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EDUCATION ASSISTANTS — SALARY INCREASE 

Statement 
HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [10.09 pm]: I take this opportunity to comment on the role of 
education assistants in our schools. As members know, education assistants, gardeners and cleaners have been 
asked to accept a salary increase of eight per cent over three years. They are amongst the lowest paid workers in 
Western Australia and this increase does not reflect the value of the essential work that they do. I refer to the 
work that they do in our schools and for children. Members will probably be aware of the work done by 
gardeners and cleaners; that is, to make the environment for our children and teachers safe and clean and to 
provide the type of environment that enables children to do their best.  

I wonder whether members really understand the crucial role played by education assistants today in assisting 
not only teachers, but also children. These days the role of an education assistant is not only to optimise the 
capacity of children to learn. The reality is that without education assistants, many classes would not function at 
all. Some members would know that this is because of the increasing demands that are being placed upon our 
schools and teachers. The reasons for this are well known, but I will read into the record the reasons that I think 
are significant.  

Firstly, we know that the number of children arriving at school unprepared for school is increasing. The State 
School Teachers’ Union President, Anne Gisborne, recently referred to the number of children arriving at school 
who are what is known as socially undeveloped. In this category there are children who, for example, cannot tie 
their own shoelaces and cannot sit at a table and eat a simple meal with others. These are basic skills that we 
would expect children, even preschool children, to have when they attend school. Of course, of greater concern 
is the number of children who are attending school lacking basic skills, such as verbal skills. I refer again to 
Anne Gisborne, because she has been referring to research from the United Kingdom that shows that this kind of 
problem—children arriving at school without basic social and verbal skills—is not confined only to schools in 
lower socioeconomic areas. It is much more widespread.  

We know from the work undertaken by the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research that children are 
experiencing far more mental health issues and, of course, this affects the classroom. The Community 
Development and Justice Standing Committee inquired into the adequacy of services to meet the developmental 
needs of Western Australian children and its report was tabled in the Parliament in August 2009. This committee 
also reported that there is an increasing number of children coming to school with mental health and social 
problems. We know that the demands for therapy, such as speech therapy, for children have doubled 
significantly in recent years and that those children put even more pressure on a classroom.  

Another concern that has been spoken about in this house by Hon Robyn McSweeney is foetal alcohol spectrum 
disorder. I understand from what has been said that the government is taking some steps to address this problem. 
In the meantime children suffering from foetal alcohol spectrum disorder are attending school and the legacy of 
that disorder is very disruptive children in a classroom. It is yet another burden and another element that is 
making classrooms and the work done by teachers, with the assistance of education assistants, even more 
demanding. Another problem that has been reported to be occurring in the classroom is aggression, even among 
small children.  

Parents would know that schools have relied heavily on parents, usually mothers, to assist teachers in 
classrooms. That applies particularly to the early school years. My experience as a mother of three children was 
that there were grandmothers, mothers, and sometimes my own mother, and fathers in classrooms on a daily 
basis helping with reading so that all the children in the classroom could have their reading heard—not only to 
aid them, but also to assist those children who were not having their reading heard at home. Of course mothers 
did a lot more than that in the classroom. They helped by assisting in the school library; supervising children on 
school excursions; preparing for science activities; cooking in the classroom; and general cutting and pasting 
duties.  

The picture I have painted is of classrooms in which the demands on teachers and education assistants have 
become ever greater. The reality is that fewer mothers are available to go into classrooms because more of them 
are in the workforce. Ironically, when there is more demand in classrooms and more need for help, there are 
fewer parents to assist in that capacity.  

Education assistants play a role in classrooms far greater than that of volunteer helpers. I will tell members of 
some of the duties that an education assistant has in assisting the classroom teacher. They include welcoming 
parents and children into the classroom and helping to settle children; dealing with concerns about lost lunch 
money; dealing with forgotten library books; accompanying children who perhaps forget their library book or are 
upset for any other reason; dealing with minor injuries during the course of the day; taking children to the toilet; 
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cleaning up after accidents that little children, in particular, have; cutting up fruit; preparing lesson aids, such as 
paper and equipment; setting up for cooking and science experiments; assisting with reading, numeracy and 
computer activities; supervising recess and lunch breaks, which can involve, for example, children who are upset 
if a fight occurs; tidying the classroom; photocopying; dealing with difficult parents; significantly supervising 
children with a range of special needs, including substantial physical and intellectual disabilities as well as 
behavioural problems; maintaining homework books; liaising with parents; interacting daily with the teacher 
about the progress of children and on issues relating to a specific child; writing and publishing the fortnightly 
newsletter; reporting to the teacher issues raised by the children, including bullying; and accompanying teachers 
on school excursions. Members would have to wonder, given all the duties of an education assistant that are 
required to make classrooms function, why they are paid such low incomes. The income of a full-time education 
assistant can range from $32 000 to $36 000.  

As I said in my inaugural speech, I have had a long interest in the undervaluing and the failure to value the 
traditional work of women. I also spoke then about the ramifications of that failure when it is translated into the 
paid workforce. Education assistants are a classic example of a group of employees who are doing the work that 
traditionally has been done by unpaid women or volunteers, so when that work is eventually undertaken by a 
paid workforce the employees in that workforce are often very poorly paid. This is what we call the gender pay 
gap.  

The gender pay gap was controversial many years ago, but it is no longer controversial today. I will quote from 
the Department of Commerce’s fact sheet that is published on its website, which gives the reason for a gender 
pay gap. It states — 

One of the key issues for working women and the wages and benefits they receive is how their work is 
valued. Often the skills and work associated with female labour have been seen as natural and innate 
and, hence, have not been highly valued in the labour market.  

It states further on that — 

Those occupations and industries that are male dominated have historically been more highly valued 
with ‘men’s work’ paid more than ‘women’s work’. The notion of ‘men’s work’ and ‘women’s work’ 
largely persists. 

As my time has come to an end, I will conclude there.  
 


