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YEAR 7 — REGIONAL SCHOOLS 
Grievance 

MR P.B. WATSON (Albany) [9.23 am]: My grievance is directed to the minister representing the Minister for 
Education. I stand here today to represent the Wellstead Primary School community and all other small school 
communities in regional Western Australia on the matter of the year 7 transition to high school in 2015 and how 
it will affect not only young children but also families and whole communities.  

The main problem is there has been no consultation with people in regional areas to see what they think about 
this matter. I ask metropolitan members opposite: how would they like their 11-year-old children leaving home 
and going to boarding school, as will be the case in Wellstead and many other regional small towns? In the case 
of Wellstead the nearest high school is 100 kilometres away. How would members like their families to be split 
up, with the wife moving to town and the husband having to stay on the farm? In some cases those families lose 
not only their year 7 child but also their youngest siblings.  

The social and emotional development of our children is just as important as their academic achievements. There 
are also financial implications of this move for many rural families who are already struggling to stay afloat. The 
impact on the community of families moving away from Wellstead will be great, and local businesses will find it 
harder to employ family members. I, personally, have seen how much a child develops in year 7 when he or she 
is given leadership roles and responsibilities. They are the role models for younger children.  
Minister, do not tell me that they do it in New South Wales and Victoria and it works, because their high schools 
and communities are a lot closer together. If we lose these families in Wellstead and other regional areas, the 
schools will not be viable and it will be the beginning of the end for some communities.  
One parent in a regional community has said to me that she is angry that her choice has been taken away. She 
has said that people in the country get dictated to so much, especially when it comes to doctors, shopping 
opportunities, phone bills—everything. Now she says that they are given no choice about the education of their 
own children. Community sport will also suffer, which in most towns is the backbone of the community. 
Another parent has said to me that in her experience a year 7 child matures so much physically, mentally and 
socially and that the whole town in small communities helps to bring up children. Another parent told me that 
the one thing a boarding school cannot give is the love of a family, and that when her child went away in year 8, 
the hardest thing for him was not getting a hug and kiss at night. Another parent has explained to me the cost 
involved. If they do send their child off to boarding school, it will cost $60 000 a year. That person has two 
children, so that will be an amount of $120 000 a year, something city parents do not have to pay.  
I will now refer to a letter from Tryphena Gillett, who is part of a group of parents who believe it is their duty to 
protect their children and fight for their social, emotional and psychological wellbeing. Their main concerns are 
that parents will be forced to send their children to boarding school at age 11 and will have to bear the cost of an 
extra year of school fees. They will have to live with the guilt of sending their children away from the family 
home at age 11 when they are emotionally vulnerable. The parents will be on the phone to their children every 
day because their children miss home and do not have the emotional maturity to understand why they have to 
live in a place that is not their home. They have suggested some solutions to this, and they include, as their 
document states — 

• Keep the yr7 curriculum in primary schools in rural and remote towns so children can stay with their 
family where they belong and not in a boarding school 

• Use the technology we have available to us to network schools together for the subjects which require 
specialist educators (not all subjects will require this) via the internet and online 

• Provide our teachers with the correct resources to teach the curriculum in our schools instead of the 
schools they expect us to send our children away to 

• Increase aid time for our teachers so they have support staff to teach the curriculum 

• Employ specialist teachers (if this is what is required for the new curriculum) for each cell … This 
already happens for LOTE so why not for any other subject. These teachers would not need to be at the 
school to teach all content only those parts deemed specialized 

• Use money allocated to provide for our children to board away from home to fund these solutions. I’m 
sure parents would rather have their children living with them at home and absorb the cost of living 
than they would to receive the government rebates and have their child in a boarding hostel 

• The government has said they will provide extra pastoral care and counselling in boarding facilities for 
children not coping but why don’t they just understand that they would not need to provide this if they 
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just left the children at home with their family where they belong. Use the money they plan to spend on 
these services on resourcing our schools so our children can learn in them 

This is a city-centric decision, minister. Why should an 11-year-old child in the bush have to travel away to a 
boarding school when the same person in the city does not have to? There is enough pressure on people in the 
bush. What is the answer? The government has to bite the bullet and make exceptions regarding small schools, 
not individual ones, as the minister has said. We have to look at schools, because the school is the whole part of 
the community. The government talks about SuperTowns but it neglects small farming communities which are 
the lifeblood of the state. Where is the National Party on this issue? It is not looking after the people it 
represents. It is more interested in empire building and looking after the mining industry. Today Hon Darren 
West will be presenting a petition to the other place with over 4 000 signatures. If the minister thinks this issue is 
going to go away, he is sadly mistaken. Please, on behalf of our people in regional small schools, reconsider this 
incorrect decision. Give these small communities an even chance of survival.  

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Planning) [9.30 am]: I acknowledge the concerns raised by the 
member for Albany on behalf of some his constituents and I am happy to respond on behalf of the Minister for 
Education. In 2011 the government made a decision and announced that year 7 government school students 
would move to secondary schools in 2015. This decision has been made to ensure that all Western Australian 
students have appropriate access to specialist teachers and facilities needed for the new Australian curriculum. It 
is intended that the first phase of the Australian curriculum will be fully implemented in all Western Australian 
schools by 2015. The secondary schools do have a wider range of specialist facilities to motivate and engage 
students in subjects that include programs in science, design and technology, the arts, languages and physical 
education. The decision to bring year 7 students to secondary school locations will bring Western Australia’s 
public schools into line with the majority of other Australian states and territories, as well as most non-
government schools in this state.  

It is also important to note that, on average, current year 7 students are six months older than their predecessors 
in the years prior to the increase in the school starting age—going back some years. Presently, approximately 
half of year 7 students are celebrating their thirteenth birthdays while still in primary school. The government 
does recognise that some families in small country areas may experience greater challenges in preparing for their 
children to transition to secondary school locations for year 7. However, families are able to speak with their 
school principals about receiving special consideration to remain in primary school for year 7 in some 
circumstances  

Mr P.B. Watson: Minister, what we are looking at is a whole school in the community. If you start picking out 
individual kids in these communities, I don’t think it’s fair. I think they should have the option where a whole 
school can say, “We don’t want to be part of it.” So then you can put the resources into that school, not for the 
individual person. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I was about to say that this option is available on an individual family and a case-by-case basis 
until the end of 2017. It may be that some families actually would prefer the new arrangement—maybe; maybe 
not. But I do not think it would be appropriate to dictate that it should happen for all families because one or two 
families may want to change. Although we are talking about small country schools — 

Mr P.B. Watson: But the thing is, minister, once one person goes, others go. If the wife goes into town, she’ll 
take all the siblings. Instead of one child leaving the school, there could be three or maybe four who will then 
leave the school. With these small regional towns, it’s just going to close the schools.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am not sure. I am speaking on behalf of the Minister for Education — 

Mr P.B. Watson: No, I understand —  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am not the responsible minister. To me it would seem questionable that the government 
should dictate to all families that they should be prevented from participating in the change if they wish to. But 
from my experience with country communities—it appears that some members of such communities are here 
today—they do communicate very well, talk together and I am sure, in most cases, a collective decision would 
be made across the community. So this option will give families in small country schools more time to prepare 
for the transition where they wish to seek that change to what is the general policy.  

Principals are being provided with guidelines and support materials to assist them in the process. It is also 
important to note that boarding facilities are attached to eight secondary schools in country areas. For families 
who are eligible for state and commonwealth financial assistance, these facilities offer low-cost accommodation 
for children. Accessing these public country boarding facilities will enable families to see their children on a 
more frequent basis and have them home more often for weekends.  

Mr P.B. Watson: But why should they?   



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 23 May 2013] 

 p1080b-1083a 
Mr Peter Watson; Mr John Day 

 [3] 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order, member!  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: We are talking about a difference of one year. The move has to be made at some stage in a 
child’s life to secondary education. As I said, on average, students are now six months older in each year of 
school than was the case up until about 12 years ago or so. It is the case, specifically in the electorate of Albany, 
that residents have access to the Albany residential college. 
Mr P.B. Watson: It’s 100 kays away! 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am advised that the member has previously raised concerns about the viability of small rural 
schools in his electorate—such as Wellstead, Mount Manypeaks and South Stirling Primary Schools and we do 
recognise that the year 7 move will mean that these schools do have slightly fewer students in some cases. 

Mr P.B. Watson: Less funding! 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: In the case of small schools such as Wellstead and South Stirling, this may result in one or two 
fewer students, and enrolments can vary by this number of students, or even more, regardless of whether year 7 
moves to secondary schools. So there is a natural variation each year in many cases. Schools will continue to be 
resourced on the basis of student enrolments. Small schools, such as those in the electorate of Albany, will 
continue to offer students quality education programs. 

Mr P.B. Watson: Cold and heartless government! 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: Indeed, many schools pride themselves on the individualised programs that they can offer due 
to their size. I am not sure whether the member for Albany is reflecting the view of the opposition as a whole or 
not, but my understanding is that the opposition did support, for good educational reasons, the transition of year 
7 students to secondary school locations.  
Mr M. McGowan: Me? No; I ruled it out in 2007. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: Well, the world has moved on by another six years now. One of the major issues is that almost 
all, if not all, non-government schools in Western Australia have made this change as well. As I said, most 
schools in other states have made this change. 

Mr P.B. Watson interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order, member! 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: So students in government schools could well be in a competitive disadvantageous situation if 
this change is not made. The government is investing $265 million in 29 schools across the state in capital works 
to ensure that year 7 students can be accommodated in secondary schools. This does include $42.6 million for 
six regional schools across the state—for classrooms, science laboratories, arts spaces and information 
technology areas—to prepare for the move. In addition, the government has already committed $50 million 
through the royalties for regions program to fund additions and improvements to public residential colleges.  
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