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EDUCATION ASSISTANTS 

Statement 
HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [5.33 pm]: I would like to continue my comments about 
education assistants. On Tuesday evening, I spoke about the work that they do and the lack of value given to 
what is called traditional women’s work, even when it is in the paid workforce. I spent some time speaking about 
the range, importance and diversity of the work that education assistants do. When my time expired, I was 
quoting from the state government’s Department of Commerce website. The issue of the gender pay gap is 
something that I feel strongly about, as members will pretty soon come to realise. Hopefully, I might excite 
members to go to the website of the Department of Commerce. I direct members to click on “Labour Relations”, 
“Work Life Balance” and, finally, members will get to “Pay equity in Western Australia”. I will quote a little 
more from the website — 

Research has found that a significant portion of the gender pay gap is associated with being in female 
dominated work. Women employed in industries that were close to 100 per cent female dominated 
earned 32 per cent less than women with identical job characteristics employed in industries that were 
close to 100 per cent male dominated. Women also received lower wages in female dominated 
occupations within industries.  

On this same website, current as at today, under the heading “Pay equity and the gender pay gap in Western 
Australia”, it is stated — 

The gender pay gap in Western Australia is 26 per cent. 

… 

Western Australia has the biggest gender pay gap in Australia. Nationally the gender pay gap is 
17 per cent. In Western Australia, the difference between men and women’s pay has been steadily 
worsening over the last twenty years.  

As I said this is a topic that is dear to my heart and I think incredibly important. I will be taking other 
opportunities to raise it. I would like to encourage people to go to the website and read about it.  

There are increasing demands on education assistants and on classrooms. As there is a bit of good news, I would 
like to read what I said on Tuesday from the uncorrected Hansard. I was referring to a government report of this 
Parliament when I said — 

The Community Development and Justice Standing Committee inquired into the adequacy of services 
to meet the developmental needs of Western Australian children and its report was tabled in the 
Parliament in August last year. The committee also reported that there is an increasing number of 
children coming to school with mental health and social problems. We know that the demands for 
therapy, such as speech therapy, for children have doubled significantly in recent years and that those 
children put even more pressure on a classroom. 

I would like to think that attention was being paid to those comments, although I would not like to flatter myself, 
because I was pleased to see in the budget statement today that $49.7 million over four years has been provided 
for speech pathology and therapy services. This initiative follows recommendations by the Education and Health 
Standing Committee’s report titled “Healthy Child — Healthy State: Improving Western Australia’s Child 
Health Screening Programs” and also the report I referred to, the Community Development and Justice Standing 
Committee’s report of August 2009, titled “Inquiry into the Adequacy of Services to Meet the Developmental 
Needs of Western Australia’s Children”. That is a small and important step forward. Of course, the challenges in 
classrooms cannot be met alone by speech therapy, occupational therapy and physiotherapy. Even the amount 
that has been promised will not go to meet all the children’s needs who require those services. As I said, an 
increasing number of children are arriving without even what we would call basic social skills or basic literacy. I 
will not speak in detail again about the reasons for that, or some of the reasons that I put, but this is of course an 
enormous challenge to us as a society and something that I believe we really need to give far more priority to.  

When children enter school and preschool, this is really one of the major opportunities, if not the major 
opportunity, to begin to redress the imbalance in the lack of opportunity and the dysfunction that is the result of 
children entering school at four or five years of age unable to do even what we would consider basic social tasks 
such as sitting at a desk to concentrate and learn, which is what we expect children to do when they enter school. 
I said on Tuesday that many schools no longer have volunteers in the classroom and that is why education 
assistants are pivotal. We know that literacy in particular is the key to any chance a child has of achieving his or 
her potential. Those who have been teachers and parents would know it is not rocket science to teach a child to 
read, but it does require an adult. It requires a human being who is going to have the time to do the phonics, to 
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spend the time going over and over their work, to encourage, to praise and to be patient. And all of this takes 
time. That is what little children need. That is one of the most important roles education assistants play in 
assisting teachers, because if children do not get the code of their own language and if they cannot get basic 
literacy in the early years, there is little hope when they get further up the school system. Anyone who has spent 
any time working with or is aware of the problems that children face, particularly in the teenage years, where 
they are either falling through the gaps or getting into strife in other ways, will know that many of those children 
do not have basic literacy, or they have very, very poor literacy. When we look at education assistants and the 
work they do and at the importance of the work they do, just think how decent and fair it would be to give them a 
reasonable income. In doing so, we would in some ways be showing our commitment to children and how we 
value children. If there is work that is important in this state, it is this work; it is the work with young children 
and the work to ensure that they get the opportunity to reach their potential. Speaking as I was of the increasing 
number of children who are entering the school system already at a disadvantage, unless we translate the 
information we have, the statements we make about the importance of children and the place of children as our 
future to real action across the board, including education assistants being valued for the work they do and being 
remunerated appropriately, I think that we are letting down children in this state.  

Hon Robyn McSweeney: We put $28 million into the budget for responsible parenting and what that does is put 
a worker into the home to maybe get the child to school and help mum with mental issues. That will be rolled out 
across the state, year by year.  

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: I am very glad to hear that, and I have acknowledged what the government has done 
with speech therapy. In response to that, I would say is that it is a start—a small start. I think that anyone who 
knows the figures and the statistics, who has spent any time in the Children’s Court or who knows anything 
about child protection knows that where we have got a chance is in those early years. That is why I am talking 
about literacy in particular. Literacy is the stepping stone to be part of society. Without literacy one cannot be 
part of society.  

I would like to finish up because I have only 30 seconds. I want to say again that it is important to have on the 
record the important work that education assistants do. It is important that we all make more widely known why 
their work is crucial to children, particularly those who come to school increasingly without what we would 
expect in terms of pre-reading and social skills, so they have as much opportunity as possible.  
 


