
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 20 September 2007] 

 p5492b-5494a 
Mr Tony McRae; Ms Sheila McHale 

 [1] 

EDUCATION - TUTORING COMPANIES 
Grievance 

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton) [9.28 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Consumer Protection and 
concerns the growing body of evidence that unscrupulous tutoring companies are offering fix-all solutions to 
parents and grandparents for the educational progress of their children and grandchildren.  As members of 
Parliament and, for many of us, as parents, we know that education is one of the highest priorities of the 
community.  That is evident in my electorate of Riverton, in which the local communities are clearly focused on 
education with the performance and success of schools such as Willetton, Lynwood and Rossmoyne Senior High 
Schools.  People know from looking at the performance of those schools and the communities surrounding them 
that families in those communities have education as an in-house, around-the-kitchen-table priority for the whole 
family.  Therefore, it is a real concern that some reports are coming to me - I will chase this up further, and I am 
happy to work with the minister on this - of some unscrupulous tutoring companies that are offering a computer-
based program that they purport is able to solve all educational and developmental progress challenges that 
children face in their education.  It is a real concern to me because some of those reports suggest that these 
companies are indeed targeting their services at the most vulnerable in our community, the people who have the 
highest levels of anxiety about their children’s performances and, indeed, who probably most need to engage 
with the school services rather than be trapped in a high-finance, high-cost and as yet unproven technological-
based solution to educational development. 
I know from some discussions that the minister and I have had that she is aware of this issue, but I want to 
follow up and get some answers about what we can do in terms of consumer protection to ensure that people are 
not exposed unfairly to the offer of those services.  I will give an example of one of the methods that these 
unscrupulous tutoring companies are using.  They will typically use, for example, a stall in a shopping centre, 
with a banner headline inviting people to enter a free raffle.  The touting from those stalls is quite often targeted 
at grandparents or people in the lower socioeconomic group who have a great desire to see success for their 
grandchildren or their children.  The touting is to the effect, “Just enter the free raffle and you’ll be in the 
running to engage your children in this computer-based program.” 
Typically, what entry into the raffle produces is in fact an entitlement to have a salesperson come knocking on 
someone’s door selling that person a software program, sometimes costing up to $6 000, which is well beyond 
the means of many of the people who are being targeted.  After being seduced by all the promises about the 
levels of success that these computer-based programs will bring to their children or grandchildren, and realising 
that they cannot actually afford the $6 000 charge, the clincher is that the salesperson says, “We can provide you 
with finance.”  What the salesperson does not reveal straight up is that that finance is provided at exorbitant 
interest rates, sometimes, I am told, as high as 18 per cent, so it is more than even a credit card would cost today.  
The finance is offered as a line of credit, with no check on the capacity of the person to service that debt and no 
real assessment of the suitability of the computer program for the particular child.  Because everybody has 
different learning methods, I think that is essential.  Ultimately, this involves, I think, a duplicitous argument and 
proposition to the grandparents or the parents to the effect, “If you really love your children, you’ll take this debt 
on, because only those people who don’t love their children would refuse to take on this kind of program.” 
Really, it is bribery and seduction, which I think is unconscionable in today’s world, and I believe that the state 
government has a responsibility to ensure that operators cannot offer such an unproven, high-risk, high-cost and 
high-debt program without ensuring that people also understand their consumer rights to withdraw from a 
contract, if during the cooling-off period they reconsider their position.  I would be interested to know whether 
the minister has had any investigations carried out in this field and whether she has any further evidence to show 
how people can exercise their rights to cancel contracts that they have entered into, or withdraw from the 
undertaking during the cooling-off period.  Secondly, I would like to know what we can all do to publicise the 
need for parents and grandparents to take alternative advice on the sorts of products that are being offered. 
Minister, it is no surprise that these programs are being offered now.  Australia, and indeed Western Australia, 
used to be rated at the very top in the world for educational investment by the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development.  I know that all members in this chamber will be concerned that the latest OECD 
report shows that Australia is now rated twenty-eighth of all OECD countries for investment in education.  That 
decline lies solely at the feet of the federal government.  It is no wonder that people are being sucked into 
unscrupulous and duplicitous marketing by educational gimmickry. 

MS S.M. McHALE (Kenwick - Minister for Consumer Protection) [9.35 am]:  I thank the member for 
Riverton for raising this issue and for highlighting what is an issue of deep concern to me.  In fact, I am really 
pleased the member has raised it, because all members should be aware of the practice of a number of companies 
that seem intent on preying on that natural desire of parents, grandparents and carers to see their children succeed 
academically.  That is a desire that all parents naturally have.  However, a number of parents have recently been 
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preyed upon in a very unscrupulous way.  They have been almost emotionally blackmailed into thinking that 
they have to buy this product. 

I can report to the house that in the past 12 months the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection has 
received 26 complaints against five separate companies engaged in the sale of various maths-tutoring software 
packages for school-aged children.  I think that number will grow, and it is a matter that we are working on.  Of 
those 26 complaints, I can report that 13 achieved a settlement to the consumers’ satisfaction, but it still took the 
intervention of the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection to protect these families.  However, the 
continued problems with these businesses have led the department to take formal action to address the concerns 
about the unethical and, in some cases, allegedly illegal conduct of some of these operations. 

All complaints relate to the same type of behaviour; that is, blackmail, pressuring families, the guilt trip and the 
sort of thing we have heard: “If you love your children, you’ll buy this product”, and obviously only those 
parents who do not love their children will not buy the product.  It all relates to the same type of behaviour.  
Several consumers have complained that they have received unsolicited telephone calls from a representative of 
a company, claiming to be conducting an educational survey.  Others have been contacted by virtue of having 
entered and won a competition - probably like the member’s constituents - not for the product, but for an 
educational assessment, so they are duped right from the beginning.  Although the means of contact might differ, 
all complainants ended up having a salesperson in their home and being pressured into signing up for these 
maths-tutoring packages.  All complainants reported that once the salesperson had left and the pressure was off, 
they soon realised that they could not afford the product.  We are not talking about something that is 
inexpensive; we are talking about something that costs in excess of $5 000.  Therefore, they could not afford it.  
Many also claim that the final product did not live up to their expectations anyway.  Typically, the companies 
played on the fears of parents that their child might be left behind scholastically if they did not sign up, and it 
was their duty to their children to do it. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  Minister, is there any evidence that that has been targeted at working families, migrant 
families and non-English-speaking families? 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  Not directly.  We do have a case of a migrant family.  However, we fear that certainly low-
income families who cannot afford the product and those who have strong aspirations for their children to 
succeed, particularly if they have come from a country in which the education system is not as strong as ours, are 
vulnerable.  Companies typically claim their programs would be an educational aid to students, and they cost in 
excess of $5 000 or $6 000.  Also, as the member for Riverton has said, a number of the companies even offered 
finance for their products at an interest rate in the region of 19 per cent to 24 per cent.   

There is one particularly shocking example of the unethical behaviour of a company.  It relates to a woman who 
entered a competition for her neighbour’s children to win what she believed was a free tutoring package.  The 
woman was contacted by telephone and told that she had been selected in the draw.  An appointment was made 
to have the children assessed but when the salesperson arrived, she was told that she had not won the program; 
she had just won a free assessment.  So, the person was already in the house, and the woman had in fact been 
trying to win the package for her migrant neighbours.  Then, the salesperson attempted to sell the program to the 
woman’s neighbours, in this case, a Sudanese refugee family.  The father is a student, the mother works in a low-
paid job because her qualifications were not recognised, and when the parents informed the distributor that they 
could not afford the payments of $40 a week, they were told that if they loved their children, they would manage 
the cost. 

I believe that this is not an uncommon story, with complaints against a number of companies being acted upon.  
One of these companies is ASM Australian Specialised Maths Pty Ltd, which is currently being prosecuted by 
the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection.  The company has been charged with breaches of the 
Door to Door Trading Act for providing the service and accepting payment within the cooling-off period, and 
with breaching the Fair Trading Act for misleading consumers with regard to their right to rescind the contract.  
This is really important.  We are seeking restitution for the $5 480 paid, as well as estimated interest costs.  We 
want to at least recoup the funds in full.  I believe there is a hearing listed in October.  Four other companies are 
also being investigated for similar breaches.  In these cases, in which finance has been provided, the Department 
of Consumer and Employment Protection will also carry out assessments to ensure compliance with the uniform 
Consumer Credit Code. 

We believe this is a serious problem for parents, and we will coordinate warnings to parents of Western 
Australian schoolchildren.  Parents will be advised through school newsletters to be wary of the program, and to 
understand that if they enter into a door-to-door contract, there is a cooling-off period; a right to cancel the 
contract within 10 days.  We will also offer assistance through the Department of Consumer and Employment 
Protection and, hopefully, we can raise this issue in the media.  I thank the member for Riverton, because this 
really is something that has the potential to affect many low-income families, particularly vulnerable migrant 
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families.  The member for Riverton has given me the opportunity to raise this in Parliament and to urge all 
members to be aware of it. 
 


