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Teachers’ notes

This year marks the centenary of the election of the first woman to a Parliament 

in Australia. That woman was Edith Cowan and it was here in the Parliament of 

Western Australia that she was elected. Edith Cowan was a Western Australian

who overcame great tragedy in her younger years, to emerge as one of this 

country’s most significant social reformers. 

To mark this significant event, the Parliamentary Education Office has produced

this commemorative resource which includes fact sheets with accompanying

learning activities and scripted plays. These plays can be used in either the 

classroom or in a school assembly.  In this resource you will learn about Edith’s early 

life, the women’s suffrage movement, her election and political life.

Edith Cowan is an engaging role model, whose fascinating life has left a powerful 

legacy. This year, a century after Edith’s election to Parliament is the perfect

time to learn about, commemorate and honour one of Western Australia’s

most important historical figures. This resource is linked to the Western Australian

Civics and Citizenship curriculum. The specific units are on the final page.

Underpin your civics and citizenship programming 

by celebrating one of this country’s most important 

historical and social figures. Don’t forget to make 

Friday 12 March (the centenary of her election) your

Edith Cowan Assembly Day.  

100 
Edith Cowan elected to the Parliament of Western Australia

   1921-2021
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Fact Sheets
Edith Cowan’s Early Life

Edith Dircksey Cowan was born on 2 August 1861 on the remote Glengarry station, near Geraldton.

Edith was the second eldest child of Kenneth Brown (1837-76) and Mary Eliza Dircksey Wittenoom

(1839-68). Edith’s mother, Mary was a teacher and her father Kenneth, an explorer and pastoralist. 

Edith experienced tragedy at an early age. In 1868, Edith’s mother, Mary died during childbirth

along with her child. Edith was just seven years of age. Following her mother’s death, Edith and

her sister were separated from her brothers. Edith went to boarding school in Perth. 

In primary school, Edith met her future husband, James Cowan. Sadly at the age

of 16, Edith faced further tragedy with the  death of her stepmother and later, her father in 1876. 

Now an orphan, Edith was brought up by her grandmother, Eliza Brown. Edith spent much of the 

1870s with her grandmother in Guildford and attended the Rectory School. She was taught by 

Canon Sweeting who had also taught Western Australia’s first Premier, John Forrest. Sweeting had 

a big influence on Edith’s early life, instilling the value of education and freedom of thought 

and expression. 

In 1879, at the age of 18 years, Edith married James Cowan, the boy she had met in primary school.

James was now a Registrar and Master of the Supreme Court. They had five children.

What tragedy did Edith experience at the age of seven?

Where was Edith sent to school following this event?

What other tragedies did Edith experience when she was 16?

Apart from Edith, which other prominent Western Australian was taught by Canon Sweeting?

What significant event happened to Edith in 1879?

What role do you think education played in Edith’s life?

Question Activity
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Fact Sheets
Edith Cowan and Women’s Suffrage

The word suffrage simply means the right to vote in elections. Women who campaign for this right are called 

suffragettes. Edith Cowan was a suffragette. In 1890, when Western Australia gained self-government, no women in

Western Australia were allowed to vote. Edith was not the only suffragette. There were two prominent women’s 

organisations at the time: the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) and the Karrakatta Club whose 

members campaigned for change. The WCTU officially launched their suffrage campaign in 1893. During 

that year, three motions were moved in Parliament to give women the vote but all of them were defeated.

It is useful to read some of the comments of that time to understand why these motions were rejected by the 

majority of the men in Parliament: Alexander Forrest (West Kimberley) made clear his views about women and

the vote: ‘the proper place for a woman was to look after her home and not be running all over the place’.

His colleague, T.F. Quinlan claimed that his experience of women at elections was that they were ‘somewhat weak

in mind,’ and that ‘ladies, like cats, were best at home.’ 

In 1894, a delegation of union women petitioned the Premier, Sir John Forrest for voting rights, however he refused. 

The same year, Edith Cowan became the first secretary of the newly formed Karrakatta Club. With Edith’s strong 

public speaking skills and 38 foundation members, the push for women’s suffrage strengthened. Finally in 1899, 

Premier Forrest agreed to have the question of women’s suffrage put to the vote. Women won the right to vote later 

that year. However Aboriginal women were still not allowed to vote, neither were Aboriginal men, unless they held

freehold title to land. 

What is meant by the term suffrage?

What rights were denied to women in 1890 when WA gained self-government? 

What two important organisations campaigned for women’s rights during this time?

What attitudes did some members have towards women in 1893?

When was the Karrakatta Club founded?

In what year did women win the right to vote?

What other members of society were still denied the right to vote?

Why is it important that everyone contributes to rule making? 

Provide an example of when you have helped make a rule? 

Question Activity
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Fact Sheets
Edith Cowan - Election

Although women’s suffrage was finally won in Western Australia in 1899, it was not until 1920 that women 

won the right to sit in Parliament. At the age of 59, Edith Cowan was one of four women who contested 

the election in 1921. Edith ran against the state’s most senior lawmaker, the Member for West Perth, 

Attorney General TP Draper.  

Edith’s decision to sit in Parliament was a natural extension of her campaign for women to obtain 

the vote. Although Edith was not assured of the men’s vote in the wealthy electorate of West Perth, 

many of their wives had worked with her over the years and supported her campaign. Edith used an 

open letter, posters and newspaper advertisements. Having spent 30 years in community work, Edith 

believed that women could repair shortcomings in laws on the cost of food, protection of children, 

health, education and women’s rights. Edith was accused of being a disgrace to women and of 

neglecting her husband and children, despite her children being adults and her husband being one 

of her primary campaigners. The newspapers were also generally negative about Edith’s campaign.

Edith won the seat of West Perth and became the first female member of an Australian Parliament. 

In appreciation of her campaign committee, Edith gifted a small brooch with a gumnut, split down the

centre conveying the message that the West Perth seat had been difficult to win, or as her friend said

“a tough nut to crack”. 

Question Activity
What year did women win the right to run for Parliament in Western Australia?

What were three issues that Edith cared about?

What was Edith accused of during the campaign?

Why do you think the newspapers were generally negative towards Edith running for Parliament?

Why did Edith give a gumnut brooch to her campaign committee?

What were some of Edith’s characteristics that helped prepare her for the campaign?

Why do you think it was important for women to have the right to sit in Parliament?
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Fact Sheets
Edith Cowan - Political Life

Edith was elected on 12 March 1921, but it was not until July that Edith rose to 

give her first ever speech in Parliament.

‘I stand here today in the unique position of being the first woman in an Australian Parliament. 

I know many people think perhaps that it was not the wisest thing to do to send a woman into 

Parliament, and perhaps I should remind hon. members that one of the reasons why women and 

men also considered it advisable to do so, was because it was felt that men need a reminder 

sometimes from women beside them that will make them realise all that can be done for the race 

and for the home. I have been sent here more from that standpoint than from any other…’

(Parliamentary Debates, 28 July 1921)

During this speech, in which she was regularly heckled by Members and people in the public gallery,  

Edith also expressed her displeasure that mothers were charged extra for taking prams on trains 

and suggested to the Minister for Railways that he too should carry an infant in one arm and a bag 

of groceries in the other. Standing up for the vulnerable and calling out injustice were two of Edith’s

strong characteristics throughout her political career and later life. Edith’s biographer, grandson,

Peter Cowan, in ‘A Unique Position’ noted that Edith Cowan showed great courage, outspokenness,

[and] a remarkably clear and logical mind’ in her public life. 

Apart from promoting the rights of women, Edith was also a strong advocate for free education, the rights 

of children, child endowment (government financial assistance for raising children), greater regional

funding for schools, infant health centres, hospitals and roads and the right for women to enter

professional occupations. 

Question Activity

Why do you think Edith was heckled during her first speech?

What point was Edith making when she suggested to the Minister for Transport that he should carry an 

infant and bag of groceries down the street?

Why do you think Edith was so committed to standing up for the vulnerable?

List three issues Edith cared strongly about during her time in Parliament:

If you were a Member of Parliament, what issues would you care strongly about?
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Props and Costume List
Character Prop Costume

Narrator
Storyteller 

• Large book • Jacket

Kenneth Brown
Edith’s father

• Suitcase
• School hat

• Checked shirt
• Akubra (farmers’ hat)

Mary Brown (Wittenoom)
Edith’s mother

• A couple of books
• An apple (if wanted)

• Long dress, or skirt and blouse

Three Sheep
Sheep one, two and three 

• Doll
• Book
• Ring x 2
• Veil
• Gum-nuts

• Wool hat (see Character Notes
• White tracksuit/jumper, T-shirt, gloves

Edith Cowan
First woman elected 

No props required (All of 
Edith’s props are handled by 
other characters)

• Dress
• Ribbon in hair (that is removed 
  later in play)

Miss Cowan One
Manager of boarding 
school

• Dark rimmed glasses
• Necklace

• Long black/dark coloured dress
N.B. Sisters need to be dressed 
the same

Miss Cowan Two
Manager of boarding 
school

• Dark rimmed glasses
• Necklace

• Long black/dark coloured dress
N.B. Sisters need to be dressed the 
same

Grandmother
Edith’s grandmother

• Tea-towel • Apron

continued on page 9

Edith Cowan Class Play
100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament
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Character Prop Costume

James Cowan
Edith’s husband

  No props required
• Black clothes
• Black robe
• White wig

Woman
Single mum/foster mum

  No props required • Dress

Child 
Foster child

• Teddy bear • Dress, or shorts and shirt

Woman with Hat
Member of Karrakatta Club

• Pearl necklace

• Dress
• Hat (stylish)
• Gloves  (costume gloves, 
  not rubber gloves)

Doctor
King Edward Memorial

• Stethoscope • White (lab) coat

Woman with Shawl
Volunteer for shelters

• Bowl • Scarf

Soldier
World War I soldier

• Rifle (if wanted)
• Crutch (if your soldier is an 
  injured returned soldier)

• Dressed in green
• Army hat

Red Cross Nurse
World War I Nurse

No props required
• Nurse’s uniform
• Nurse’s hat (with visible Red Cross)

Speaker
Legislative Assembly

No props required
• Black robe
• White wig

Crowd
People of Western 
Australia

No props required • Dressed in black

Edith Cowan Class Play 
100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament
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Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

One Act Play:
The NARRATOR sits on a stool with a large book opened on their lap. (The NARRATOR can read

from their script if needed). The NARRATOR should look like a story-teller. The CROWD sits/stands

opposite the NARRATOR. They should be dressed in black. The CHARACTER ACTORS (see props and 

costumes list) can sit on a line of chairs along the back of the performance space. Their props, if needed,

should be with them, laying on the floor so the audience can’t see them. The SHEEP are the most mobile 

characters in the play. They should start, preferably out-of-sight, possibly in an area behind the CROWD.

The other character that starts on stage is KENNETH BROWN (who stands down centre stage).

NARRATOR:   Welcome to our class play.  We are about to tell you a story about a 
very special Western Australian.  She was a very important figure in our history.
She’s on our fifty-dollar note and there is a university named after her.  
Do you know her name?  She is Edith Cowan, the first woman elected into an 
Australian Parliament. 

KENNETH: (who is frozen in spot until now): (Whistles, directions to an unseen dog.) Come by, 
boy. Come-by! No. Stand. Stand!

NARRATOR:   Edith was born at Glengarry, a sheep station in Geraldton.  
She was born on the 2nd August 1861. This man is Edith’s father, Kenneth Brown.

KENNETH: (Whistles, points wildly into the audience, acts like he is giving directions to an unseen 

dog.)   No, get back! Get-back! (Takes hat off and slaps it against his leg.) Stupid dog.  

Enter MARY BROWN – Edith’s mother. She carries a couple of books (and an apple – if wanted). She 

walks over to KENNETH.

NARRATOR:   This is Edith’s mum. Her name is Mary Eliza Dircksey Wittenoom.  
She works as a teacher at the local school.

MARY: (To audience) Hello everyone. (To Kenneth)  Hello, dear. Are you having a good 
day? How’s the dog?

KENNETH: Terrible. We have to get a new dog. This one is broken.
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Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

THREE SHEEP enter. The Sheep will be used through-out Edith’s story. They move to front of stage. 

SHEEP ONE, SHEEP TWO and SHEEP THREE: (together)  Ha! Ha! Ha! 
THREE SHEEP move behind Kenneth and Mary.

NARRATOR:   I think it is time to introduce Edith.

EDITH enters. A young school girl, wearing a simple dress. Ribbon in her hair.

EDITH:  Morning mum, morning dad. Morning sheep.

NARRATOR:   Poor Edith had a tragic childhood.   She was only seven years old 
when her mum died. 

MARY walks back to her position. KENNETH walks back to his position, collects a suitcase and a 

school hat. KENNETH returns to EDITH. The THREE SHEEP move to side of stage.

 

NARRATOR:   Soon afterwards Edith went to a boarding school in Perth.
KENNETH places the suitcase near Edith, puts the hat on her head, and shakes her hand, exits 

stage. THREE SHEEP enter, run to Edith – each give her an item in turn and then move into a 

position behind Edith. SHEEP ONE gives her a doll, SHEEP TWO gives her a book, SHEEP THREE 

gives her gumnuts. The SHEEP, once in position, all wave with the same hand – above their head 

so that the audience can see.

SHEEP ONE:   Bye (to sound like Baa).

SHEEP TWO:  Bye (to sound like Baa).

SHEEP THREE:  Bye (to sound like Baa).

EDITH:  Thank you for your gifts. My favourite doll. My favourite book. 
My . . . some gumnuts! How special!  

SHEEP exit to their position.

NARRATOR:  The boarding school was run by the two Cowan sisters.
Enter COWAN SISTER ONE who will enter and stand on Edith LEFT side and COWAN SISTER TWO 
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Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

who will enter and stand on Edith’s RIGHT side. (Please note: STAGE LEFT and STAGE RIGHT is from 

the PERFORMERS’ POINT OF VIEW.) 

COWAN ONE:   Good morning Edith, I’m Miss Cowan.

COWAN TWO:  Welcome to boarding school Edith, I’m Miss Cowan.

EDITH: (to COWAN ONE) Good morning Miss Cowan. (to COWAN TWO) Good morning 
Miss Cowan.

COWAN ONE and COWAN TWO (together):  Good morning Edith. 

NARRATOR:   Edith studied at the boarding school for many years. She was learning 
new things and developing new interests. 

COWAN ONE:  English and history.

COWAN TWO:  Science and maths.

NARRATOR:   Edith was finally getting used to her new life.   That was when 
tragedy struck.   Edith’s young life was shattered and thrown into disarray when 
her father and step-mother died.

CROWD (MOURNER 1):  Rest in peace.

CROWD (MOURNER 2):  Poor Edith.

CROWD (MOURNER 3):  What is she to do?

NARRATOR:  Time passed.   Edith preferred her own company. Edith was a 
solitary girl who liked to be by herself, rather than be with the other students. 
They tried to involve her in their activities but Edith always declined.

CROWD (STUDENT ONE):  Come on Edith, do you want to play a game with us?

CROWD (ALL):  Yeah, come on Edith. It will be fun.
EDITH: (Reading her book)   No, thank you, I’m happy here. Have fun.



13

Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

CROWD (STUDENT TWO):   Edith, do you want to have lunch with us under this tree?

CROWD (ALL):  Yeah, yeah, come on Edith. We can talk to each other.

EDITH: (Reading her book)   No, thank you, really, I am happy here.

NARRATOR:   Yet, despite being a solitary person, Edith wanted to help as many 
people as she could. She was interested in looking after women and children. 
The tragedy of her childhood experience led Edith to become committed to the 
social reforms that would enhance women’s lives. Reforms that would lead to the 
proper care for mothers and children.

EDITH:  I believe that I need to make a stand to help women and children of this 
state. Someone needs to help in the making of laws that protect the disadvantaged 
in our society.

NARRATOR:   After her father’s death, Edith left boarding school and moved to 
Guildford to live with her grandmother.
The THREE SHEEP enter, pick up her suitcase, doll and book, and exits. EDITH removes school hat 

and gives it to one of the SHEEP to take away. SHEEP exits. EDITH keeps the gum-nuts.

Enter GRANDMOTHER, she is wearing an apron and holding a tea-towel.

GRANDMOTHER:  Tea will be ready shortly, dear.

EDITH:  Okay, Grandma.

GRANDMOTHER:  Hurry up dear, tea is on the table.

EDITH:  Coming Grandma.

GRANDMOTHER exits.

NARRATOR:  Edith continued with her studies. She loved to learn about new things. 
It was at this stage that Edith developed a life-long belief in the value of education, 

as well as a love of books and reading.
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Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

Enter JAMES COWAN wearing black clothes, a black robe and a wig. Walks up to centre-up-stage, 

looks around then notices EDITH.

NARRATOR:  Edith was about to meet a young man called James Cowan. Yes, 
another Cowan.

JAMES:  Hi, I’m James Cowan.

EDITH:  Another Cowan?

NARRATOR:   Yes, another Cowan. He is the brother of the two Cowan sisters who 
ran the boarding school.

JAMES:  My sisters run a boarding school.

EDITH:  I thought you looked familiar.

JAMES:  My sisters love working in education. Education is very important, but I 
don’t work in education like them. I am the Register of the Supreme Court.

EDITH:  I could tell by that lovely wig.

JAMES:  Why, thank you.

NARRATOR:   On the 12th November 1879, when she was eighteen years old, Edith 
and James were married.

Enter THREE SHEEP, SHEEP ONE carries a veil (gives to Edith), SHEEP TWO carries Edith’s wedding 

ring, SHEEP THREE carries JOHN’s wedding ring. Once SHEEP have given the gifts they move 

behind EDITH and JAMES and then ‘baa’ the first few bars of the ‘Wedding March’.

SHEEP ONE, SHEEP TWO, SHEEP THREE (together):  Baa, baa, baa-baa. Baa, baa, 
baa-baa.

SHEEP ONE, SHEEP TWO and SHEEP THREE exit, JAMES COWAN exit. Enter WOMAN with CHILD; 

a WOMAN wearing a stylish hat; a DOCTOR in a white lab-coat; a WOMAN with a shawl and 

bowl. Each character will stand up-stage behind Edith, two on each side. 

They will move forwards – down-stage – when they deliver their lines.
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Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

NARRATOR:   Edith Cowan became involved with a number of social issues, 
especially about women and children.
WOMAN and CHILD (holding Teddy bear) step forward.

WOMAN:  I needed help raising my foster child. S/he was orphaned at a young age
and I found it difficult to make a comfortable family life. Edith helped me with the 
support I needed to raise my child. 

CHILD:   Thanks Edith for helping my family.

NARRATOR:   Edith also worked hard to look after children and babies. 
She believed that children needed to be taken care off, especially if they didn’t 
have any parents to care for them.

WOMAN and CHILD step back. WOMAN wearing stylish hat steps forward.

WOMAN WEARING STYLISH HAT:  In 1894, Edith Cowan helped found the Karrakatta 
Club, the first Women’s Club in Australia. They helped women get the vote in 
Western Australia in 1899, the third place in the world to give women the vote.  
WOMAN wearing stylish hat steps back. DOCTOR steps forward.

DOCTOR:  In 1916, Edith Cowan’s efforts helped in the building of King Edward 
Memorial Hospital. Now women can get specialised care when they have babies.

NARRATOR:   Edith also worked tirelessly to look after the children who got in 
trouble with the law. She believed that children should not be tried as adults in the 
court system, so she founded the Children’s Protection Society.
DOCTOR steps back. WOMAN WITH SHAWL AND BOWL enters.

WOMAN WITH SHAWL AND BOWL:  In 1909, Mrs Edith Cowan helped form the 
Women’s Service Guild. We are a guild that works to improve the status of women, 
better conditions for female prisoners and worked to allow women to take 
important positions in courts and welfare work. 

NARRATOR:   The Women’s Service Guild also had an association with the 
Aboriginal Affairs to end the injustices experienced by Aboriginal people.
WOMAN WITH SHAWL AND BOWL steps back.  

Sound Effect (if possible, not necessary) – Mortar explosion.



16

Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

NARRATOR:  World War One.
Exit WOMAN with CHILD; a WOMAN WEARING STYLISH HAT; a DOCTOR in a white lab-coat; a 

WOMAN WITH SHAWL AND BOWL. A SOLDIER enters and walks to the front of the stage. RED 

CROSS NURSE enters and follows Soldier same position – stands beside Soldier.

SOLDIER:  Mrs Cowan here, helped us a lot, you know?   She collected all types of 
food and clothing and sent it to the boys at the front.

NURSE:  She also helped the returned soldiers after the war. The men who were 
hurt and suffering from the effects of the war.

EDITH:  I was the chairperson of the Red Cross Appeal and only a couple of years 
after the war, I was awarded an OBE, a special award from the King. 

Enter SHEEP ONE with an English flag, SHEEP TWO wearing a crown, and SHEEP THREE. SHEEP 

ONE holds up the flag, SHEEP TWO wears the crown and stands majestical, SHEEP THREE ‘baas’ 

a couple of notes from ‘Rule Britannia’. SOLDIER and RED CROSS NURSE exit. Exit SHEEP.

NARRATOR:  In 1920, Western Australia passed legislation that allowed women to 
stand for parliament. 

CROWD (ALL):  Yay!

EDITH:   I believe that domestic and social issues are not been given enough 
attention. I am going to run for Parliament.

NARRATOR:   At the age of fifty . . .

EDITH:  Ahem.

NARRATOR:   At the age of fifty-nine,(to Edith) sorry, you were, (To audience) she 
stood for the Nationalist seat for the Legislative Assembly seat of West Perth. 
Edith won a surprise victory.
Enter SHEEP – they stand behind Edith.

SHEEP ONE, SHEEP TWO, SHEEP THREE: Yay!
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Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

NARRATOR:   Edith won, winning by 46 votes and became the first woman in 
Australia elected to Parliament.
SHEEP sits down on floor behind Edith. Enter SPEAKER who stands behind the seated SHEEP.

SPEAKER:  Member for West Perth.

EDITH:  I stand here today in the unique position of being the first woman to be 
elected into an Australian Parliament. I believe that this is a way to highlight the 
need to look after the women and children of Western Australia.

CROWD (PUBLIC ONE):  Speaking of children, who is looking after yours?

EDITH:  They’re old enough to look after themselves.

SPEAKER:  Quiet in the gallery. Member, don’t encourage them.

EDITH:  It is important that men and women work together in making the laws for 
our state. One of my great wishes as a Member is to introduce a Bill to allow 
women to enter the professions.

CROWD (PUBLIC TWO): It’s a shame that a better looking woman wasn’t voted in.

SHEEP ONE, SHEEP TWO and SHEEP THREE (all together at same time) place their hand over their 

mouth in shock surprise!

SHEEP ONE, SHEEP TWO, SHEEP THREE (together):  Oh!

NARRATOR:   Edith Cowan was the first woman to be elected into an Australian 
Parliament. She successfully campaigned to allow women to enter the professions. 

SHEEP ONE, SHEEP TWO and SHEEP THREE exit.

EDITH:  Despite my accomplishments, I lost my seat at the next election. 

NARRATOR:  But that didn’t stop Edith. Throughout her life she worked on many 
projects and was involved with many different organisations. 
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Edith Cowan Class Play  100th Anniversary of her election to Parliament

CROWD (PUBLIC 1):  Perth Hospital Board.

CROWD (PUBLIC 2):  Bush Nursing Association.

CROWD (PUBLIC 3):  Girl Guides Council.

CROWD (PUBLIC 4):  Infant Health Association.

CROWD (PUBLIC 5):  Town Planning Association.

CROWD (PUBLIC 6):  A home for homeless women.

CROWD (PUBLIC 7):  The first day care centre for working families.

CROWD (PUBLIC 8):  The RSPCA.

EDITH:  The Western Australian National Council of Women and many, many more. 
I strived to make Western Australian a better place, a safer place, for all Western 
Australians. Despite all the hardships I endured, I still continued and never gave 
up. The gum-nut brooch I wear is a symbol of that hard work. This little nut. This 
tough little nut. A tough nut to crack.

NARRATOR:   Edith Cowan is still remembered today. The Edith Cowan University 
is named in her honour. She is commemorated on our fifty-dollar note. The next 
time you have a fifty dollar note, have a good look and see if you can find Edith’s 
gum-nut brooch. 

~ END ~
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Edith Cowan School Assembly Play
The 100TH Anniversary of her election to Parliament

Number of students 
that can participate

Role

11
Edith Cowan (Can be given to one student or divided between many 
students)

16 Narrators

1 Speaker of the Legislative Assembly

1 Sir John Forrest

4 Interjectors

Narrator 1:  One hundred years ago in 1921, Edith Cowan became the first woman 
elected as a Member of Parliament in Australia and we are going to tell the story of 
her life.

Narrator 2:  Edith was born Edith Brown in WA in 1861 on a farm near Geraldton but 
she had a very sad childhood because when Edith was seven years old her 
Mum died while she was having a baby. The baby died too.

Edith Cowan:  I was very sad and after a couple of years, my Dad got married again 
and more babies came along.

Narrator 3:  Edith thought her life would be happy now but it was not to be. 
Tragedy struck Edith’s family again when both her Dad and step mum died. 

Edith:  I went to school in Perth away from my brothers. I was very lonely but I soon 
understood that I had to be strong and not let my sadness take over my life.
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Edith Cowan School Assembly Play The 100TH Anniversary of her election to Parliament

Narrator 4:  The two ladies who became Edith’s teachers and carers were sisters 
named Miss Cowan and Miss Cowan. They introduced Edith to their young 
brother James Cowan.

Edith:  I was now nearly 18 years old and I fell in love with James and we got 
married and soon I had babies of my own. I was so happy to be Mrs James Cowan 
and eventually we had five children, four girls and one boy. 

Narrator 5:  Edith and James were very happy with their growing family but they 
both realised that life for many people, especially for some children, was very hard 
and very unhappy. 

Edith:  I understood how hard life can be and so I vowed to help other people, 
especially children, who had a sad life.

Narrator 6:  Edith dedicated her life to help the poor and lonely people of Western 
Australia. She joined with other people to help set up so many things.

Edith:  The loss of my mother and her little baby made me very interested in health 
care and so I helped set up King Edward Memorial Hospital in Subiaco to look 
after women and their babies.

Narrator 7:  Edith also helped set up WA’s first Children’s Courts to help young 
people who got into trouble with the law. The Country Women’s Association and 
the Red Cross Society were also formed by Edith and her friends.

Edith:  I did all this to make sure that women had a voice in Western Australia. 
What I really wanted was for women to be allowed to become Members of 
Parliament and help make the laws. 

Narrator 8:  However, women were not allowed to be Members of Parliament in 
Australia. But that made Edith more determined than ever to make sure women 
were not treated as second class citizens.
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Edith:  It made me so mad that only men could take part in the Parliament and make 
laws. I knew that women were strong and wise and had every right to have their 
voice heard. But some men, like Sir John Forrest, had other ideas.

Sir John Forrest:  As the first Premier of Western Australia I believe that the proper 
place for a woman is at home, cooking and cleaning, and looking after her husband 
and children. Women are too delicate to make the laws necessary for our State. 
Men are stronger and should look after weak and defenceless women.

Edith:  I am neither weak nor defenceless, Sir John, and I and the women of  Western 
Australia will show you and all the other men just what we are capable of.  I will ask 
the people of WA to vote for me so that I can become a Member of Parliament.

Narrator 9:  In 1921, Edith did stand for election to Parliament and won. 
However, some people, men and women, were not happy to have a women as a 
Member of Parliament.

Speaker of the Legislative Assembly:  Mrs Cowan, I invite you, as the newly elected 
Member for West Perth to give your maiden or first speech to this House.

Edith:  Thank you Mr Speaker. I stand here today in the unique position of being the 
first woman in an Australian Parliament.

Interjector 1:   God help us!

Speaker:  No more of that please. Show some respect for the new Member. Continue, 
Member for West Perth.

Edith:  I know that many people think perhaps it was not the wisest thing to do to 
send a woman into Parliament.

Interjector 2:  Who’s cooking your husband’s dinner tonight? 

Interjector 3:  Why aren’t you at home with your children?
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Interjector 4 :  You are too old.

Speaker:  Quiet in the Gallery. Continue Member for West Perth.

Edith:   Thank you Mr Speaker. My only desire as a Member of Parliament is to help 
the people of Western Australia, men and women, young or old, rich or poor. I also 
especially want to help the children of this State.

Narrator 10:   And that is exactly what Edith did. She worked hard to look after the 
people of WA.

Narrator 11:  Edith proved that no matter how sad your life is you can still achieve great 
things for other people.

Narrator 12:  But Edith’s special love was making sure that all children were cared for 
and given a chance in life.

Narrator 13:  Now Edith has a university named after her, Edith Cowan University, and 
a seat in the Federal Parliament.

Narrator 14:  And her picture is on the 50 dollar note.

Narrator 15:  All of us here today can thank Edith Cowan for all she did to help make 
Western Australia a better and fairer place to live in. 

Narrator 16:  And especially from all the children here today we say - thank you Edith 
Cowan.

All Children:   Thank you Edith Cowan!

The End
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Ode to Edith
We have more women in Parliament now than we ever have before

But there was a time in our state when they couldn’t pass the door

Yet a group of women fought so hard from a club in Karrakatta

Back in 1893 they took up on this matter

A petition went to parliament asking members to take note

You only talk for half the state when women cannot vote

They faced strong opposition but the women held the line

And justice finally came their way in 1899

Edith Cowan, was just one, who fought for equal rights

She dreamt of more than just the vote and had Parliament in her sights

The floodgates had now opened, social change had now begun

She was elected into Parliament in 1921

From the Children’s Court to hospitals, her campaigning knew no ends

She started out as one lone voice but discovered many friends

She inspired those with vision and challenged those without

She was not one to be talked down, of that there was no doubt

A member with integrity, who did just what she meant

who saw the path to social change, began at Parliament

She summonsed forth the winds of change, when women won the vote

Edith’s image proudly shines on our fifty dollar note

Her portrait hangs in Parliament, a reminder to us all

That all can question equity but few answer the call

An electorate is named after her and a uni is as well

How big is her legacy? Well only time will tell

So her clock stands strong and solid at the entrance of Kings Park

Take the time to visit her and reflect upon her plaque

Edith Cowan’s memory has stood the test of time

You can only reach the summit if you’re prepared to take the climb.
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Curriculum Links

This resource is designed to assist teachers in programming across the two year bands of 3-4 and 5-6 

in Humanities and Social Sciences learning area.  

Although it can be applied to a number of subject areas, it has been specifically linked to the following 

Civics and Citizenship units of the Western Australian  Primary Curriculum as set out  by the  

School Curriculum and Standards Authority 

Communities make decisions in different ways and voting is a way that  groups make decisions 

democratically (ACHCK001) Year 3

Who makes rules, why rules are important and the consequences of rules not being followed

(ACHCK002) Year 3

Why people participate in community groups, such as a school or community project, and how 

students can actively participate and contribute to their local community (ACHCK003) Year 3

The importance and purpose of laws (e.g. to maintain social cohesion, to reflect society’s values) 

(ACHCK013) Year 4

People belong to diverse groups, such as cultural, religious and/or social groups, and this can shape 

identity (ACHCK014) Year 4

The key values that underpin Australia’s democracy, including freedom, equality, fairness and justice 

(ACHCK022) Year 5

How regulations and laws affect the lives of citizens (e.g. the different types of laws, how laws protect 

human rights) (ACHCK025) Year 5

This information is provided for the reader’s information only and is not intended to be a formal publication. Information courtesy of Dr Elizabeth Constable, former Member of Parliament, Dr Harry Phillips (Parliamentary Fellow) 
and Peter Cowan, A Unique Position: A Biography of Edith Dircksey Cowan 1861-1932, 1978, UWA Press. Information Drawn from ECU website; Early Days. Journal of the Royal Western Australian Historical Society (Inc). Volume 12, 
Part 4 2004; O’Brien, Jacqueline and Stathham Drew, Pamela. On we go the Wittenoon Way: the legacy of a Colonial Chaplains. Fremantle Arts Press, 2009. 
Chapter 4: The Second Family and Edith Cowan; and Making a Difference - A Frontier of Firsts Women in the Western Australian Parliament 1921-2012. Hilary Silbert.
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