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SCHOOLCHILDREN � ASSAULTS IN NORTHERN SUBURBS 
Standing Orders Suspension � Motion 

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland) [4.12 pm] � without notice: I move � 

That so much of standing orders be suspended as to allow the Minister for Education to explain when 
and in what circumstances the minister became aware of the events that allegedly took place near a 
northern suburbs school, and whether or not she has misled the house.  

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys � Leader of the House) [4.13 pm]: The government is happy to accommodate 
the member for Midland�s request; we will agree to the suspension of standing orders. 

Question put and passed with an absolute majority. 

Motion 
MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland) [4.14 pm]: I move � 

That the Minister for Education explain when and in what circumstances the minister became aware of 
the events that allegedly took place near a northern suburbs school, and whether or not she has misled 
the house.  

During question time today I put the question to the minister about when she first became aware of the incident 
and what she did when she became aware of it, or words to that effect. 

After some hesitation in responding, the minister replied that she became aware on Tuesday morning. At the 
conclusion of question time she then corrected herself and said that, no, she had first become aware of it at 
11.45 am on Wednesday morning. I was somewhat incredulous at that answer. The item was on the news on 
Tuesday evening; it was on ABC television at 7.00 pm on Tuesday evening. Media records demonstrate that it 
was on morning radio bulletins between 5.00 am and 8.00 am�so very early in the morning. It was the subject 
of talkback radio in those early hours, and then later throughout the morning on Wednesday. To put the time line 
in place: on Tuesday evening it was in the media�an item by Sue Short was on ABC news; very early on 
Wednesday morning it was on news bulletins; and it was the subject of a lot of discussion on radio. Despite that, 
the minister said in Parliament this afternoon that she first became aware of it at 11.45 am on Wednesday. Most 
people in the community would have been aware of it by then.  

I find it difficult to believe that the director general would not have phoned the Minister for Education at an 
earlier time about such a significant incident. I also find it difficult to believe that not only did the minister not 
see the television news, or hear the radio news, but also her chief-of-staff, her media adviser and her policy 
officer did not see the news on Tuesday night or listen to the radio on Wednesday morning, or that, if they did 
watch the telly or listen to the radio, they did not inform the minister. I draw members� attention to the fact that 
in my question to the minister during question time that I asked when she or her staff first became aware of the 
incident. That is important because what is at stake is how the minister responded once she became aware of it.  

It seems to me to stretch the boundaries of belief that the minister could have first become aware of the incident 
at 11.45 am. I would have thought that if the director general had not been in touch on either the Monday night, 
or at least the Tuesday morning, that following the media reports on Tuesday evening the minister or her staff 
would have been aware of it, and that they would have contacted the director general. I have moved this 
suspension of standing orders so that the minister can explain when exactly she first learnt of the incident and 
what she did when she first learnt of that incident. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham) [4.18 pm]: I want to speak briefly to this motion. What we have called 
upon is for the Minister for Education to explain the circumstances of her answer today at the conclusion of 
question time. This is of course a very serious matter for the public of Western Australia; whether the answers 
the minister provided to Parliament were correct is also, of course, a very serious matter.  

My experience as Minister for Education and Training was that in the 770 public schools around Western 
Australia many incidents took place involving students and teachers, parents, and students and students. They 
were of varying severity, varying significance and varying seriousness. When there was an incident of quite a 
serious nature, the director general would call me personally. Once she became aware and had the facts�she is a 
very professional director general�she would call me personally and let me know what had taken place in case I 
was asked a question about it, and thus I was aware of the circumstances. When I received that call, I would 
always ensure that the department was taking the issue seriously and I would instruct the department to put in 
place all the appropriate measures. The director general of the then Department of Education and Training would 
do that quite regularly on issues of significance. I recall an incident when a student became locked in a school 
toilet overnight. When the director general became aware of that early the next morning, she called me to let me 
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know in case it became an issue of public moment and I was required to answer questions about it. In this case, 
the issue appeared on the television on Tuesday night and again last night. The media was aware of it because it 
appeared on the television on Tuesday night. I would have thought that the director general would have advised 
the minister of the circumstances of this event on Tuesday, considering it appeared on television on Tuesday 
evening. I would have thought also that in the unlikely prospect that the director general did not do that, she 
would have advised the minister of the incident earlier than 11.45 on the following Wednesday morning. It is my 
experience that that is the way the director general conducted her business. It would be very unusual, in my 
experience, for her to have done otherwise. Therefore, we are calling upon the Minister for Education to let us 
know the exact circumstances of this matter. 

DR E. CONSTABLE (Churchlands � Minister for Education) [4.20 pm]: I can confirm to the house that I 
first learnt about this incident at around 11.45 yesterday morning when I arrived to Parliament House after 
having been to a funeral. I had also visited a school prior to attending the funeral. I did not know about the 
incident on Tuesday. I was informed by my media adviser on Wednesday when I arrived at Parliament. He had 
been informed somewhat earlier than that and did not call me because he knew that I was going to a funeral. 
They are the circumstances. I am really disappointed that I was not informed of the matter before then. I do not 
know why I was not informed of it before then and I did not listen to the radio during that time. They are the 
circumstances. I made an inadvertent error during question time when I said �Tuesday�. As soon as I sat down 
after giving my answer, I realised that it was yesterday when I arrived at Parliament House following a funeral 
that I had attended in Highgate. They are the circumstances. I am very disappointed that I did not know about it 
earlier. I spoke to the director general of the Department of Education not long after that, as members imagine I 
would. I am looking into all of those circumstances, including the delay of those hours. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: The school was advised on Tuesday. 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: I am telling the member the situation. I did not know about it until 11.45 yesterday 
morning when I arrived at Parliament House and my media adviser told me about it. 

Mr M. McGowan: When was your staff member made aware of it? 

Dr E. CONSTABLE: He was made aware of it yesterday morning. He did not call me because of the funeral. 
They are the circumstances. I agree with members opposite that it is not satisfactory and I am very disappointed 
that I did not know of it before then. I should have known before then. I will be looking into finding out how that 
set of circumstances arose. That is what happened. I know it is difficult for members opposite to believe that but 
I am telling members that that is exactly what happened.  
 


