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PUBLIC EDUCATION — INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 
Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.53 pm]: I rise tonight because I wish to speak to the issue of 
information technology in our public education system. Specifically, concerns have been raised with me about 
the inadequate provision of IT infrastructure and support. We know that, increasingly, success is pretty much 
dependent on technological literacy. It is an incredibly fast-paced area, and the knowledge and skills that our 
kids need can be gained appropriately only through up-to-date technology. We are also seeing that the turnover 
for a lot of equipment and software is now only four years or less. Up to now our public education system has 
done a pretty good job of dealing with this. I understand that in the past WA has led the country in this regard.  

Also, I want to recognise that there have been some good initiatives within the public school system recently. I 
am thinking about access for many students to iPads and other tablets, electronic whiteboards and video-
conferencing. However, the investment in IT infrastructure and support in the past decade has not been enough 
to keep pace with the development of new equipment and the fast pace at which we are finding that our hardware 
and software is rapidly becoming obsolete. Unfortunately, that means that Western Australia is no longer 
characterised as a leader in the provision of information technology within our education sector. It has been 
reported to me that our system is really suffering from slow and ad hoc rollouts of new equipment and new 
versions of programs. There are concerns about inadequate underlying infrastructure and a lack of coordinated 
support. There is also a great deal of variability across the school sector. Some schools have more limited or less 
reliable access to the internet because of infrastructure provider support or bandwidth issues.  

We are reaching a critical point. It is vital that the system is upgraded in the next two to three years. I understand 
that some of the crucial software on which our schools rely is so outdated that it will not even be maintained by 
the provider as of next year. I met with the Community and Public Sector Union/Civil Service Association, the 
State School Teachers’ Union of WA, the West Australian Primary Principals’ Association, the WA Council of 
State School Organisations and the Western Australian Secondary School Executives Association. Those 
organisations asked to meet with me to talk about this issue and to express their concerns. They have come 
together to campaign under the banner of Technology in Public Schools Alliance. The fact that they are coming 
together in this way gives members an idea of how strongly they feel about this issue. I have to say that their 
argument was a pretty compelling one. According to their information, the WA public education system rates as 
a top-10 IT organisation based on size. There are more than 150 000 computers in the Department of Education 
system and more than one billion emails are processed every year. They report that over 30 terabytes of data is 
downloaded every month. That is a huge amount of data. However, the system schools are still working on is 
outdated Windows XP and Microsoft Office 2003 software. I was really surprised to hear that. One of the issues 
raised by the alliance members was the introduction of the Australian curriculum. Delivery of the new 
curriculum will have a heavy reliance on web-based resources, which no doubt will be broadly welcomed by 
many teachers. It is a very positive initiative. We are talking about ready access to materials and information 
basically at our fingertips no matter where we are in Australia. That is particularly good for a state such as 
Western Australia. However, it will be essential that we have the IT resources to enable reliable access to the 
curriculum and the associated support materials. I am very concerned about making sure that these things happen 
in conjunction with each other.  

There is an ongoing issue of not having enough IT support staff. This is an issue that has been around for schools 
for quite some time, but it is apparently getting to crunch point. Phone help can be brilliant—I know that it is 
available—until it does not fix the problem. I have to say, I am well aware from personal experience running my 
little electorate office that sometimes we need someone there to physically fix things that cannot be fixed over 
the phone. This is an area that, clearly, we should not be expecting our teachers to have expertise in. It is really 
becoming quite a pressing issue for them in their capacity to deliver the curriculum.  
Professional development for teachers is also an area within which we need improvement. I am not talking about 
engaging them at a higher level of IT. I am talking about teachers being able to know appropriate programs and 
systems. Teachers need flexible approaches to IT professional development. I understand that the Department of 
Education, Training and Employment in Queensland has developed an online training and accreditation system 
for staff in schools, which has received quite positive feedback. This is perhaps a model that could be looked at 
in WA to see whether that is something that can be usefully applied.  

At a minimum I would expect all state schools to operate on standard operating equipment, which is not 
happening. Many students transfer between schools in the state, and I find it almost unbelievable that individual 
schools are reporting that because of information technology problems, they have trouble accessing student 
information when students move from school to school. Schools need enough bandwidth to make the most use of 
new equipment like tablets and interactive whiteboards, and we really should not be held back because of 
outdated systems. We cannot expect to educate students in this century using previous century IT; it is worlds 
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apart in terms of capacity and expectations. This is a really important issue, and I would like to see this 
government commit to looking at what is happening with IT. We are talking about a large expenditure, but I am 
interested in knowing whether there is a commitment to transition to a modern, more reliable IT system that is 
flexible enough to deal with an ever-increasing number and variety of demands.  

I asked a question on notice about this, and the minister advised that $18 million has been allocated in this 
budget for information and communications technology grants to schools, but that that money will fund the 
maintenance of a one to 10 computer-to-student ratio in primary schools, and one to five in secondary schools, 
on a four-year replacement cycle; if surplus funds are available, they will be used for network hardware and 
other IT equipment. But funds will be needed for a range of other purposes, including applications development, 
improving network infrastructure, and installing equipment and software licensing. This funding is obviously 
very important, but clearly it will not address the underlying issue, which is that we need a significant investment 
to upgrade the whole system and provide schools with adequate support, so that, again, teachers can get the best 
possible outcomes for our children. I am not shying away from the fact that it will take a substantial investment 
that cannot be achieved under the standard education budget. 

I know the education department is aware of this need, and I fully suspect the minister has been completely 
briefed on it; some modelling may even have been done—I do not know. I recognise that we are talking about, 
potentially, a huge amount of money in an area of great need, but I wanted to rise tonight to at least tell members 
about this big issue that is emerging for our public sector schools, and I would be keen to hear whether there are 
any plans in the pipeline to address it.  

House adjourned at 10.02 pm 
__________ 
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