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CORONAVIRUS — SCHOOLS — BOARDING SCHOOLS 
Grievance 

MR P.J. RUNDLE (Roe) [9.15 am]: My grievance today is that the Minister for Education and Training has 
shown a lack of leadership in informing the community in a timely fashion of changes and updates to guidelines 
and how schools and boarding facilities will operate in this changing environment. On Thursday, 26 March, the 
minister announced new guidelines for schools that concluded that it was not compulsory for students to attend school 
and that they would be taught either online or face-to-face. Students and parents of students who attend boarding 
facilities were left to ponder what would happen to them. It was not until I wrote to the minister on 24 April that 
we had a response; however, it contained little clarity or detail. 

On 1 May, the minister finally announced that some residential colleges would reopen depending on certain criteria. 
As we know, the Premier was very keen that year 11 and 12 students go back to school. Of course, our agricultural 
college students were disadvantaged because they needed access to crucial learning environments. The impact of 
these changes and this lack of clarity had a great impact. My office and offices of other Nationals WA members 
of Parliament have been inundated with calls from parents wanting to know what the rules mean. Families have 
been left to work out how they will navigate the rules within the context of schools and residential regulations. 
Families have been split with a number of cases of one parent moving to Perth or to a town so that their children 
could still attend school but also see their parents. What has been missing in the minister’s approach is an anticipation 
of the reaction to these various designations. Parents had to sign off on these restrictions knowing that they would 
not be able to see their children for nine weeks. For those who chose to return their children to boarding school, 
they did so knowing that their face-to-face studies in year 12 would be much easier than having to contend with the 
vagaries of unreliable internet connections. 

The news that most boarding students could return to school after the easing of COVID-19 restrictions was welcome, 
but the conditions have parents considering keeping their children at home. Students who have chosen to return to 
boarding facilities to continue their education are beholden to sign an agreement prior to returning. This agreement 
resembles a lockdown in their place of residence. Among the many constraints, students are not permitted to leave 
the college during the term to go home, to visit family or friends, to go to the corner store, or to have a mid-term 
respite during the June long weekend. In the event that a boarding student does not follow the instructions on 
restrictions, they may be denied boarding and, hence, access to their educational pathway. That was a drastic step. 
This has mental health consequences that we must be conscious of. It is the minister’s duty of care to protect these 
vulnerable students. There is an example of this at the WA College of Agriculture Denmark, where there is the 
potential for residential students to be locked down. The day students and students from Albany travel shoulder to 
shoulder on the bus, mix with those boarders throughout the day and then go home to their family, friends and the 
like, but the boarding students are restricted to the college. I wrote to the minister on 4 May to clearly put forward 
the concerns of families with children returning to boarding schools, ag colleges and residential colleges, and my 
concerns about the condition that states that the students who return to boarding schools will not be permitted to 
leave the college during term to go home to visit family or friends. I was very clear in my letter that I wanted the 
minister’s urgent consideration of that. To her credit, the minister wrote back to me on the same day, thanking me 
for my advocacy, but I still did not receive the clarification that I required. However, I did mention in my letter 
that I felt it was important that a review of boarding conditions be done in accordance with the review being done 
at the end of week 3. To the minister’s credit, she did write back to me and confirmed that the government would 
review the situation at the end of week 3, which of course is the end of this week. 

Hon Donna Faragher has asked questions about boarding facilities this week. I was surprised that the minister replied 
with anecdotes about other states and the competition for which state has the best numbers. I think the minister 
needs to take this issue more seriously. We need someone who is more forward-thinking, has innovative ideas and, 
absolutely, a desire to communicate with all key stakeholders, including those from other political parties. Because, 
at the end of the day, we are the eyes and ears in the regions; it is our electorate officers and research officers who 
are taking the queries in our electorate offices. We have been left to respond to the parents of boarding students who 
are in a state of confusion. We are on the front line and have to interpret some of these rules and regulations that 
have been put in place.  

I ask the Minister for Tourism, as a parent, to put himself in the place of the parents of our boarding students who 
are being asked to sign away their children for nine weeks with no contact. I appreciate the minister’s response. 
I ask the Minister for Tourism to think about his children and his role as a parent. To me, it is all about communication. 

MR P. PAPALIA (Warnbro — Minister for Tourism) [9.23 am]: I have a response to the grievance prepared 
by the Minister for Education and Training that I will read shortly, but in advance of doing that, I have to say that 
I am very disappointed in the member. At a time when Australians are rightly proud and universally commending 
the political system and our leadership around the country for the response to this incredible challenge that is 
unprecedented in our lifetime, and when unity and political collaboration across party lines has been commended 
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by everyone in the public domain, the Nationals WA have engaged in petty politics and criticism that is embarrassing, 
personal and ridiculous. 

I will read the minister’s response. I know the member has been contacted by a number of parents about this issue, 
and I suspect other members in the house have as well. The first thing to note is that the advice all along from the 
Australian Health Protection Principal Committee has been different about residential facilities and schools. From 
the beginning, the AHPPC has provided advice that residential facilities present a higher risk than schools, so the 
provisions and measures put in place to address residential colleges were always going to be different from those 
for schools. 

Secondly, the approach that we have taken about how we deal with the public health changes that we have introduced 
in Western Australia is to do it in a staged way. We took the AHPPC advice, as always, as the framework and 
adapted a set of measures specific to Western Australia. Western Australia and New South Wales have led the way 
in having residential facilities open. It is important to note that Catholic and independent schools make their own 
decisions, in line with the AHPPC guidelines, regarding the transition of students back into their residential colleges, 
and the state’s approach is specific to government facilities. On 1 May, the day on which the national cabinet met 
and the AHPPC released its advice, we announced a facility-by-facility approach to WA public school boarding 
facilities, taking into account the context of each facility, including size, capacity and current enrolments. In addition, 
the layout and design of the facilities had to be considered because that impacts on the ability to implement hygiene 
requirements. Students have been able to return to facilities since 5 May. Every public boarding facility was 
supported by the Department of Education to implement measures to meet the AHPPC guidelines before opening 
to students. This support included additional cleaners, cleaning supplies and staff to meet the AHPPC guidelines. 
We announced that all year 12 students could return to every public school boarding facility. Those facilities that 
are able to cater for more students while abiding by the AHPPC guidelines are able to welcome back more students. 

The AHPPC guidelines still state that boarding facilities are a high-risk environment, higher than the school 
environment, and that means that protective measures need to be greater than those for schools. The guidelines also 
recommend reducing out-of-facility visits—for example, home visits—to reduce the risk of virus introduction into 
the facility. Based on that AHPPC advice, Western Australian measures were announced for the transition of students 
back into boarding facilities, and they were provided to parents and facilities. Included as part of those measures 
was a requirement that students who return to boarding will not be permitted to leave the college during term to 
go home to family or visit friends. It is the case that at some stage students may cross regional boundaries, but as 
students in boarding facilities are deemed to be at higher risk because of their living arrangements, the rules for 
them need to be different. Notwithstanding this, the department has advised that residential college managers and 
agricultural college principals are to manage requests using their discretion, but should accommodate requests for 
short-term contact visits—for example, to attend an appointment or go for a walk to catch up. The operating 
guidelines provided to schools regarding the return of students to boarding facilities also outlined that students will 
have safe opportunities to leave the college grounds for activities such as exercise and shopping when appropriate. 

Parents still have a choice about whether they send their child back to a boarding facility. When we announced the 
return of students for term 2, we also announced a review of school arrangements in week 3 of term 2—this week—
with a view to making any changes, as required, in week 4. To clarify for the member, the review was announced 
on 17 April, prior to his letter of 4 May. Extensive consultation has occurred with stakeholder groups as part of that 
review. This included unions and professional associations, as well as parent, student and community representatives, 
including the Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association and the Western Australian Council of State School 
Organisations. Given it is now Thursday of week 3, I think it is safe to say that the member can expect an 
announcement about the review very, very soon. From this government’s point of view, we want children back 
learning where they learn best—that is, in the classroom—as soon as possible and as safely as possible. We know 
that the measures put in place around residential boarding facilities in particular have caused some angst for 
parents, but this is about getting the settings right and doing things in a cautious, measured and staged way. 

The minister advises me that the feedback has been heard. Although it is essential that boarding facilities continue 
to comply with the AHPPC advice, if we can amend the restrictions in a way that continues to keep students and 
staff safe, we will do so. No doubt, the member will be pleased with the announcement when it is made. That is 
the minister’s statement. 

Member, I think the minister has done an outstanding job. It is an extraordinary situation in which she has had to 
confront and deal with an incredible potential threat and at the same time meet the essential demand to get students 
back into classrooms where they are best able to learn. I think she has done that in an incredible fashion. Her 
leadership has been outstanding. All along, everything that the minister has proposed for the education sector in 
Western Australia has been proven to be correct. It has been challenged consistently by all manner of critics and 
any number of people seeking to get themselves in the headlines and get a moment in the sun in the media, whether 
they are doctors, representatives or people in the community who have nothing to do with education. The minister 
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has stood fast and everything she has recommended has proven to be exactly the right thing to do. I thought that 
the member’s criticism of her at the outset was appalling. 
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