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SCHOOLS — SUICIDE AND SELF-HARM PREVENTION GUIDELINES — 
ST MARY MacKILLOP COLLEGE 

Statement by Minister for Education and Training 
HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Minister for Education and Training) [2.16 pm]: In late May 
this year, Mr Mark Cummins, a former teacher at St Mary MacKillop College, wrote to me alleging the guidelines 
for students with suicidal behaviour and non-suicidal self-injury were not followed at the school. Following receipt 
of this correspondence, I asked the Department of Education to investigate these claims. I note that Mr Cummins has 
also lodged a petition calling for a parliamentary inquiry into the extent to which all schools in Western Australia 
have adopted and complied with the guidelines. President, youth suicide is tragic and complex. I express my 
deepest sympathy to the family of the St Mary MacKillop College student. In my experience, both personally and 
in this role, there is never one single contributing factor to suicide and the suicide of a child is devastating. Schools 
have a role to play in not only promoting mental health and wellbeing, but also identifying, supporting and 
referring vulnerable students. However, schools are not in themselves mental health institutions. 
In March this year, the Minister for Mental Health announced an overhaul of the state’s infant, child and adolescent 
mental health system. This overhaul will see all 32 recommendations of the Final report: Ministerial taskforce 
into public mental health services for infants, children and adolescents aged 0-18 years in WA implemented. In 
2018, in recognition of the growing emergence of suicide ideation and suicide, the Department of Education led 
a cross-sectoral development of guidelines for suicidal behaviour and non-suicidal self-injury, which were endorsed 
by the public, independent and Catholic education systems. These guidelines are not mandated; however, they are 
designed to be used in conjunction with existing school-based policies. The guidelines provide assistance for school 
staff to recognise, support and respond to student suicidal behaviour and non-suicidal self-injury. They support school 
planning in a variety of contexts, including disclosures, risk assessment, risk management planning and postvention. 
These guidelines are reviewed on an annual basis. The department has advised me that on the information provided 
by both Mr Cummins and Catholic Education Western Australia—CEWA—there does not appear to be evidence 
to support Mr Cummins’ concerns of systemic failure. It is important to note that the implementation of the guidelines 
is not mandatory. However, all non-government schools are required to comply with the registration standards and 
other requirements under part 4 of the School Education Act 1999, which includes providing a satisfactory level 
of care for all students. 
Having considered the evidence provided, the department advises me that it does not appear that St Mary MacKillop 
College is failing to meet the registration requirements relating to student wellbeing. Moreover, it appears that the 
college, in conjunction with CEWA, has a number of measures in place to raise awareness of the guidelines and 
support Catholic schools in relation to student mental health and, in particular, suicide risk and the implementation 
of the guidelines. Furthermore, CEWA advises that it is currently progressing additional strategies to support 
schools and improve its visibility across the system for students identified as being at suicide risk. I have requested 
an update in three months on the measures that are still being implemented. 

In public schools, department leaders, school psychologists, school leaders, student services staff and teachers are 
supported to implement the guidelines through presentations, online learning modules and support materials. The 
guidelines complement the training made available in public and non-government schools, such as for Gatekeeper 
suicide prevention training, and teen mental health first aid for students. It is important to note that in addition 
to these guidelines, the state government made a $42.2 million election commitment to employ an additional 
100 FTE school psychologists in WA public schools, with commensurate funding for non-government schools to 
employ additional psychologists. This additional funding expanded the number of school psychologists working 
in Western Australian schools. 

As I mentioned earlier, the overhaul of mental health services for young people is another way that the government 
is addressing this important issue. Although no-one can guarantee that every person in every school is aware of 
the guidelines, the department’s inquiries have confirmed that the guidelines are communicated across all sectors 
and supported by other school-based policies. Having carefully reviewed Mr Cummins’ concerns and the information 
provided to me by the department, I do not support Mr Cummins’ broad suggestion that there is a systemic lack 
of awareness of the guidelines. I am, though, deeply saddened by the loss of life at St Mary MacKillop College, 
and I again extend my sympathies to the family and friends of that student. 
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SCHOOLS — SUICIDE AND SELF-HARM PREVENTION GUIDELINES

609. Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS to the Minister for Education and Training:

I refer to the School response and planning guidelines for students with suicidal behaviour and non-suicidal self-
injury, which, according to the minister's ministerial statement yesterday, was endorsed by the three education sectors of
Catholic Education WA, the Association of Independent Schools of WA and the Department of Education WA in 2018.

(1) Did the endorsement from each of the three sections of the education system equate to a general indication of support
but not a commitment to adopt and deliver the plan?

(2) Did that endorsement from each section involve a written response?

(3) If yes to (2), please table a copy of each response.

(4) Please table the direction or correspondence to each section that indicates that the guidelines are optional.

Hon SUE ELLERY replied:

I thank the honourable member for some notice of the question. I think he is looking for something that he is just not
going to find.

(1)–(4) The guidelines were developed collaboratively by the public and Catholic education systems, and AISWA
representing independent schools. They developed them in a joint process. They did not then sign a letter saying
that they agreed with this. They were part of putting it together. The guidelines are intended to be used in
conjunction with existing school-based policies and complement, not replace, the skills and knowledge gained
through attending training such as youth mental health first aid and Gatekeeper suicide prevention.
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