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EDUCATION AND TRAINING SYSTEM IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA, INTERFERENCE ATTEMPTS 
BY COMMONWEALTH GOVERNMENT 

Grievance 

MRS D.J. GUISE (Wanneroo - Deputy Speaker) [9.57 am]:  I grieve to the minister representing the Minister 
for Education and Training in this house about the attempt by the Howard Government to interfere unnecessarily 
and unfairly in the education and training system in Western Australia.  My grievance was triggered by the 
appalling treatment meted out to the federal member for Cowan, Graham Edwards, MHR, under the 
commonwealth government’s guidelines for schools that specifies that only government representatives can 
officiate at school flag-raising ceremonies.  This ruled out the member for Cowan, who is a Vietnam veteran 
who also happens to be a member of the opposition, from carrying out such duties.  It was atrocious 
politicisation of the flag and schools, and the federal government has been rightly and roundly criticised.  The 
issue made the front page of the Wanneroo Times.  I agree with the following statement by Graham Edwards in 
that front page article -  

“I think it sends an appalling signal to our young people. 

“Our flag is non-political: it represents our freedom and democracy and the spirit of our nation, and 
these things are not for sale. 

The minister would be aware that the Gallop government has introduced its new flagpole repair program so 
schools need not participate in the federal program.  Crucially, schools, including non-government schools, will 
have access to state government funding with no conditions attached about who officiates at any inauguration 
ceremony.  I welcome this decision, as I am sure do the broader community and other members of this house.   

However, this unfortunate incident prompted me to question what else the Howard government is doing in 
dictating to our schools and the Western Australian education system generally in return for commonwealth 
funding.  The commonwealth Parliament passed the Schools Assistance (Learning Together-Through 
Achievement Through Choice and Opportunity) Act 2004 last December.  I understand that the act forms the 
basis of the commonwealth’s specific-purpose funding for government and non-government schools for the 2005 
to 2008 period.  The act contains numerous conditions that state and school authorities must meet in order to 
receive commonwealth funding.  The federal Minister for Education, Science and Training, Brendan Nelson, 
provided a list of those conditions in a media statement he issued following the passage of the legislation.  Some 
conditions appear harmless enough on the surface.  For example, one aims to ensure healthy and active students, 
and it is hard to argue against that goal.  In fact, our government is well down the track in achieving the latter 
goal through the Fit For Life childhood fitness policy following the great work of the Physical Activity 
Taskforce set up by the Premier.  Other conditions go to the heart of the education system requiring common 
national testing, for example, or more autonomy for school principals over teaching appointments.  However, the 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Library’s information service - I consider this to be a reasonable objective 
source - stated that these conditions could be viewed as the “commonwealth engaging in an unprecedented level 
of micro-management of schooling”.  The devil, as is so often with the Howard Government, is in the detail and 
what it means for the efficient and effective operation of our schools.  It turns out that “All children being taught 
Australian values and the dangers of drug use”, which is one of the conditions of funding, requires all schools to 
fly the Australian flag.  However, there is no indication of how this is to be monitored and policed.  We do know 
that the condition came with strings attached.  It was really a way of imposing Howard government members of 
Parliament on our schools.  It is a bit of a struggle to find a link between flying a flag and learning the dangers of 
drug use and abuse, which is a very serious subject.  I would be interested to know whether the minister is aware 
of any other hidden gems, such as the flagpoles example, in the conditions being set by the Howard government 
in return for the provision of funds for schools in Western Australia.  I would also be interested to know whether 
the Howard government is putting more money into the system in return for an increased level of control. 

The vast majority of funds for the state’s education system come from the state government, not from the 
commonwealth.  I should know; I used to be on a committee that oversaw expenditure for the education 
department.  Yet the Howard government is imposing more conditions and interfering more in the day-to-day 
running of our schools, apparently in return for no more funding than before.  The commonwealth Parliamentary 
Library stated - 

. . . there is no indication how these conditions will impact on such matters as state and territory 
autonomy in schooling; current curriculum and administrative practice; and the practical and resource 
implications of implementing these decisions. 

In other words, the Howard government is intruding into areas of policy and service delivery that are normally 
and constitutionally the responsibility of the state and territory governments across Australia, without taking into 
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account or offering to compensate the states for the extra cost of meeting the conditions set by the 
commonwealth. 

I understand there is a similar level of interference and micro-management in the proposed new training 
agreement also, again for no extra money in real terms.  Furthermore, the Howard government is also intent on 
bypassing existing state government systems by setting up its own technical colleges and establishing a new 
capital works program for schools, which will directly fund parents and citizens associations.  Although the extra 
funding for the latter program is welcome, it seems to be a strange way of going about things and has the 
potential to cut across the state government’s own capital works planning and funding priorities and processes.  
There will be equity concerns about who will get the extra funding, and there is also the prospect that the state, 
or even a P&C association, will be left with the ongoing maintenance costs of new equipment or facilities.  It 
basically gets down to: may the best submission win.  I find the whole scenario extremely disappointing.  Sadly, 
I think the real losers will be the children.  Funding assistance should be directed to the state, to be spent in the 
areas of greatest need so that children will benefit directly, and not used to stroke some of the already overrated 
Canberra egos.   

In summary, I am concerned at the direction in which the Howard government is taking this country in education 
and training, and in particular its approach to working with the states and territories.  We seem to be moving 
away from any semblance of cooperation towards a situation in which Canberra is trying to run our schools by 
remote control, often with hidden and unacceptable conditions attached.  I ask the minister, who knows 
something about these matters from his past role as Minister for Education and Training, to comment on 
Canberra’s bullying tactics in education and training in particular. 

MR A.J. CARPENTER (Willagee - Minister for State Development) [10.03 am]:  I thank the member for 
Wanneroo for the grievance.  In broad terms, every education minister in Australia at state level, current, past - I 
am in that category - and future, must have extreme concerns about the approach that is now being taken by the 
federal government to the issues of education and training and the allocation of funding and the requirements 
that go with it, because it is entirely the wrong approach.  It will make life much more difficult - it is already 
doing that - for state governments that are basically in this area delivering, as best they can, good educational 
resources, environments and outcomes.  Other than the will or the desire to control from the centre, and to wage 
an ideological battle with state governments of a different political persuasion, I cannot see any justification for 
this general approach of the federal government.  It is ridiculous.  The epitome of it is in two of the initiatives.  
One is the issue of the federal government bypassing the state governments and seeking submissions from P&Cs 
for capital works programs.  It is ridiculous and unmanageable.  As the member has pointed out, and as has been 
pointed out by the member for Cottesloe also, it basically means that the schools that are best resourced to put in 
submissions will get funding and those that are not well resourced and probably need the funding most will miss 
out.  The other ridiculous construction that we are getting is the technical colleges initiative of the federal 
government.  It is for 16 and 17-year-olds, so, in a way, it is a senior high school initiative - senior technical 
schools - in competition, if anything, with state governments.  It is just absurd.   

Words fail me.  I had lots of meetings with Brendan Nelson when I was the Minister for Education and Training.  
He is a person with whom I got on well on a personal level.  However, some of his utterances and the lines he 
was taking were patently ridiculous, and I am sure he actually knew it.   

Mr C.J. Barnett interjected. 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  That may well be.  He certainly had no idea of what was required at ground level to 
make a school work.  Basically, the approach that we took was completely the opposite; namely, to give schools 
maximum flexibility and the resources to help them identify and address their issues.  Give schools the resources 
and the flexibility to address their issues and they will.  Get good leadership in those schools and the results will 
be good.  He had a totally different approach.  Micro-management from a very distant location is 
counterproductive and will produce worse results, not better.   

It is particularly appropriate, given that the Council of Australian Governments is meeting today or tomorrow in 
Canberra, that this issue has been raised.  It will be a test of whether the Prime Minister is prepared to put aside 
the party political hat and recognise that proper functioning of the Federation requires understanding, mutual 
respect and an outline of the respective roles of the two tiers of government.  As members would be aware, the 
state is constitutionally responsible for education.  The state provides the overwhelming bulk of funding.  The 
commonwealth provides eight per cent of the total WA schools budget.  However, new accountability measures 
being introduced into the proposed new funding agreement for education over the next four years effectively 
mean that Western Australia will be accountable to the commonwealth for the entire education system, and, in a 
way, for the entire budget.   

There is an unprecedented level of prescription and associated data collection requirements for a range of 
accountability conditions and so on.  These conditions will place workload difficulties on schools - we hear 
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enough about that - in particular those schools with a limited capacity to collect and process the data required.  It 
will worsen the divide between the schools that are struggling and those that are not.  The changes will also place 
a workload and cost impost on the Department of Education and Training.  We will hear a lot more about this.  I 
do not know whether the general public will be able to absorb the argument immediately.  However, once it 
starts working its way through to parent level, I am sure that there will be a deepening of that understanding.   

One of the funding conditions is to ensure safer school environments.  Our government is already doing this 
through the Behaviour Management and Discipline strategy, which involves spending $64.5 million over four 
years.  It is a good program and it works.  It allows flexibility and initiative.  As part of the funding agreement on 
this item, the commonwealth is demanding that each government school in WA display the poster from the 
“National Safe Schools Framework” in a prominent place in the school.  That is a condition of funding.  Why?  
Similarly, each school must display a poster from the “National Framework for Values Education in Australian 
Schools” in a prominent place in the school as an additional condition to the general recurrent grants program 
relating to values as a core part of schooling.   

Mr E.S. Ripper:  Does it require a signed photograph of the Prime Minister to be displayed as well? 

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  Not yet.  I believe a lot of this is borne of the struggle between the New South Wales 
Labor government and the commonwealth government.  That struggle and the dislike among the personalities 
involved spill over to the entire nation.  While the idea of promoting values and safer schools seems innocuous 
enough as a condition for funding, it actually begs some questions.  How is it to be enforced?  What will happen 
if a poster gets accidentally torn down and so on?  Other conditions are more serious.  For example, Canberra is 
requiring schools to report on 13 specific measures regarding school performance.  We will have discussions 
with the commonwealth about these, because we already have extensive reporting requirements and we do not 
want any added burden.  Equally galling is the overly prescriptive way in which the commonwealth is insisting 
that this information be reported to parents, with the draft regulations going so far as to specify how this shall be 
done, including through putting information on billboards or signs outside schools.  There is also a demand that 
national testing be introduced, which cuts across our existing testing regime and will potentially impinge upon 
the state’s curriculum framework.  I believe that for some time we have led the nation in our testing, getting 
good results and reporting to parents.  Again, there is a struggle with other states that are a bit reluctant to go 
down this path, but it has led to an overreaction and an imposition of a burden that Western Australia will suffer.  
I have already commented on the new commonwealth capital works program, which will involve direct 
application from parents and citizens associations.  I have said that I believe that it is an absurd model, which 
will create huge problems.  There is no doubt that the commonwealth is pursuing a much more aggressive 
approach to commonwealth-state relations, which is particularly evident in education and training.  The extent of 
conditions being attached to funding is unprecedented and involves an attempt by the commonwealth to control 
the system educationally in a way that is quite out of place in our model of government.   

The Minister for Education and Training will be fighting hard to ensure that the commonwealth comes to its 
senses on these matters, and she will be putting pressure on Western Australian Liberal senators and looking for 
support from members opposite, some of whom have done that, when it comes to standing up for Western 
Australian schools, parents and children.  I thank the member for the grievance. 

The SPEAKER:  Grievances noted. 
 


