledge that these are the sorts of sentiments we would expect in an advertisement that has been placed in 
the context of ongoing pay negotiations between the government and teachers.  However, it would concern me if 
our schoolteachers are the lowest paid in Australia.  The advertisement goes on to say -  

Experienced, quality teachers are resigning at record rates and new teachers are clearly indicating that 
they no longer see teaching as a long-term career.   

I have read some questions that have been asked in this place by my predecessor, and I am not sure that it is the 
case that experienced, quality teachers are resigning at record rates.  However, this is what is being raised in the 
public domain by the SSTUWA.  The minister may care to tell us in her response whether this is right and 
whether we need to have a concern about teacher morale.   

The advertisement goes on to list some demands that have been made by teachers -  

Teachers want:   
•  More time for planning for, and checking, every child’s progress,   

•  Smaller class sizes so your child can get more attention, 

•  Assistance with behavioural problems so your child is not disadvantaged,  

•  Salaries that reflect their role, and community expectations.   

It is significant that the first three demands are not about salary or remuneration but relate to the quality of the 
work environment.  I am sure the minister has seen that advertisement; however, I have a copy if she would like 
to refresh her memory.  I am interested to know what the minister thinks about these claims.   

The second advertisement - again, I have a copy for the minister if she would like to peruse it - is headed “An 
Important Notice to All Parents - Year 11-12 Course of Study”.  It states -  

Teachers have not been given adequate information, support materials or relevant training to proceed 
confidently with implementation of the English Course of Study in 2006.  There is no clear English 
syllabus, just a general statement of content for each unit.   
Teachers believe that any difficulties with the new English Course of Study need to be resolved through 
trialing before and not during implementation.  There will be too much variation between what 
English teachers teach and what students learn, not just from school to school but even from class 
to class within the same school.   
This raises concerns about equity and comparability.   

There is no stated requirement in the English Course of Study that students will have to study books.   

•  There is no requirement that they study any particular text types.   

•  One school may teach students using novels, plays, poetry and short stories.   
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•  A different school or a different teacher may do none of these and instead do cartoons, instruction 
guides and advertising pamphlets.   

The same sorts of concerns were expressed in this house last year in the debate about outcomes-based education 
in upper school.  What particularly concerns me is that this paid advertisement, which parents everywhere will 
be reading, goes on to say -  

Some English teachers are still being trained for the new Course of Study and some did not 
have . . . access to the formal professional development courses before the start of 2006. 

Teachers are not yet confident with the new method of assessment and assigning levels in the new 
Course of Study. 

The system as a whole is not ready for the changes. 

The State School Teachers’ Union State Council asserts that neither the Union nor teachers will 
accept responsibility for the negative consequences of implementation without a full trial in 2006. 

The Minister and Curriculum Council will be held accountable by the Union. 

The Carpenter Labor Government is pushing all of these extra tasks and complications on the 
lowest paid teachers in Australia. 

That is the advertisement placed in newspapers by the State School Teachers’ Union of WA.  As I indicated 
before I read those quotes, parents would be concerned to read that advertisement.  Those are not the sorts of 
remarks that parents or the community at large would view with any appreciation or confidence when they are 
published, particularly given that the authors of the remarks are the representatives of some 12 000 or 13 000 of 
our state school teachers and other independent school teachers.   
The minister will no doubt have something to say in her response about the content of this advertisement, and I 
will listen to her remarks with interest.  If the remarks contained in the advertisement do not show that there is a 
morale problem among the teachers in our schools in Western Australia, I do not know what does.  It is 
extraordinary when paid advertisements are taken out stating that people should not have confidence in what is 
happening and what is being implemented in our schools because it has not been trialled properly; that teachers 
have not been trained properly and have not been professionally developed; and that there will be negative 
consequences and the union and teachers will not take any responsibility for them.  That shows great reason for 
concern.   
I looked for more quantifiable evidence of a lack of morale, and I found it in the 2005 survey report on the 
wellbeing of the nursing, policing and teaching professions.  In summary, I discovered that when teachers were 
asked whether they had a favourable or an unfavourable response to certain questions called wellbeing factors, 
the following came to light: there was a severe deficiency in that well over 40 per cent of established teachers 
believed that they were not recognised by their employers as doing a worthwhile job; only 16 per cent of 
teachers felt that they were not exposed to excessive work pressure; and only 16 per cent believed that they were 
given sufficient professional status.  A measurable survey of more than 3 000 teachers sent a message to this 
government that their morale is at an all-time low and asking what the government will do about it.   

HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH (East Metropolitan - Minister for Education and Training) [4.48 pm]:  I 
thank the shadow Minister for Education for raising the issue of alleged low morale.  I am sure that he would 
agree that low morale is a serious issue and that where it exists, it should be addressed.  Certainly when I visit 
schools, I see many teachers; I see all the positive things and that low morale is very limited.  I note that it is 
reported in this morning’s media that morale is a problem within a very important organisation in this state, other 
than the education system; and, of course, I refer to the opposition.  For example, an exchange took place on the 
radio this morning between Liam Bartlett and the member for Nedlands.  I want to go through this matter 
because it is important.  According to my notes, the following exchange took place - 

LIAM BARTLETT: 
But, Sue, you’re saying there’s at least ten other MPs, senior MPs I take it, from the way you phrase it, 
that are unhappy with his (Matt Birney’s) performance as of now? 

SUE WALKER: 
Well that’s what I’m reading in the paper this morning. 

Reading bad reports in the newspaper, and hearing bad reports on the radio -  

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I am getting to my point, but I want to make this point in the context of getting 
where I am going.  Reading bad stories and hearing them on the radio can certainly lower morale.  I do not argue 
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with that.  I will now return to the point.  What is the opposition doing about its low morale?  Members opposite 
should be answering that question.  Constantly talking down an organisation, whether it be a political party, the 
education system or a particular school is not in the best interests of that organisation, especially when it is done 
in the media.  Hon Barry House was a master of this approach.  He spent the whole of last year talking down the 
education system.  He never said a positive thing and always talked down the education system in the chamber 
and in the media.  When he could not get a gig himself, he wheeled out the big guns from over east.  That is how 
we got hold of Dr Kevin Donnelly, who was the right-hand hatchet man for the former federal Minister for 
Education, Science and Training.  He got $250 000 worth of contract to assist the gentleman over there to talk 
down this state’s education system. 
Hon Simon O’Brien:  Which gentleman are you talking about? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  The former opposition spokesperson for education.  What was Hon Barry 
House’s reward for this effort?  He was dumped; he was moved from the front bench to over there.  I do not 
want to be cruel, because I thought that he really tried.  However, if Hon Simon O’Brien starts going down the 
same path as his former colleague - 
Hon Simon O’Brien:  He is still my colleague; he is a valued colleague.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Not according to him, because, as far he is concerned, Hon Simon O’Brien is 
nothing more than a pompous peanut, and the Leader of the Opposition is nothing more than a has-been and a 
dinosaur.  If Hon Simon O’Brien wants to preach to me about morale and how things are going in education, he 
should have a look at his own backyard.  I would not have called him a pompous peanut; I would have called 
him a peanut and left it at that.  

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  It is getting close to being unparliamentary, if not going past the boundary, using 
those expressions about other members. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  The only point I want to make to Hon Simon O’Brien is that I hope that he will 
not engage in the same sort of tactics that led to the dumping of former opposition education spokesperson 
Hon Barry House. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  He was not dumped.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I have an article from The West Australian here that describes him as “Dumped 
Opposition education spokesman Barry House”.  I did not write that.  The bottom line is that he was dumped.  
He did not even know he was losing the job, because his leader did not communicate with him.  That is what 
happened.  He did not even know, because no conversation took place.  In fact, he was dumped because he was 
not prepared to share half of his portfolio with Hon Simon O’Brien.  However, Hon Simon O’Brien was quite 
happy to share half of his portfolio with somebody else, so consequently he survived and got the gig.  That is fair 
enough.   

There is no doubt that there are many challenges in education.  There has been significant progress on the 
Curriculum Council and the introduction of the three new courses of study.  Everywhere I go, I am picking up 
information and communicating with people.  I visit schools very frequently.  I am aware of the surveys 
conducted by the State School Teachers’ Union of WA.  However, it must be kept in mind that the government 
is currently in the middle of enterprise bargaining agreement negotiations with the union.  Obviously, in the 
throes of such negotiations, the pace of things tends to accelerate a little.  I could go on for a long time.  I am 
aware of the police and nurses 2005 health and welfare survey from which Hon Simon O’Brien has picked up on 
some very interesting points.  What he did not tell members was that the response to that survey from 3 500 
teachers across the three education sectors - that is, the Catholic, independent and state education sectors - 
showed that about 90 per cent of teachers reported a very high level of personal involvement in their work and 
continued to find it stimulating.  What Hon Simon O’Brien also did not report was that 80 per cent of those 
respondents had no plans to leave the teaching profession within the next year. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Are you saying that 20 per cent will leave in the next year? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I am getting to that point.  Hon Simon O’Brien should learn to be patient, 
because the former opposition spokesperson was not patient and the honourable member knows what happened 
to him. 

In terms of retirements and resignations as a measure of low morale, the number of permanent teachers retiring 
generally remained consistent from 2000 to 2005.  Retirements from the primary teaching work force ranged 
from 1.5 per cent in 2000 to 1.7 per cent in 2005.  Retirements of secondary teachers ranged from 2 per cent in 
2000 to 1.8 per cent in 2005.  Again, the number of permanent teachers resigning generally remained consistent 
between 2000 and 2005.  Resignations of primary teachers ranged from 0.9 per cent in 2000 to 0.8 per cent in 
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2005.  Resignations of secondary teachers stood at 1.6 per cent of the secondary teaching work force in 2000 and 
in 2005.  Therefore, in terms of retirements and resignations, there is no evidence of a crisis in morale.   

The health and wellbeing survey, conducted by independent experts at Edith Cowan University, indicated that 
teachers enjoyed being in the classroom, they loved the interaction with students, they loved the work they did, 
and they had a great sense of belonging to the local community and being a part of it.  They enjoyed all those 
things, but they had some frustrations with the organisation - the bureaucracy.  That is what the health and 
wellbeing survey demonstrated.  Hon Simon O’Brien should really present the facts as they are rather than his 
interpretation of them. 

I now refer to the State School Teachers’ Union of WA.  I have looked at the media reports from when the 
Curriculum Council legislation was going through this place in 1997.  The exact same cries were around in 1997 
that we are hearing currently, and I am sure they will continue.  The challenge for me is to respond in the best 
way that I can, and that is by listening and, where I can, taking remedial action or addressing issues, as I did with 
the Curriculum Council, as I have done with the professional development days and as I will no doubt do with a 
range of other matters.  My job is to respond to the teachers’ union.  This is an unusual period, purely and simply 
because it is the EBA negotiation period. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Is there a morale problem? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I want the member to tell me about the moral problem in the state Liberal 
Party.  I want the honourable member to tell me whether he really is a pompous peanut and whether his leader - 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, honourable member! 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  I am concerned that no-one here is prepared to champion the cause of teachers in this 
state.  You ought to be doing that and you are not.  If you will not do it, I will. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  That is very good. 

HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [4.59 pm]:  I support this motion and ask the Minister for 
Education and Training to dwell on some of the areas that are causing the serious issue of low morale among 
teachers.  I suggest to her that not many teachers would raise this with her when she visits schools; that would 
not be protocol and so they are not likely to do it.  In this state I have access to a vast network of teachers, and I 
know they are very disappointed with this regime.  I will list the reasons that some of the early childhood 
teachers have reason to have low morale.   

Firstly, this government got into office and abolished the position of director of early childhood education.  Now 
there is neither a reference point nor a person sitting at the table at the director level who either understands or 
knows anything about early childhood education; this government has appointed a high school teacher.  The 
necessity for specialist training in this area has not been recognised.  If someone wants a knee replaced, he goes 
to an orthopaedic surgeon, not an obstetrician.  What has the minister done to promote the Early Years strategy 
or the Roots of Empathy program, which was run as a pilot project and has run out of funding?   
Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
[Continued on page 263.] 
 


