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EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 
Eleventh Report — “Lessons from Remote Learning: 

COVID-19 Follow-up to the Inquiry into Digital Innovation in Secondary Education” — Tabling 
MS J.M. FREEMAN (Mirrabooka) [11.25 am]: I present for tabling the eleventh report of the Education and 
Health Standing Committee titled “Lessons from Remote Learning: COVID-19 Follow-up to the Inquiry into Digital 
Innovation in Secondary Education”. 
[See paper 3784.] 
Ms J.M. FREEMAN: The magic of literature, an interactive science experiment or investigating our history is 
underpinned by a teacher’s attentiveness to students and their good preparation. A teacher’s skills at planning ensure 
that students have the routine they need to settle, participate and learn. Like those of so many Western Australians, 
in March 2020, these plans and programs were thrown into uncertainty with the declaration on 15 March of a public 
health emergency and state of emergency to deal with the coronavirus pandemic. The COVID-19 stage 1 restrictions 
announced on March 23 saw the immediate closure of pubs, clubs, indoor sporting venues, cinemas, cultural institutions 
and places of worship, with restaurants and cafes restricted to takeaway service. It is understandable that these actions 
were unsettling for teachers, despite the reassurance, health advice and determination of national cabinet that schools 
should remain open until the end of term 1. The education unions expressed their concerns about the anxiety of 
teachers, staff and cleaners. The Minister for Education and Training, having announced additional cleaning 
protocols, also outlined to Parliament that various arrangements for staff are being made available and that decisions 
continue to be made on expert health advice, with the safety of school staff and students the number one priority. 
Prior to the end of term 1 there was a clear commitment by the government, the Department of Education and schools 
to the community of student learning that included planning for how teaching and learning would occur in the event of 
school closures in term 2. In particular, the Department of Education committed to extra technical support for teachers 
to deliver online, and expanded access to online teaching resources in term 2. Certainly, the schools in the area I represent 
took up the challenge of preparing resources in anticipation that the course of pandemic may lead to remote learning. 
This dedication to student learning is appreciated, and the parliamentary Education and Health Standing Committee 
wants to take this opportunity to thank all staff, teachers, cleaners and gardeners across Western Australia for their 
response in readying themselves for the possibility that schools would not return in term 2. Fortunately, through 
effective health management of the risks, students were able to return to school in term 2. However, as the Department 
of Education’s executive director of the recovery portfolio, Melesha Sands, stated in the hearing — 

‘this [COVID-19] has been the biggest disruptor to education that we have known—we know that. What 
they [school principals and staff] have tried to do is now utilise that momentum to implement teaching 
and learning in digital learning environments.’ 

Given this disruption from COVID-19 and the reliance on digital learning, the committee agreed that a follow-up 
investigation to its November 2019 report, “A Better Connected Future: Opportunities for Digital Innovation in 
Secondary Education”, was warranted.   
A key recommendation of the 2019 report was that the Department of Education hasten its provision of guidance 
to secondary schools on the use of digital technologies. Critical to this was delivery of an ICT vision and strategy, 
subsequently released in March 2020, shortly before the government advice on 30 March to keep students at home if 
possible. This subsequent report illustrates that although there was much goodwill and effort from teachers, principals 
and staff, the capacity to provide remote digital technology learning tools to Western Australian students was 
patchy. Although there are other methods of ensuring that remote learning can be undertaken in the form of 
hard packs, the COVID-19 response highlighted the digital divide that persists throughout our education system. 
This is in contrast to the 163 Catholic schools that, through their one digital ecosystem and school response plans, 
identified access issues early and provided the tools for digital connection. That was in turn supported by a program 
of professional learning to support school staff in delivering remote learning in week 10 of term 1. 
Dr Edward Simons, director of governance, strategy and digital technology at Catholic Education Western Australia, 
said that they had begun a digital transformation process four or five years ago, which meant that every student 
and every staff member gets access to the same digital resources. Further, he said — 

‘every one of our nearly 11,000 staff members—the fifth largest non-government employer in the state—
can communicate, collaborate, share resources, and that stood us in fantastic stead with the challenges 
that were faced’. 

All education sectors reported inequities in the capacity to deliver remote learning through digital technology, and 
in her evidence, Lisa Rodgers, director general of the Department of Education, acknowledged that with respect 
to remote learning — 
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‘we had 818 schools used to leading their own schools, which is a really good thing, but when push came 
to shove, they needed central support, and there needed to be parameters and frameworks for them to 
operate within. 

She continued — 
I think they needed a bit more direction’. 

Certainly, that was the committee’s view in its 2019 report. One digital ecosystem to address the digital divide 
should be the goal, especially in the planning required for any COVID-19 or other emergency-driven decision to shift 
to remote learning delivery. 
I want to just go through some of the recommendations while I have the attention of the Parliament. Recommendation 
1 is that — 

The Department of Education should ensure that the application process for a laptop loan is transparent 
and well publicised in the event of a second wave of COVID-19. 

It came out in the report that although there seemed to be a capacity to loan laptops, this was not well communicated 
to schools or through schools. Many schools just acted as they would and loaned their own laptops to students. Some 
schools did not do that, fearing insurance implications. The education department then came in and said that they 
were covered for that insurance. But a policy to ensure that there are devices and a capacity to use those devices 
with dongles or SIM cards is an absolute must when and if we ever have to shift again to remote learning. 
Recommendation 3 states — 

The Department of Education must build on the recent exposure teachers have had to digital technologies 
by continuing to promote further opportunities for professional learning in their use. 

One of the things revealed in the 2019 report was that, again, it really depended on the teachers and leaders of schools 
whether digital technologies were used, not only in computer and other studies, but also as a framework for teaching 
throughout our schools to give students the skills, capacities and abilities that will be needed for future jobs in our 
community as it becomes more and more reliant on digital literacy. 
Recommendation 4 states — 

The Department of Education should maintain greater oversight of schools with special needs students to 
ensure they are properly catered for in times of crisis such as COVID-19. 

There certainly was a feeling that students with disabilities or special needs did not get the focus that they needed 
during that time. Primarily, that was because it was such an uncertain and challenging time and was so unexpected. 
But we now have that experience, and we need to learn from and build on that experience to ensure that we are 
prepared and ready to deliver the framework that those students need. 
Recommendation 5 states — 

Given the importance of access to a laptop during periods of remote learning, the Department of 
Education should focus on ways to make laptops more affordable for secondary students and institute 
a robust loan scheme that will ensure laptops reach those in need. 

Most of our schools now, and increasingly so, have “bring your own device” policies, so students have to bring 
their own laptops to school to engage in digital learning. That is okay in areas where parents can afford that, but 
that is a major aspect of the digital divide. Parents can get second-hand laptops or laptops from certain charitable 
organisations such as Laptops for Students, but the issue is that often those laptops, particularly in secondary 
schooling, are not compatible with the programs that are being used at the school. In fact, a student may not be 
able to use a laptop that is only three or four years old because of the requirements of the programs being used by 
their school. The member for Balcatta and I both know that one can spread a lot of joy to young students by just 
offering them a second-hand, very affordable iPad. The iPad 3 is the old big plug-in one that we are now unfamiliar 
with, but it can make a student exclaim, “This is the best day of my life!” We realise that, for many students, being 
able to have their own device means that they fit in with their peer group and feel like they belong. There are questions 
about that; there may be debates about the fact that we have become so reliant on our devices and what that means 
to our wellbeing in our community. But the point is that if young students see other students in their schools with 
devices and they do not have their own device, particularly for remote learning, they feel like they do not fit in. 
They do not belong. They are not part of the same cohort. I think that we really need to focus on that. 
This is not in the report, but I recalled this with my committee colleagues. When my son entered year 9, I think it was, 
Kevin Rudd made a commitment that every school student across Australia would get a computer. Mount Lawley 
Senior High School then organised for all its students to get Apple notebooks, I think, or Apple computers. That was 
invaluable for my son, and, frankly, he only stopped using it very recently, because, as a musician, that sort of 
technology was absolutely imperative for him to be able to succeed. But it meant that everyone had those same 
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opportunities. I think, as time goes on, digital devices such as laptops or iPads will be like schoolbooks. They will be 
absolutely necessary to our schooling. That is not to say that face-to-face learning is not imperative and important 
and a critical part of students’ development and learning—there has been evidence given that it is—but it is very 
important that we address the digital divide to ensure that people get the same opportunities and have the capacity 
to have similar outcomes from their schooling. 

This report is a short report. There were no school closures as such, but there were five or six days when students 
were not taught at school. Students whose parents were essential workers could attend school and be supervised. 
The report goes into some detail about what occurred and what happened in other states. Certainly, the experience 
of Victoria in its capacity for remote learning on a statewide basis, the delivery of that learning and the student and 
teaching outcomes will be looked at forensically. We have a lot to learn and we have a lot to prepare for to ensure 
that our students do not suffer any detriment to their learning if we have to enter into a period of remote learning 
due to COVID, a climate change emergency or any other emergency. 
I finish by thanking my fellow committee members: the deputy chair, Zak Kirkup, MLA; Josie Farrer, MLA; 
Mr Shane Love for part of the inquiry; Mr Ian Blayney for part of the inquiry; and Ms Sabine Winton, MLA. 
Thanks go to the committee staff for their great work: principal research officer Dr Sarah Palmer and research 
officer Jovita Hogan. 
MR Z.R.F. KIRKUP (Dawesville) [11.41 am]: I wish to join with the member for Mirrabooka in talking to the 
Education and Health Standing Committee’s eleventh report, “Lessons from Remote Learning: COVID-19 follow-up 
to the Inquiry into Digital Innovation in Secondary Education”. At the outset, I join the member for Mirrabooka in 
recognising the contributions of fellow members, both past and present, and also the committee staff for their continued 
service to the important work that the committee does on behalf of the people of Western Australia. In particular, 
I thank the member for Mirrabooka for her stewardship as the committee chair. Unfortunately, I could not attend 
every meeting, but I have nothing but full confidence in the leadership of the member for Mirrabooka as she helped 
to guide us through an issue about which she is undoubtedly passionate. My interest in being a member of the 
Education and Health Standing Committee leans more towards the health side. I know that the member for Mirrabooka 
leans towards that as well, but she has a very rich background in the education issues that impact particularly the 
young people in our state, none of which was more evident during the COVID-19 pandemic and the disruption 
that resulted. 
Having sat in the hearings and having read the submissions, I was very impressed with the way that schools managed 
to respond to the unprecedented crisis of COVID-19. Although the disease has terrible consequences globally, we 
are very lucky in Western Australia to have a very modern and robust school system that was for the most part 
able to respond with significant technological capability. We discovered in time that there was a disproportionate 
response level between those schools that are very well funded—Catholic and independent schools, for example—
versus those government schools that are in lower socioeconomic areas. That does not mean that they did not 
respond and that they had any particular shortcomings, but it demonstrated to me that undoubtedly private schools 
and private school associations are well placed to respond very quickly with the provision of technological services 
to provide out-of-school education and facilities whereas it was a bit more difficult for public schools. Of course, as 
was discussed during the public hearings, that is obviously because the Department of Education has to look after 
an enormous number of schools that have very mixed circumstances in their geographic disparity, socioeconomic 
situation and the like. Overwhelmingly, Western Australia did well in responding. I was pleased by yesterday’s 
announcement during question time by the Minister for Youth, which in itself is something, that a concerted 
program is being put together to help provide digital devices to those who are less well off and in more vulnerable 
areas so that we can continue to bridge the digital divide that undoubtedly exists. 
To be perfectly frank, I have nothing but praise for our teachers and the leadership that they showed during what were 
very difficult times. A number of teachers in my district who I have the privilege of serving reached out to me and, 
unsurprisingly, they were very concerned about what the future was going to look like in the classroom. Many of 
them had health ailments or other vulnerabilities and there was a general sense of unease and anxiety about their 
future in the classroom. They were ultimately well supported after everything was said and done. It will always take 
time to transition in a crisis like COVID. It is not really something that we could have predicted but Western Australia 
responded very well. 
I will not labour the point. It is an important reflection that the committee does very good work and it will continue 
to do so in the remaining 16 days or thereabouts that we will sit in this place to ensure that we keep to the fore the 
issues that people expect us to keep to the fore as their representatives. More broadly, we will hold the government 
and its agencies to account, particularly during difficult times. Once again, I thank the committee chair, its 
members and the team who help to support us in the delivery of this report. 
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