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SCHOOLS — DISABLED CHILDREN 
Grievance 

DR S.C. THOMAS (Capel) [9.16 am]: I wish to discuss with the Minister for Education and Training the very 
difficult and complex issue of disabled children in the education system. Today I raise the particular case of a 
disabled child, Louis, who attends the Donnybrook Primary School annex. Louis is probably a case in point, in 
the sense that he typifies some of the difficulties the system has in dealing with disabled students—in Louis’s 
case, autism. There are ranges of autism, as members will be aware, from relatively slight to profound. Louis sits 
in the middle to high end of that range. This case is an example of the difficulties faced, particularly by rural and 
regional schools, in dealing with autistic or disabled children. Louis was transferred from the South Bunbury 
Education Support Centre, which deals generally with disabled, and particularly with autistic, kids in the 
Bunbury region. I say from the outset that the unit does a particularly good job with those students. It is highly 
regarded and highly recommended around the south west. Ideally, that is the sort of educational situation that all 
medium to profoundly autistic children should find themselves in. Unfortunately, however, to attend, people are 
required to either relocate to Bunbury or face some pretty massive transport costs travelling in and out. Given the 
price of fuel at the moment and the impact that is having, it is not a realistic option for students around the south 
west or regional areas in general. Louis was granted a 0.6 full-time equivalent assistant, and generally speaking 
staff in that system are very good. The staff are in high demand, and I recognise that this is an issue about 
competition between students for services. Although I would like to be able to say that every student deserves to 
have a complete level of service, and that every student requires the best service we can possibly provide, I 
recognise that the public purse is not unlimited and that that has an impact on the provision of service. Louis has 
a 0.6 FTE assistant, which is standard for medium to profoundly autistic students; it is not unusual for a 0.6 FTE 
to be the regular starting point. Louis has some specific difficulties. The one that seems to have the greatest 
impact for the school is his tendency to run away. Donnybrook Primary School annex is a broadacres school, and 
it is impossible to security fence the entire area. Many things have been tried in Louis’s education to alleviate the 
situation, but his tendency to run puts him at risk. At times when he does not have an assistant constantly 
watching him, with all the best intentions, he can be four blocks down the street before anyone notices. It puts 
him at risk, and it is not a good outcome for the school. Because of that tendency, Louis was moved from a 0.6 
full-time equivalent assistant to a 0.9 FTE assistant, which had a significant impact on the ability to keep him 
within the school. He continued to run, and was on occasions caught at the edge of the school. With no 
disrespect intended to the staff of Donnybrook Primary School annex, many of them are not as young and as fit 
as they used to be, and as Louis grows he becomes more difficult to catch. This will be an ongoing problem as 
Louis grows bigger. 

Country schools, and Donnybrook Primary School in particular, need to make adaptations, which will take time 
and resources, to put in place the strategies to keep these kids under control. To a large degree, these schools 
have not experienced moderate to profound autism or other disabilities, and they do not have the people or the 
training. This is an enormous learning curve for all those staff members, as it has been for me in the past few 
years. Having been exposed to autistic kids in the south west, I have learnt an enormous amount about how these 
kids function. We have had some good outcomes with autistic kids in my electorate through the parliamentary 
process. 

I have written to the Minister for Education and Training, because Louis’s assistance has been dropped back 
from 0.9 to 0.6 again, although I accept that that is about the standard. The school, the family and the community 
are grateful for the 0.6 that is provided. I have written to the minister because I am hoping that, at least 
temporarily, that 0.6 can be increased to 0.9. I recognise that everything asked for and granted only comes at the 
expense of another student somewhere else, but in this case the school has not been able to adapt fully to meet 
the needs of Louis and to keep him on the school grounds. This is the key threat to the running of the school and 
Louis’s welfare. The first thing I ask is that the minister consider the possibility of temporarily increasing the 
assistance from 0.6 to 0.9, until such time as the school is able to set programs in place and get staff trained to a 
level at which, without further assistance, they are able to cope with Louis and his tendency to run. 

More generally, we approach disabled children in the public school system on a case-by-case basis, and some 
good work has been done. The South Bunbury facility is excellent and does very good work. However, I suspect 
that we will find increasing difficulties in country schools as transport becomes more expensive, and as people 
become less able to move to areas where specialist services can be provided. Country schools will find 
increasingly that they are being asked to cope with students with disabilities for which their staff are untrained, 
and they will have to up-skill very quickly. Apart from the specific case of Louis, we need to make sure that a 
good plan is in place to prepare for this problem as it develops in the coming years. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Minister for Education and Training) [9.24 am]: I thank the member 
for Capel for his grievance and for raising the concerns of his constituents. He is correct in saying that autism is 
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increasing in our society. The number of students in public schools with autism spectrum disorder continues to 
increase by around 18 per cent per annum. It is estimated that there are 1 370 students with autism in public 
schools in Western Australia. The government provides a range of services to deal with this issue. We have 
established the Centre for Inclusive Education, which has a specific section, the autism education team, devoted 
to dealing with autism. Throughout Western Australia there are four autism units, based in schools, that are 
dedicated to dealing with students with this condition. In addition to that, the autism education team has 12 
visiting teachers who travel around and provide advice to teachers dealing with students with autism. In addition 
to that, as the member pointed out, we offer aide time. The expert service provides advice to the aides on 
methods for assisting and managing those students. This is a significant level of support. The aide time is 
allocated through an independent process known as Schools Plus, which makes an assessment of the needs of 
individual students, and allocations are based on individual needs. Since the Labor government has been in 
office, an additional 3 000 aides have been employed in public schools through this process.  

Dr S.C. Thomas: Those are not all employed in the Schools Plus program; that is the figure generally. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: Yes, that is the figure generally, but they are predominantly engaged to provide individual 
attention to students with special needs. That has been a pretty big investment in attempting to assist students 
with special needs with their education. 

Turning to the particular student Louis, as outlined by the member, I am aware of the propensity of some 
students with autism to run away. A lot of education support centres have students with a propensity to take off. 
As the member said, middle-aged people chasing young children sometimes cannot keep up. This is a problem 
for managing that particular issue. However, as the member said, additional aide time can be provided. As 
minister, I do not generally interfere in the allocation of that aide time. It would be inappropriate for me to 
decide what aide time individual students receive. 

Dr S.C. Thomas: But you can ask for the case to be reviewed. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: My staff have advised me that a letter from the member has arrived. I will refer it to the 
department and ask for the case to be examined. It is entirely appropriate that, as a local member of Parliament, 
the member for Capel raise these issues on behalf of his constituents, and that the agency that manages these 
issues have another look at the case. There is nothing at all wrong with me asking the department to do that. 
There would be something wrong if I told the department what allocation of aide time a particular student should 
have; that is not something a minister should do. I will certainly take on board both the member’s letter and the 
fact that he has raised this issue in Parliament, and I will refer the matter to the department and ask it to examine 
the particular case of this student in Donnybrook. 

The member raised a good point that, in the provision of these services, it must be recognised that Western 
Australia is a big place with hundreds of separate communities, and every town and suburb cannot have an 
autism unit. The allocation of resources to best meet the needs is always a problem. Invariably, it means that the 
major centres, such as Bunbury, Albany, Kalgoorlie, Geraldton and so forth, are provided with a central unit, 
because they are more centrally located to cater for the surrounding population.  

Dr S.C. Thomas: They do a good job with that.  

Mr M. McGOWAN: There is not much that can be done about that. I know governments always say that they 
will do something about that. However, providing those services in major towns to best meet the needs of the 
surrounding population is the most sensible way to do it.  

Dr S.C. Thomas: I agree; it is about the support. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: That is the way we do that. I will follow up the member’s concern. I will instruct my staff 
to take his concern to the department for analysis straightaway. 
 


