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ASHDALE SECONDARY COLLEGE — FIRE DAMAGE 

Statement 

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [9.45 pm]: During members’ statements I usually stand to talk 
about wonderful events I have attended in my electorate or functions we have been to that have been particularly 
memorable. Tonight, unfortunately, I stand to bring to members’ attention a very sad event that happened in my 
electorate on Thursday, 19 May. At around 10.00 pm, a cleaner at Ashdale Secondary College raised the alarm 
and reported that a fire had broken out at the school. Members will recall, from previous statements I have made 
in the house, that Ashdale Secondary College is a school dear to my heart as it is where my son, Ali, is a year 8 
student. It was particularly distressing for me, not only as a member of Parliament for that area but also as a 
parent of a child at that school, to learn that the school had burnt down. I would have thought that it would have 
been every child’s dream for their school to burn down so that they would not have to go, but I can assure 
members that when the phone started ringing at 6.30 am on Friday morning and I had to tell Ali that he would 
not be going to school because there had been a fire, he was greatly distressed; he loves going to that fabulous 
school. A number of fire engines attended promptly at the school, and it was ascertained that the fire had started 
in the ceiling space in one of the wings and had quickly taken hold. Before it could be extinguished it had 
demolished a staff study area, 11 classrooms, and the specialist autism unit.  

A fire never has an upside, but if any comfort is to be gained from this fire, it is that the school alarms were not 
compromised, indicating that arson was not the cause of this fire. It appears from the report that it was an 
undetermined electrical fault in the roof space, and I think there will be some ongoing inquiries into that.  

I was made the aware of the fire by early morning news reports and phone calls from colleagues and my ever-
vigilant research officer, and I also received an SMS from the Department of Education, which I thought was a 
great idea, advising that there had been a fire at the school and asking parents to keep children at home for the 
day and that there would be further updates as they came to hand. It would seem that the notifications by SMS 
and other means were quite successful, because I understand from the Principal, Carol Strauss, that only six of 
530 students arrived at school that day. SMS notification is a new system that has been put in place by the 
education department and it is obviously working. At 1.00 pm on Friday—only 15 hours after the fire—the 
Minister for Education invited me to visit the school with her to inspect the damage and to meet with the 
principal and teachers. Again, I was quite pleased that she asked me to do that not only as a member of 
Parliament, but also as a concerned parent. We saw the damage that had been done to the building. It was 
heartbreaking and distressing to see the mess, considering that this is only the third year of the school’s operation 
and stage 2 is still under construction. The buildings can be rebuilt but the losses suffered by the teachers and 
students have been quite devastating, as some things have been lost forever. The staff study area was used by 
20 teachers in the science and maths departments. Some of the teachers told us that they had lost work such as 
photos, CDs, DVDs, books and other memorabilia that they had accumulated over 15 years of teaching. New 
graduates on their first posting were putting together files to start their careers and have lost that work. Those are 
the types of things that cannot be replaced. When the Minister for Education and I arrived at the school, the 
teachers had already regrouped, set themselves up in another area of the school and were planning how to deal 
with the difficulties they will face over the next few months. Carol Strauss, the principal, advised us that the 
Director General of the Department of Education had been constantly in touch with her that morning and was 
arranging for demountables to be brought in for readiness on Monday. 

The six students who arrived at the school were given the option to go home but decided to stay and help the 
staff, who were writing a letter to let the parents know what had happened. Sure enough, on Monday morning in 
our letterbox was a letter from the school advising us of the fire and of the arrangements that were being put in 
place. We were asked to keep our children at home on Monday morning because the staff wanted to ensure that 
the school would be up and running by Tuesday. All steps were being taken to ensure that classes would return 
to normal as quickly as possible. I received another SMS from the Department of Education on Friday advising 
what the arrangements for the following Monday would be. Again, no children turned up for school on the 
following Monday. 

Of particular concern to the staff and the principal was the welfare of the six students who are part of the special 
autism unit, which was destroyed. As members know, autistic people—particularly autistic children—are usually 
all right as long as their routines are not disrupted and nothing in their life changes. Imagine the impact the fire 
had on the six boys who discovered that the place they considered to be safe and comfortable had been 
destroyed. Carol explained to me today that the boys have been brought back to the school one by one. They and 
their parents were shown what happened to the autistic unit and saw the new area where the boys will be housed 
in the interim. I am told that they are all feeling comfortable about their new location. I thought it was fantastic 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 24 May 2011] 

 p3814b-3815a 
Hon Liz Behjat 

 [2] 

that, among the mayhem, the school took the time to look after those six boys in particular. My hat goes off to 
the staff. A new area is being built for those boys. 

The school’s library has been turned into five makeshift classrooms. Carol explained to me that it is a bit tight 
for comfort, but that two of the demountables arrived today and the others will be arriving in the coming week. I 
got an update from Carol today when I spoke to her to let her know that I would bring this tragedy to the 
attention of the house this evening. She told me that she was pleased to say that today—on Tuesday morning—
all the classes had started on time and the timetable went ahead as normal. The one thing she wanted me to let 
members know about was the wonderful support that Ashdale Secondary College had received from the other 
schools throughout the district. They all immediately got in touch with the school and offered to provide 
whatever the school needed, whether it was teachers, books, papers or pencils. Kingsway Christian College, 
which is next door to Ashdale Secondary College, turned up with a few baskets of goodies to help ease the pain 
being suffered by students and teachers alike. I understand that the State School Teachers’ Union of WA will 
provide morning tea there tomorrow. Absolutely everyone has got behind the school. The three feeder primary 
schools for Ashdale Secondary College are Madeley, Ashdale and Landsdale Primary Schools. They have been 
incredibly supportive of what has been going on. 

The principal and teachers are to be warmly congratulated for stepping up at this time of dreadful tragedy. My 
son said to me, “Thank goodness there were no students there at the time. That is what we have to be grateful 
for”, and he is right. The Minister for Education and I were blown away on Friday when we saw the calmness 
and professionalism that was on display throughout the school. Everyone was getting on with what they had to 
do to make sure that the school was up and running so that our students were not disadvantaged by this incident 
for an undue length of time. It will take six months to rebuild the classrooms, but I am sure that the school will 
get on with the job and do it in a great way. I congratulate the Department of Education on its SMS messaging 
service. Often we throw brickbats at departments, but they also deserve bouquets when they are warranted. As a 
parent, I was grateful to receive the SMSs from the school. I got another one today thanking everyone for their 
patience and letting people know that classes had returned to normal. 

When I spoke to Carol this morning to get her approval to speak about this tragic event tonight, I congratulated 
her on being the leader of such a wonderful team and for doing a fantastic job. Her response to me was great. 
She said, “But we are teachers; it is what we do.” Everyone at Ashdale Secondary College is doing a great job. 
We are sorry that the school burnt down but I am pleased that it was not as a result of arson. I am sure that the 
school will find out what the electrical fault was that caused it. I am a huge supporter of Ashdale Secondary 
College. Carol Strauss and everyone on the team are doing a fantastic job, and I thank them very much. 
 


