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Dear

Thank you for your letter dated 20 October 2022 regarding petition No. 058 - School
response to self-injury and suicidal behaviour.

Youth mental health and wellbeing, and suicide in particular, is complex and requires
a cooperative approach by professionals across a range of expertise. Every case of
the suicide of a young person is tragic, and I express my deepest condolences to the
families of those who have been lost. As places where young people spend many of
their hours, schools have an important role in promoting mental health and wellbeing
and supporting vulnerable students.

The Department of Education has advised that in 2018, in recognition of the growing
emergence of student suicidal ideation and suicide, the Department, through the
Response to Suicide and Self Harm in Schools Program (Schools Response
Program), led the development of cross-sectoral School response and planning
guidelines for students with suicidal behaviour and non-suicidal self-injury (the
guidelines) for schools to use when planning their response to student suicidal
behaviour and non-suicidal self-injury.

Once developed, these guidelines were endorsed by all 3 educational systems/sectors
- Catholic Education Western Australia (CEWA), the Department of Education and the
Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia (AISWA) and disseminated
according to the practice of each system/sector. Since then, there has been a regular
review cycle to ensure their continued relevance as an evidence-based document
guiding best practice in a school setting.

I acknowledge and share the principal petitioner s concern for students at risk of
suicide and self-harm and asked the Department of Education to enquire into the
concerns he raised. Having carefully reviewed the principal petitioner s concerns and
the information provided by the Department, I do not support his broad suggestion that
there is a systemic lack of awareness of the guidelines.

The principal petitioner raises several concerns in his submission to the committee.
To assist the committee’s preliminary enquiries, I have addressed each concern
below.
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1. The guidelines were not followed for each of 22 students identified at St Mary
Mackillop Catholic College (Busselton) as being at 'high risk 

The principal petitioner has previously claimed that he informed CEWA that he had a
list of 20 students for whom risk management plans were not formulated, and in his
complaint to CEWA claimed to have uncovered  numerous  cases in which the
guidelines or the  Together’ document1 were not followed The princi al petitioner’s
correspondence with CEWA outlined 2 specific cases

Following receipt of the principal petitioner’s concerns, CEWA reviewed several
aspects of the college’s circumstances, including the 2 specific students in question
CEWA advises that risk assessments for these students were recorded and parents
were engaged In relation to another student, CEWA acknowledges that there may
have been risk indicators present and opportunities to pursue further enquiry missed,
and CEWA committed to (and advises it has since delivered) further training and
development for the staff identified

Respecting student confidentiality is identified in the guidelines as an important
consideration in the care of a young person. The guidelines also acknowledge that
information may sometimes need to be shared without consent if not sharing it puts
the wellbeing of the person at further risk, and in those cases, sharing should be
directly related to planning for safety While the principal petitioner has expressed
concern that the guidelines were not followed for a significant number of students, it is
noted that in his role as Head of Year, he may not have been fully aware of the
circumstances and actions taken for those students

2 Two mental health nurses and a social worker resigned from the college because
it was failing to comply with the guidelines

The Department’s enquiries with CEWA did not support the principal petitioner’s
assertion about the reasons for these resignations

3 The principal petitioner sought information from contacts at other Catholic,
Independent and public schools and found that non-compliance to the guidelines
is systemic across all sectors

The principal petitioner has previously provided the names of several Catholic schools
that he claims were not following the guidelines, although does not appear to have
named specific Independent or public schools

In relation to those Catholic schools, CEWA enquired directly to ascertain how the
schools raised awareness of the guidelines In each of those schools, there were key
staff (such as senior staff, psychologists, counsellors, etc) who had completed
Gatekeeper Suicide Prevention training Further, these schools had other measures
to support awareness of how to appropriately respond to students identified as being
at risk, many of these directly referencing the guidelines.

1 CEWA advises that following a suspected student suicide at the college in early 2021, the principal petitioner was tasked by the
college with writing a procedural document relating to student mental health The resultant Together document was not approved
by the Principal, had not been developed in collaboration, was unclear and was not universally accepted Nonetheless, the
principal petitioner appears to be of the belief that the Together document should have been followed
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More broadly, the Department s enquiries have confirmed that the guidelines are
regularly communicated to schools in all 3 sectors, including through formalised
training, email notifications, and references during seminars, etc

The principal petitioner has not indicated the roles of those people he has contacted
at other schools Without knowing this information, it is possible that those people may
not be in roles where they would necessarily have a high level of awareness of the
guidelines Rather, these schools may have general mechanisms, not necessarily
under the guise of the guidelines, for staff generally to raise concerns with staff most
responsible for student wellbeing, who then apply the guidelines

4 The Minister s statement that the guidelines are not mandatory is misleading

To avoid any misunderstanding, I can confirm that the guidelines are not mandatory.
They are jointly developed by the Department, AISWA and CEWA and are made
available to all schools Schools are encouraged, but not required, to follow them. That
said, CEWA has adopted a policy position (Executive Directive - Student Safety,
Wellbeing and Behaviour) requiring all of its schools to follow the guidelines

The guidelines are embedded in school communities which are empowered to
respond to their local context The information and guidance is designed to be used in
conjunction with existing school-based policies and processes and in consultation with
professionals with mental health specialist knowledge. Implementation of the
guidelines will be variable across contexts of all Western Australian schools

Due to the importance of the guidelines, there are both systemic and regional
strategies in place to support implementation Implementation can vary depending on
the context in which they are being applied.

5. In reference to Independent schools, why are the guidelines continually endorsed
and promoted if the Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia have
no power, authority or will to regulate

AISWA is a non-profit organisation that supports, represents and promotes the
interests of Independent schools Its membership includes the majority of Independent
schools in Western Australia. AISWA is not the governing body of Independent
schools and therefore does not operate its member schools and cannot direct them
toward certain actions

The Department of Education, however, is empowered under Part 4 of the School
Education Act 1999 to direct schools toward compliance with the registration
standards determined by the Minister and the other requirements of the Act The
Department’s role is described further under item 6 below.
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Notwithstanding AISWA s lack of authority to direct schools to implement the
guidelines, there is significant value in AISWA s support and promotion of the
guidelines To this end, the Department provides significant funding to AISWA (and
CEWA) for school psychology services under a grant agreement The most recent
grant agreement was expanded to allow AISWA (and CEWA) to use grant funds for
the purposes of promoting, reviewing, implementing (or otherwise engaging with) the
guidelines AISWA advises that it builds capacity and supports schools in relation to
the guidelines in several ways, including distributing the guidelines, raising awareness
through a range of activities, including existing events, delivery of Gatekeeper Suicide
Prevention and Youth Mental Health First Aid training, and postvention support

Broadly speaking, although not mandatory, the guidelines provide immense value by
complementing existing school risk mitigation strategies and external support
mechanisms provided to schools

6 All educational systems/sectors/associations in WA have failed to adequately audit
their schools to ensure compliance

The principal petitioner s notion of  auditing’ to ensure ‘compliance’ is misplaced As
the guidelines are not mandatory, compliance with the guidelines is not required and
an audit of compliance would not be appropriate

As outlined above, however, non-government schools are required to comply with
requirements under Part 4 of the School Education Act 1999, including to provide
satisfactory levels of care for all students enrolled This includes developing and
implementing policies and procedures to support student health, safety and wellbeing
This requirement has a broad focus on building a positive school culture that promotes
wellbeing and diversity, and in responding appropriately where student care may be
at risk, such as by accidents, bullying and mental health Non-government schools’
governing bodies also have a non-delegable duty of care to students

The Department’s assessment of schools’ provision of satisfactory levels of care
(which includes desktop evaluation and school inspections as required), reflects the
broad nature of the requirement Policies and procedures, and their implementation
and communication, are considered wholistically in the context of a school’s broader
policy framework, its operating context, and risk profile

In keeping with this approach, accountability frameworks for non-government schools
focus on arrangements that encompass a range of student risks, such as risk
assessment, staffing, training, communication, student support, reporting and
engagement with external agencies, and family engagement They also focus on how
the school’s governing body engages with the duty of care to students

A school’s arrangements in relation to very specific risks, such as suicidal behaviour
and non-suicidal self injury, would generally only be specifically assessed where a
particular risk has been identified to the Department This might be through the receipt
of a concern from a parent or staff member, or through consideration of a reportable
incident notification
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The Department s assessments in relation to students at risk are also cognisant of the
broader context in which individual non-government schools operate. These include
centralised support available through some governing bodies (such as CEWA and the
Anglican Schools Commission) and AISWA, cross-sectoral communication protocols,
government agencies (such as the Department of Health and Mental Health
Commission), non-government providers such as GPs and Beyond Blue, and for some
schools, religious or other community organisations

In schools governed by CEWA under a system agreement with the Minister, CEWA
applies its own framework of considering how schools follow the guidelines As
indicated in the principal petitioner s submission to the committee, CEWA has
committed to including specific reference to the guidelines in each school’s Quality
Catholic Education School Review

In public schools, familiarity and awareness of the guidelines is raised amongst
Department leaders, school psychologists, school leaders, student services staff and
teachers, through activities such as emails, presentations with supporting
PowerPoints, online learning through the student services modules and consultation
The guidelines stand alongside other supports available to both public and
non-government schools, including staff training programs such as Gatekeeper
Suicide Prevention training and Youth Mental Health First Aid training, and Teen
Mental Health First Aid for students

Schools also have access to school psychologists and other student services staff for
advice and support to implement processes for the identification of, and response to,
student suicidal behaviour and non-suicidal self-injury

Schools have an important role in supporting students to develop into young men and
women. This role cannot be in isolation, however, and must be complemented and
cooperative with the range of other factors that can impact a student’s development
Just like student violence, relationship breakdown, mental health, and drug and
alcohol use, suicidal behaviour and non-suicidal self injury are complex issues, which
reflect the broader community in which a school exists

Documents and procedures like the guidelines, supported by the Mental Health
Commission and developed cross-sectorally with Youth Focus and Child and
Adolescent Mental Health Services, are key elements in supporting students at risk

7 The principal petitioner has identified  some’ schools which adhere to the
guidelines, but knowledge of and compliance with the guidelines is  completely
non-existent’ in other schools and has been since 2018

While I am pleased that the principal petitioner has identified schools that are following
the guidelines, on the information available to me, I contest the inference that there is
a systemic lack of awareness or failure to implement the guidelines across schools
generally As described above, there are numerous strategies in place to raise
awareness of the guidelines and to support their implementation, regardless of
whether the school is public, Catholic or Independent

5



Concluding comments

I thank the Committee for the opportunity to assist it with its preliminary enquiries for
this petition.

Like the principal petitioner, I am deeply saddened by the loss of life at St Mary
Mackillop Catholic College, and other schools that have tragically lost students who
have ended their own lives. Suicide by young people is incredibly complex, and in my
experience, is often driven by multiple contributing factors.

It is this complexity that requires a collaborative and cooperative approach by a range
of service providers in promoting mental health and wellbeing and in responding to
students at risk. The guidelines are just one element of how this occurs, noting that
schools are not in themselves mental health institutions.
While I acknowledge the principal petitioner s passion for supporting young people at
risk, on the information available to me as Minister for Education and Training, I have
not reached the same conclusions he has that there is a systemic failure to implement
the guidelines. Rather, I am reassured that effective measures are in place to raise
awareness of the guidelines and to support their implementation in each individual
school s context.

Our collective knowledge of risks associated with young people’s mental health
continually develops and as a community we cannot tolerate even one student suicide.
It is my sincere hope, as we grow our understanding of these tragic events and
communicate our learnings to key members of the community such as through the
annual review of the guidelines, that we can identify young people at risk and provide
them with the supports they need to survive and thrive.

Thank you again for this opportunity to comment.

Yours sincerely

SUE ELLERY MLC
MINISTER FOR EDUCATION AND TRAINING

1   NOV 2022
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