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LIFE EDUCATION WA — FUNDING 

Grievance 
MR I.C. BLAYNEY (Geraldton) [9.23 am]: I rise to grieve to the Minister for Mental Health on the subject of 
the provision of Life Education services in the Mid West region.  

The Life Education service has an interesting history. In 1964, Reverend Ted Noffs began working at the Kings 
Cross Methodist Church Parish Mission in Sydney. When Ted encountered his first overdose victim, he was 
shocked at the lack of services and expertise in drug and alcohol treatment. Within the first months he had 
renamed the mission the Wayside Chapel. Ted helped addicts in his crisis centre, which became famous 
worldwide. After many years of dealing with addicted people, he realised that equal emphasis needed to be put 
into prevention through education, and the seeds of Life Education were sown. 

In 1974, the Life Education service was set up by Reverend Ted Noffs and his wife Margaret after seeing 
firsthand the enormous potential and demand for reduction in preventive strategies. In his decision making Ted 
always asked himself: “Will this build a better world for children?” The Life Education message is simple: each 
child is unique and special. Life Education promotes healthy living and resilience and teaches how to avoid 
harmful situations, particularly in the home when adults are affected by alcohol.  

The mobile learning centre is an integral part of the Life Education program. It has been designed to be a place 
of magic, intrigue and fun. Its interactive programs combine special effects and exciting storylines that engage 
children to challenge their values and attitudes, to expand on their knowledge and to develop skills that will 
ultimately empower them to make the best choices for a healthy future. The program is designed to follow 
children all through the school years. In grade 1 they deal with quite basic stuff, up to high school, when they 
deal with the complexity of the human body and how it works and how drugs affect it. The mobile learning 
centre is equipped with high-tech multimedia equipment, which includes a transparent anatomical model, a 
talking brain and electronic modules showing the body systems. The “Classroom of the 21st Century” is 
designed for informality and spontaneity, and for establishing trust.  

Life Education is presently rebranding and refurbishing its mobile fleet. Life Education WA currently has 
five mobile learning centres, of which three are operational—two are operating in the metropolitan area and 
one is in the Mid West. Until December 2003, Life Education was partially funded through the Department of 
Health and partially funded by student fees and community contributions. At that time all five mobile centres 
operated in Perth and the Mid West. The then Minister for Health, Hon Jim McGinty, withdrew funding for Life 
Education and a raft of other non-government organisations, believing that services such as these were better 
concentrated in, and delivered by, the public service. The government introduced the school drug education 
program to enable drug education to be delivered in the classroom. Unfortunately, we know that this program is 
greatly underutilised in schools as they try to squeeze it, and any other programs society demands, into their 
already overcrowded curriculum. Many schools throughout the Perth metropolitan area and the Mid West 
continue to offer Life Education’s program, and many more would like to. Unfortunately, Life Education WA 
struggles to raise the funds necessary to keep even its reduced number of mobile learning centres operational. 
The Life Education school drug education program complements the School Drug Education and Road Aware 
program, and a number of those involved with SDERA were previously Life Education educators who were in 
some way involved with the program. It is greatly valued by all who participate in it. The model works 
particularly well because someone new to the children presents it and they bring these models and things into the 
school with them, and the children really enjoy being taken out of their zone and exposed to all this new stuff. 
The children have to pay to participate in it and I was surprised at the take-up of the children who do—it costs 
them $6 to do the program.  

It is a valuable component in the fight against drug and alcohol abuse in the Mid West. It engages the children 
and teachers alike. Due to the generosity of the Variety Club, Life Education Mid West now has the Harold 
Express, which enables them to take their programs to remote Indigenous communities such as Burringurrah and 
Pia, as well as schools in Meekatharra, Mt Magnet, Cue and Yalgoo, and also the farming communities of the 
Mid West.  

Life Education needs our help. Hon Jim McGinty was mistaken when he made the decision to exclude NGOs 
from service delivery in Western Australia. NGOs such as Life Education have a proven track record in 
providing quality services with measurable outcomes at a great cost saving to the government. As this 
government now looks again at services that could be better delivered by NGOs, I hope it will carefully consider 
the benefit of Life Education and how it can be incorporated into the SDERA program. I encourage all members 
to visit a Life Education van in their electorate to understand how engaging the program is and the positive 
impact it has on children. 
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Finally, the Life Education Western Australia program is continuing in the Mid West. I think it costs between 
$170 000 and $200 000 a year. It is the only rural area that has been able to keep the program going. It has taken 
an enormous amount of effort and it is becoming pretty hard to keep it going. I would like to acknowledge 
support from the following groups: the Minerals and Metals Group, which operates the Golden Grove mine in 
Yalgoo; Sinosteel Midwest Corporation Ltd; the Midwest Auto Group; Variety Western Australia; ROC Oil 
Company Ltd; and the City of Geraldton–Greenough. It is an incredibly valuable program and I would really like 
the government to put some funding into this area. The funding that Life Education would be looking for is in 
the region of $600 000. I know that the School Drug Education and Road Aware program gets about 
$2.5 million, so I think there would be a good return on government funds for this program. 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre — Minister for Mental Health) [9.30 am]: I thank the member for Geraldton for his 
interest and the obvious work he has done in this area. Of course, there is recognition of the ever-increasing 
serious problem of drug and substance abuse in the community. As the Minister for Mental Health with 
responsibility for drug and alcohol matters, it is important to me and to the government that we acknowledge the 
need for a greater emphasis on evidence-based drug education in Western Australia. As the member has 
elucidated, the Life Education Western Australia program was active in Western Australia from 1987 until 2003. 
It is still operating, but during those years it received considerable funding from the Western Australian 
government. The program has been available in primary schools in the Perth metropolitan area and the Mid 
West, as the member has said. He has outlined some attempts to expand the program into other regions and into 
secondary schools, but they were unsuccessful due to a lack of funding. 

I will give a bit of background of what is provided under the Life Education program and under the School Drug 
Education and Road Aware project, or SDERA. Life Education offers a fee-for-service program. It costs about 
$15 per child, of which $6.50 is contributed by parents. The program includes some drug education content, but 
it also offers teacher professional development sessions, teacher support and parent and community education 
sessions. The curriculum is very broad-based, with drug education being one component, along with information 
about how the body works, how to keep healthy, diet, exercise, sleep, drug use, the effects of drugs on the body, 
and developing resilience and refusal skills, which are all very important.  

The School Drug Education project in Western Australia was established in 1997 to implement some of the 
recommendations of the Western Australian Task Force on Drug Abuse. The program has evolved since then 
and its focus has expanded to include the development and implementation of a range of initiatives, including the 
amalgamation with the Road Aware program to form the School Drug Education and Road Aware program in 
2003. SDERA is wholly funded by the state government. I note that the member for Geraldton made comments 
about some of the penetration, as it were, of these programs into schools in Western Australia. SDERA provides, 
among other services, professional development for school teachers and support staff, and, until June 2009, 
delivered training to teachers from 84 per cent of government schools, 77 per cent of Catholic Education Office 
of Western Australia schools, and 65 per cent of independent schools. 

In 2003 a review of these services was conducted by the Drug and Alcohol Office, which comes under my 
portfolio. The office completed a review of the Life Education program in March 2003. The review identified the 
following areas of overlap and difference between the Life Education and SDERA programs. By design, the Life 
Education program overlaps and complements the SDERA materials; however, the Life Education lessons 
contain a greater proportion of general health education material with less focus on drug education. I do not 
necessarily agree with all these, but they are the results of the review. Both programs produce resources for 
schools; however, it was felt that SDERA resources are more comprehensive in that they cover a broad range of 
strategies and provide the resources required. Both programs provide professional development, although Life 
Education training is less comprehensive and more related to specific activities of the Life Education program. 
As SDERA trains school staff on the implementation of effective drug education, the involvement of teachers 
with SDERA tends to be long term. The SDERA teacher resources are far more comprehensive than the Life 
Education teacher materials. The review found that there was a limited uptake of Life Education’s brief 
professional development programs. Following the 2003 review, the 12 nationally recognised principles on best 
practice for school education were assessed. Schools using only the Life Education program are limited in their 
ability to ensure that drug education is taught in the context of the ongoing developmentally appropriate school 
health curriculum. I have talked about external specialist teachers. The Life Education program is potentially 
limited in addressing specific needs, and the key principle is that school drug education is most successful when 
it is part of a health-promoting school. 

Having said all that, it is important that we review these programs. I look forward, member for Geraldton, to 
some of the work that has been started by the Education and Health Standing Committee. That committee is 
looking at the adequacy and appropriateness of prevention and treatment services for alcohol and illicit drug 
problems in Western Australia. Under its terms of reference, the committee will assess the appropriateness of 
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existing educational programs and any outstanding gaps and needs in services within schools. I look forward to 
that report. I believe that inquiry is proceeding as we speak. 
 


