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

Second Reading 
Resumed from 25 August. 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Darling Range) [1.21 pm]:  The Acts Amendment (Higher School Leaving Age and Related 
Provisions) Bill 2005 has three primary purposes.  The first primary purpose of the bill is to nominally increase 
the minimum school leaving age from the end of the year in which a child turns 15 years of age, up to the year in 
which he or she turns 16 years of age - in other words year 11 - from next year, 2006 and up to the age of 17, or 
year 12, from 2008.  It is important to recognise that the effect of this legislation is that those students in year 10 
this year will need to complete year 11 in 2006 or take up one of the alternative opportunities that may be 
available to them and to which I will refer.   

The second primary purpose of the bill is to provide students in years 11 and 12 with activities other than school 
education if their parents, and no doubt the students, consider that to be most appropriate.  A range of 
alternatives will be available to them, including attending a university course, which a small number of school-
age students do these days, although that is the exception.  Another alternative will be to attend a higher 
education course that is registered under section 23 of the Higher Education Act 2004.  Another alternative will 
be to attend a TAFE college to undertake a course or a skills training program that is accredited under the 
Vocational Education and Training Act 1996.  A further alternative will be to engage in an apprenticeship or 
traineeship under the Industrial Training Act 1975.  Also, a child of age 16 or 17 may be involved in full-time 
employment as approved by the Minister for Education and Training of the day.  The opposition certainly will be 
seeking further information on the criteria that will apply in that situation.  It will be possible for children to 
attend another course that is approved by the minister.  That would be the exception, but the provision is 
provided for in the legislation to allow for a circumstance that may not be foreseen now but will be appropriate 
in the future. 

The third primary purpose of this bill is to provide for the Curriculum Council to maintain records of enrolments 
for all students at the secondary school level, irrespective of whether they are enrolled at a school or the 
alternative activities to which I referred.   

All members and everyone in the community would consider it desirable for students to complete 12 years of 
schooling.  There is no doubt that we live in a time of constant change, particularly as far as technology and 
communication methods are concerned.  There is a need for young people entering the work force and, more 
broadly, society to have high levels of communication skills.  Of course, I do not mean only technological 
communication skills.   

If young people are not involved in 12 years of schooling, it is desirable that they be involved in an activity that 
is beneficial to their development prior to them entering society in a broader way.   

It is interesting to note some of the comments in the second reading speech of the Minister for Education in 
1964, which was when the school leaving age was last increased.  The legislation debated at the time was titled 
the Education Act Amendment Bill.  The then Minister for Education, Mr Lewis, said - 

 I think it is generally accepted that today’s ex-students need, not only a greater degree of knowledge of 
technologies in order to take their place in the modern world, but also a greater measure of 
understanding of the demands of these technologies in their every-day living.  This preparedness should 
be obtained in the secondary school before the young adolescent leaves school. 

I am sure members agree that those comments are just as relevant today as they were when they were made 41 
years ago.  That philosophy is being put into effect by this legislation.  Notwithstanding the fact that Eoin 
Cameron from ABC radio, was apparently invited to leave school at the age of 14, as I heard him say on radio 
last week, he has achieved very highly in a number of fields.  He left school at that age but members would 
accept that these days it would be highly undesirable for a student to leave school at such an age.   

The current school retention rate in Western Australia for year 12 is about 62 per cent, and it has been fairly 
static over the last decade or so.  It has increased marginally since then.  The former Minister for Education and 
Training who is handling the passage of this bill through this chamber very much talked up the government’s 
record in increasing retention rates in this government’s last term.  However, the reality is that they have not 
increased that much over the past few years.  It is important to note that the overwhelming majority of students 
of that age who currently are not in a school environment would be involved in one of the appropriate activities; 
for example, an apprenticeship or in the training sector.  This bill allows that situation to continue.  Therefore, 
we need to ask how many students will be affected by this legislation, given that the drop-off from year 10 to 
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year 11 is much less than the drop off in the number of students going from year 11 to year 12.  Most students in 
year 10 continue on to year 11, although after they have commenced year 11, some find employment or 
apprenticeships during the school year.  The larger drop off is from year 11 to 12.  Many students of that age are 
engaged in what we would consider to be appropriate activities, but a number - probably not a large number, but 
significant nevertheless - of children of that age are not involved in what most of us regard as a productive or 
constructive activity.   

Those of us who are not involved in the broader education system have to ask how effective the proposed 
changes will be.  Some students will continue not to participate as we wish them to, and we need more 
information from the government about how much effort and what level of resources will be put in to ensure that 
opportunities are provided for students of the years 11 and 12 age group to engage them in something that they 
will find useful and meaningful and will lead to their positive development.  We need to recognise that 
participation rates in what are currently the compulsory years, particularly years 8, 9 and 10, are much less than 
100 per cent in some areas of the state at the moment.  This is no doubt true to some extent for the metropolitan 
area, but it is particularly the case in rural and more remote parts of Western Australia, where the proportion of 
children in years 8, 9 and 10 who are presently attending school on a regular basis is far less than 100 per cent, 
even though school attendance is compulsory for those years.  We must ask whether the desire that we all share - 
that students participate in education and training until the end of year 12 - will actually be fulfilled by this 
legislation.  For example, I remember visiting with and speaking to the principal of the Broome Senior High 
School when I was shadow Minister for Education and Training a couple of years ago.  He made the point that 
the school found it difficult to get students in years 8, 9 and 10 in some cases to attend school on a regular basis.  
The government should be putting far more effort into ensuring that those who should be attending school under 
the current statute actually do so. 

It would be a great folly to pretend that this bill will result in some sort of magical transformation in school 
attendance rates, whether in years 11 and 12 or in what are currently the compulsory years.  We certainly hope 
that it will have a positive effect, and there is no doubt about the opposition’s desire for that outcome.  However, 
it is valid to ask how effective this legislation will be in itself.  This legislation will probably change the mindset 
and outlook to some extent, although it will not in itself keep children at school longer.  If it leads to a greater 
number of young people being productively involved in the education and training system - it probably will lead 
to that - then that is certainly a good thing.  It is essential that programs and courses be available to engage and 
stimulate young people who would otherwise not choose to remain in the education system.  The challenge for 
the government is to ensure that such opportunities are provided throughout the state.  It may be relatively 
straightforward in a large senior high school in the metropolitan area, for example, or in the larger regional 
centres around the state, but in some of the smaller district high schools and some of the smaller towns, 
particularly in the remote areas of our large state, the challenge will be far greater. 

It is also important to recognise that at the moment some students leave school at an age much earlier than we 
would consider desirable, but choose to return when they are older, at the ages of 19 to 21, to complete their 
secondary education as a prelude to engaging in a training or university course.  There are many examples, but 
one example of which I am particularly mindful is that of the courses provided at Sevenoaks Senior College, 
which I visited a couple of years ago.  Young people who have left school at 15 or 16 for whatever reason - they 
may have had personal problems or a range of other issues to deal with - choose to return at 19 to 21 to complete 
their secondary education.  That is a very good thing, and it is important that that opportunity continue to be 
available.  

It is important that the government follow through on this legislation and make the resources available in the 
form of teaching staff, additional classrooms and consumable items.  That last item is a minor issue, but in 
relation to teaching staff and classrooms both quality and quantity are important.  It is absolutely essential that 
there be teaching staff with the right aptitude, skills and training to engage young people who would not 
otherwise choose to stay in the education and training system.  All of that can be done whether or not there is a 
change in the minimum school leaving age.  It is pertinent to say that it is one thing to get a lot of headlines 
about this sort of change, but quite another to effectively implement it. 

I have no doubt that the current Minister for State Development, who is dealing with the bill in this house, has a 
very strong and passionate interest in ensuring that the legislation is effective, given that he was very 
instrumental in introducing the issue when he was Minister for Education and Training, and he will very much 
want it to succeed.  The effective implementation of this legislation is now the responsibility of another minister.  
The burden will be on her shoulders to ensure that there is adequate follow-through from the government, which 
will need a lot of preparation, planning, groundwork and resources to ensure that this legislation succeeds.  As I 
said, it is one thing to get big headlines but another thing to actually make these things work in practice.  The 
opposition will be holding the government to account to ensure that that occurs.  For all the reasons I have 
outlined, it could be said that some aspects of this change are more aspirational than necessarily effective, 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 12 October 2005] 

 p6205b-6210a 
Mr John Day; Mr Trevor Sprigg 

 [3] 

particularly if there is no adequate follow-through from the government.  The opposition agrees that it is 
essential to do all that is possible to ensure that young people are adequately prepared and equipped for life in a 
complex and changing world, and it is certainly preferable that they remain in the education and training system 
until the end of year 12.  Therefore, the opposition supports this legislation, but will be holding the government 
responsible for its effective implementation.  

It is pertinent to refer, in the context of this legislation, to research that has been done by a number of bodies.  
For example, the Business Council of Australia undertook some research in 2002.  I remember receiving this 
report when I was the shadow Minister for Education.  It helped to guide me in dealing with this issue and 
arguing for the opposition’s position in the Liberal Party room.  The Business Council of Australia considered 
the problems facing young people who are leaving the education system early, from both an individual and a 
community perspective, and came up with what I consider to be a very useful and effective report.  The 
conclusion of the report states, in part -  

Now is the time to invest in long term and sustainable solutions that ensure we increase the education 
and training outcomes of Australia’s youth. 

Failure to act now will have serious long-term consequences. 

Those young people who leave school early and do not pursue other forms of education and training or 
find sustainable employment will face a life characterised by unemployment and poor living standards. 

However, there are flow on effects beyond the individual.  The broader community pays through higher 
welfare costs, higher health costs, higher crime rates and other social impacts.  Business faces labour 
and skills shortages. 

The research carried out for the BCA highlights that an investment now to increase the proportion of 
young people who achieve year 12 equivalent education from 80% to 90% will bring a significant 
economic and social benefit in the longer term.  The benefits of investment now, flow through to 
individuals and the Australian economy for the long term. 

That is a good argument, in general terms at least, for why we should support this legislation and what it is 
seeking to achieve.  In similar terms, Philip Oreopoulos, of the Department of Economics of the University of 
Toronto, in a paper entitled “Do Dropouts Drop Out Too Soon? Evidence from Changes in School-Leaving 
Laws” made the following comment, amongst others -  

I find from this analysis significant lifetime rewards to wealth, health, and overall happiness from 
having to take another year of school.  These results collectively summarize and reinforce earlier 
studies that also estimate substantial benefits from education through changes in compulsory schooling.  

A perhaps more cautionary note has been expressed by Alfred Michael Dockery of the business school at the 
Curtin University of Technology in a paper entitled “Assessing the Value of Additional Years of Schooling for 
the Non-academically Inclined”.  It is research report 38 in the series “Longitudinal Surveys of Australian 
Youth”, and was published in June 2005.  In general terms Dockery questions whether it was beneficial for 
students who are not academically inclined to continue in school until the end of year 12.  In particular, he 
pointed out, as I have been saying and as the government recognises, that other alternatives need to be provided.  
Amongst other things, he states - 

Thus in the case of both wages and the incidence of unemployment, there is evidence of the benefits to 
schooling being concentrated among the most able.  The results broadly confirm the existence of 
synergistic effects between schooling and natural ability as proxied by performance in English and 
mathematics in Year 9.  This may appear self-evident.  Assuming individuals possess as least some 
degree of idiosyncratic information as to whether or not remaining in school is the best option for them, 
we would expect a self-selection process in which those standing to gain the most from school would, 
on average, be more likely to continue in school.  However, empirical validation of this relationship is 
not trivial given the continuing pressures to increase the level of schooling provided to all.   

The final paragraph of the report states - 

I am not advocating that young people who are unhappy in school or performing badly should simply 
drop out.  However, in such situations, other alternatives such as reasonable job openings, traineeships 
and apprenticeships should not be ignored for the sake of accumulating years of schooling.  From a 
policy perspective I do not believe that there is sufficient empirical evidence to support mandated 
increases in the level of schooling beyond current levels, as is often claimed to be the case.  
Heterogeneity in the returns to schooling exists because individuals are heterogeneous.  The objective 
of policy should be to ensure there are alternative pathways and institutional arrangements available to 
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need the varying needs, abilities and preferences of young people, and to make available the 
information they require to make informed decisions on what is optimal for them.   

The most important part of that is the last sentence, namely, that there do need to be adequate and effective 
alternatives available for young people of school age other than being confined to a classroom in the traditional 
learning environment.  If those other alternatives are not available, this legislation will certainly fail. 

Some other comments that are pertinent were made in a paper published by the Australian Council of Deans of 
Education entitled “Blurring the Boundaries of Education - Towards a more seamless system of post-compulsory 
education”, which was prepared by Associate Professor John Henry with Professor Shirley Grundy.  The 
Australian Council of Deans of Education has produced some very useful papers over the past few years.  This 
particular paper refers to the higher years of schooling.  Some of the comments, which are made, include these - 

Systematic advanced planning by the school sector for what was to come as a result of having young 
people, whose counterparts in previous times would have left school as soon as they were legally able, 
staying on into the post-compulsory years was limited at best.  Schools have struggled to engage those 
young people whose learning needs are not readily accommodated by the bookish pedagogues and 
curricula of the academic and disciplines-based senior secondary school classrooms.  The introduction 
of vocational learning programs has been the default response but the impact of these programs on the 
overall institutional form of senior school programs has been minimal to date and suffered through the 
1990s from the tendency of schools to shape VET in Schools courses as minimalist departures from the 
norms for senior school certificate subjects.   

Later in this paper the point is made that there needs to be a range of criteria for effective higher secondary 
school courses to be offered to young people of that age.  Those criteria are outlined on pages 8 and 9 of that 
paper.  I will not go through them all now. 

The opposition supports the legislation but members have a number of concerns.  One is that adequate follow-
through must be demonstrated and put into effect by the government.  For example, as I mentioned earlier, 
district high schools in some of the smaller country towns of Western Australia currently provide education up to 
only year 10.   There will need to be a whole change in the educational offerings in those schools.  There are 
very dedicated teaching staff in secondary education, for example, at Halls Creek and Fitzroy Crossing but 
unless the resources and additional teaching staff are provided or the present staff are adequately equipped to 
offer appropriate courses and opportunities to young people in years 11 and 12, this legislation will fail.  The two 
towns I just referred to are not the most extreme examples.  There are students in more remote Aboriginal 
communities - for example, in the Pilbara, Kimberley and goldfields regions of Western Australia - who will 
need to be provided for as well.  The government needs to outline how that will occur. 
Our second concern is the onus that will be put onto schools as a result of this legislation.  It will primarily be the 
responsibility of the school to which a student is nominally attached to follow that student’s course of activities 
if he or she leaves the school environment and goes into employment, for example.  The Curriculum Council 
will keep the central records but the secondary school will have the responsibility of following up what a young 
person is doing.  What will happen if a student who is not in the school environment but is in approved 
employment resigns, is dismissed from that employment or discontinues an apprenticeship? How will the school 
know of that situation and how will that be put into effect?  What resources will be made available for schools to 
be able to track students appropriately?  We need more information from the government on that. 
One of the main points made to me by school principals and others in the school environment is that schools 
certainly do not want to become babysitters for students who do not wish to be in school.  I think that point has 
already been made.  Equally, schools need to be provided with resources or the ability to effectively track 
students. 
Thirdly, there is the issue of fees and charges which apply to secondary school students.   The government has an 
ill-founded policy of voluntary school fees for students up to the end of year 10.  This is a policy that we have 
debated in this chamber on a number of occasions over the past four years.   It was a very short-sighted policy 
put together by the Labor Party for the 2001 election.  In effect, parents of students up to year 10 were invited to 
not pay school fees and charges.  We have to do one thing or the other.  The Liberal Party, whether in 
government or in opposition, has always had the view that those who are genuinely unable to afford to pay 
should not be required to.  That was the practice when the coalition was in government. 
Some pretty silly stuff was put into effect by the government, which led to a decrease in the amount of income 
available to schools to provide consumable items and other materials for students, at both the primary and 
secondary school level.  To deal with what had become an untenable situation, the Liberal Party, in the lead-up 
to the recent state election, announced a policy of paying all those school fees and charges.  The standard amount 
for secondary school students in years 8 to 12 was up to $235.  We would have paid $40 per student for students 
in primary schools, and many schools would have received a substantial increase in the income available to them 
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to provide for students and their courses.  That would have cost about $15 million a year.  It was certainly 
affordable.  It was factored into the funding arrangements that the opposition outlined during the last election 
campaign.  I am sorry that we have not been able to put that into effect.  I have no doubt that the government 
would like to put something like that into effect.  If it had any sense, it would put something like that into effect.  
However, because the government wanted to differentiate itself from the opposition and did not want to admit 
that it had failed or that what the opposition had proposed was right, it came up with a quite silly policy of 
paying $200 to all parents of school students in years 11 and 12 and $400 to people in the training sector.  It is 
fine to pay money to parents.  Anybody who is a parent of children of that age would not complain about that.  
As a parent of a student who will be in year 11 next year I guess that I might receive some of that.  However, I 
can assure members that it will not make a huge difference to the family budget.  The problem with such a policy 
is that there is absolutely no guarantee that those funds will be spent on school activities or needs.  They should, 
of course, be used to pay the school fees and charges that are compulsory for years 11 and 12, but there is no 
guarantee that they will be.  I have no doubt that many of the schools that are attended by students who are from 
families on lower incomes have a low collection rate for those fees.  They are at a major disadvantage when 
compared with schools that have higher collection rates. 

Mr R.C. Kucera interjected. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY:  I will take the member’s interjection in a moment.  The point I am making is that schools in 
some parts of metropolitan and rural Western Australia are in a very difficult situation at the moment, 
particularly when compared with schools in higher income areas that have higher fee collection rates.  That is 
happening despite the fact that the government is now giving money directly to parents.  What was the member’s 
interjection?   

Mr R.C. Kucera:  You obviously do not agree with the Prime Minister’s view of sending the $400 payment to 
individual families.   

Mr J.H.D. DAY:  There is a problem in that, as a result of a policy put into effect by the state government, the 
money should be going to schools.  However, school collection rates for fees are still low.   

Mr R.C. Kucera:  That shows enormous arrogance on your part.  You are saying that parents are not capable of 
making their own decisions.   

Mr J.H.D. DAY:  The member for Yokine and the Prime Minister are in agreement, by the sounds of it.  I am 
glad the member is a convert to the philosophies of John Howard.   

Mr R.C. Kucera:  You cannot have the penny and the bun, my friend.  You cannot have the same system at 
both the state and federal levels without agreeing with them both.   

Mr J.H.D. DAY:  I do not wish to be rude, but I am not sure that the member’s contributions to debates on 
education have been all that - 

Mr R.C. Kucera:  A bit like your contribution to the police when you were minister.   

Mr J.H.D. DAY:  We can debate that any time the member likes.  I do not think that most people share that 
sentiment.   

Mr R.C. Kucera:  Don’t ask the police that.   

Mr J.H.D. DAY:  I am happy to ask any police officer in the state what he thought about the situation when we 
were in government.  I do not think many people would share the view of the member for Yokine.   

There is a problem with fee collection rates being low and dropping off.  That is happening in most schools in 
the state and is leading to a very inequitable situation, particularly in low-income areas.  I am including primary 
schools in that.  We need a more rational policy than the one we have at the moment.  The issue of fees being 
compulsory in years 11 and 12 arises.  Will that change as a result of this legislation, given that the policy, as ill-
founded as it is, is based on a philosophy of ensuring that fees are “voluntary” in the compulsory years but are 
compulsory for the post-compulsory years?  There is now a mismatch.  We need an explanation from the 
government of how it will deal with the situation that it has unfortunately created.   

The other issue of concern relates to children in isolated parts of Western Australia and specifically to those who 
are entitled to receive the assistance for isolated children boarding allowance to attend schools other than their 
local schools as those other schools provide more appropriate educational courses and facilities.  This situation 
particularly arises when a town has only a district high school, as those schools provide education only up to 
year 10.  Many students from rural areas who wish to attend years 11 and 12, and particularly those from 
pastoral areas, attend boarding schools in the Perth metropolitan area or reside in boarding hostels in some 
regional towns.  What will be the situation if a district high school provides some courses in year 11 but does not 
provide anything like the full range of courses that parents would expect to be offered to students who want to 
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undertake tertiary entrance examinations?  Parents are concerned about that.  We need a full explanation from 
the government of how that matter will be dealt with and, hopefully, an assurance that students who currently 
attend boarding schools in Perth or regional towns with the help of the assistance for isolated children boarding 
allowance will continue to be able to do so.  We will follow up this issue in the consideration in detail stage if 
necessary.   

The opposition supports the legislation, but with those qualifications.  As I said, it would be folly to consider that 
this legislation will provide a panacea.  We hope that the bill will be effective in ensuring that young people stay 
in the education and training system up to the end of year 12, but we need to recognise that the bill, in itself, will 
not achieve that.  We need to bear in mind that some children do not currently attend school in years 8, 9 and 10, 
and sometimes even earlier, even though they should.  What is the government doing about that?  It is really a 
scandal.  Some schools probably have an attendance rate of less than 50 per cent in those year levels.   

I congratulate the former Minister for Education and Training for following through on this legislation.  He is in 
the quite enviable position of having been able to articulate a policy and then being in cabinet long enough to put 
it into effect.  That is a very satisfying thing for anybody to do.  I congratulate him for being in a position in 
which he can do that.  It is certainly something that all of us in Parliament aspire to be able to do but which we 
cannot always do because of the electoral cycle.   

The opposition supports the legislation, but the government needs to respond to some of the concerns I have 
raised.  We will go through some issues in the consideration in detail stage.   

MR T.R. SPRIGG (Murdoch) [1.58 pm]:  I commend the government on the bill, which is an appropriate bill.  
Australia is regarded as being a lucky country, and many people have suggested over the years that it needs to 
become a smart country.  This bill moves towards meeting that end.  The bill also demonstrates a philosophical 
commitment to education and training, which this country needs.  We all know about the current skills shortage 
and so on.  The philosophical commitment demonstrated by the bill shows that the country and this state are 
moving with the times.  It will obviously help make Australia a much smarter country into the future.  The three 
main aspects of the bill - raising the school leaving age effectively to 18 by providing 12 years of schooling, 
including five years of secondary schooling on a compulsory basis - are to be commended.  I believe they brings 
this state into line with most other states of Australia.  If the other states have not yet reached that position, they 
are getting there.   

The bill also provides flexibility for courses and so on.  I commend the situation in which students can undertake 
school and technical and further education part-time and can do traineeships, apprenticeships or whatever.  One 
phase of this process with which I am very au fait is structured workplace learning, as I have a year 12 student 
who is going through that system.  It is a very good program that enables students to get on-the-job training in 
the work force.  He is certainly benefiting greatly from that.  I also like the flexibility of allowing students to 
attend school for two days, TAFE for two days and then the work force for a day or two to learn the job.  This 
bill certainly provides some great flexibility.  The youth of today find it hard to concentrate on one thing, 
particularly in the early stages of education.  If they can be given some flexibility in their education, it will augur 
well for their future in the work force.   

I also commend the tracking of students from years 8 to 12; that is, through the five years of secondary 
schooling.  I know of cases in which teachers have followed up students who have missed a lot of school but 
they have not been able to find out what happened to the students at different stages.   

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 6217.] 
 


