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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND JUSTICE STANDING COMMITTEE 
First Report � �Inquiry into the Adequacy of Services to Meet the Developmental Needs of Western Australia�s 

Children� � Tabling 

MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale) [10.39 am]: I present for tabling the first report and related submissions 
of the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee�s �Inquiry into the Adequacy of Services to 
Meet the Developmental Needs of Western Australia�s Children�. 

[See paper 1184.] 

Mrs C.A. Martin interjected. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: I am sorry, I thought there were some star jumps going on! 

Our committee decided that the first major item of business that we would deal with would be, arguably, one of 
the most fundamental issues that we as a society and as a government needed to come to terms with; that is, the 
very question of whether or not we as a society are adequately meeting the developmental needs of children. 
There can be no more fundamental an issue for us, because the success of our society is obviously predicated on 
strong, healthy development in children. In particular, it is predicated on our being able to pass down our 
community�s culture and learning to children. Although there is no doubt that the majority of Western Australian 
children are well cared for and loved by their parents, there is also no doubt that when we look at the data we can 
see that there is a problem. When we look at both the data that comes from the Australian Early Development 
Index and when we get reporting from teachers and educators about the stage of development that children have 
at the time they present for school�whether or not that is four, five or six years of age�we can see, ironically, 
that an increasing number of children with problems in their development are presenting at schools; some 
children are challenged in a number of different developmental domains. Of course, this creates vast problems 
for the education system. Indeed, an assessment under the Australian Early Development Index has categorised 
five developmental domains relating to the development of a child, including language and cognitive 
development, physical development, social development and emotional development. If a child is assessed to be 
vulnerable in two or more of those domains, the child is acknowledged as presenting a problem to teach. 

Teachers are struggling in some areas, generally in lower socioeconomic groups, in areas where there are many 
Indigenous children and in areas where children do not have English as their first language, where there is a 
significant percentage of children in schools who present with special difficulties for teaching. Of course, that 
compromises the ability of those children to succeed. It not only compromises their own development, but also 
affects the educational product that is delivered to the other children in the classroom as teachers struggle to deal 
with those difficulties. 

As I said, the committee was of the view that this was very much a critical issue and very appropriately the first 
report that we would engage in because it actually deals with such fundamentals. We therefore embarked on a 
journey. We had briefings from an enormous variety of people both in Western Australia and in the eastern 
states. I have to say that our committee was very mindful of the global financial crisis and made a determination 
that it would not travel overseas; although there were clearly some countries, such as Finland, that are doing 
extraordinary work. However, there was an important statement to be made there. Nevertheless, we had a very 
interesting trip over east to look at projects and to speak to experts. 

We acknowledge that in Western Australia we do not always have to go away to see state-of-the-art measures 
that are of a higher standard and cutting edge. We have the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research run by 
Fiona Stanley, which has an enormous array of expertise that the institute shared with us. We have schools and 
educationalists, including people such as Lee Musumeci at Challis Early Childhood Education Centre WA, who 
are trialling a raft of different ways in which we can deal with this issue. I put on the record our thanks to all 
those Western Australians across the state who came to the committee hearings and gave us some really stunning 
evidence. It is hard to mention everyone who gave excellent evidence, but there were many who inspired us with 
their analysis and passion, and, more importantly, their profound understanding and ability to communicate their 
learning and put forward practical ideas. 

We met with many people from the government sector who are responsible for delivering those services, and 
amongst them there were some excellent presentations. It would be true to say that we as a committee were 
somewhat disappointed in the lack of a holistic approach of some public servants. Part of that, obviously, relates 
to the structures that we have in place, but even within those structures there are people who understand that they 
need to achieve positive ends; they need to be proactive themselves; they need to take initiative; and they need to 
go out into the community. We do acknowledge that the Minister for Education earlier this year had her tasks 
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broadened�she has now left the chamber�and had the scope of her responsibilities extended to consider the 
early childhood years. That was a very positive move. 

I will try not to draw on just the negatives and perhaps get this over quickly. One of the very real problems that 
we found, and the very good evidence that the experts and the aware public sector personnel that came before us 
gave time and again, was the lack of coordination of services and the variety of different instrumentalities that 
are delivering these services to the zero to four-year-old group. That is not delivering optimum outcomes. That 
means that a lot of money has been put into the problem but in some cases is not resulting in terribly inspiring 
outcomes and is creating a lot of duplication and waste. There are a number of different ways to handle this 
matter. From my personal experience in bureaucracies, having more people involved in coordination does not 
actually get us anywhere. We end up with coordinators for coordination and more and more people in a room 
attempting to deal with one issue concerning one particular child or one family. That tends to add to the level of 
bureaucracy rather than solve the problem. We looked at alternatives. For example, South Australia seems to 
have taken considerable strides. We were very impressed with the calibre of the public servants that we met in 
South Australia. They displayed a very high level of competence. They have a minister who heads up a 
ministerial committee that coordinates all the different agencies, be it health, child protection or children�s 
services. That may be one way of approaching this issue. He is a very strong minister�I think he is the Deputy 
Premier�who has taken on this role. It seems that some very positive things are happening in South Australia.  

We came across another model that the committee thought really brought home the bacon the best, although we 
recognise that there are differences between states. This is a lot bigger ask but a decision was made in Victoria to 
bring all those agencies, including the provision of child health services, under the Minister for Education and 
Early Childhood Development. Particular functions were taken out of different departments�out of health and 
out of community services�and put into a combined portfolio. That is a very courageous move. There will be 
no end of turf protection in resisting a move like this. Quite frankly, as I said, the response cannot simply be to 
appoint more coordinators. These services really have to be better integrated. That is one of the 
recommendations in our report.  

We also believe that there is a real place for the development of some transdisciplinary professionals; people 
who can take on a wider role in dealing with the zeros to threes. Because the physical development, the 
emotional development and the intellectual development of children are so intertwined, instead of having a child 
who is vulnerable and has been assessed as at risk and in need and having a dozen professionals dealing with that 
child, we should be looking at the extent to which we could get personnel who have some transdisciplinary 
teams to deal with that child.  

The science that was presented to us was overwhelming. That science explained to us included the issues of 
neuroplasticity and that language acquisition skills peak at nine months. A child starts its ability to acquire 
language in utero. In terms of acquisition of sounds, the peak of greatest activity in developing the synapses and 
the neural architecture actually peaks at nine months and develops until the age of three. That means that if we 
do not attend to these issues in the first four years of a child�s life, we will have great difficulty making real 
progress after that time. 

We were also presented with evidence that suggests that a child�s maximum point of aggression in its entire 
life�this will surprise some who have been to the local taverns�is at 14 months of age. That is the point where 
we desperately need to teach children about boundaries. The whole concept of a child learning to interact with its 
fellow human beings must start at that point. We see many children presenting at school without having acquired 
those basic skills. Because that is the period when the brain is most able to deal with that, being at its most 
flexible and plastic, failing to deal with it at that stage and trying to deal with it when the child is four, five or six 
becomes immensely more difficult. We are putting this enormous effort into research, learning how the brain 
works and how child development works, but we question whether we are using that information as 
constructively as we might.  

We also learnt about the interplay of the emotional development with the intellectual development. For a child 
who lives in a threatening environment, a much greater percentage of its neurological development will be spent 
on developing that part of the brain that deals with fight or flight. That will physically impair the knowledge 
acquisition parts of the brain. We all know people�a few of us are in this place�who are particularly sensitive 
or respond somewhat inappropriately to comments by others. Some of that appears to be set very early on in 
childhood. The science is telling us that for vulnerable children, this cannot be left until they reach the age of 
four. It does not make sense to leave these children unattended. This vulnerability is not only displayed in the 
lower socioeconomic groups, although it is true that it is clustered there. Other children are affected because 
parents�perhaps because of pressures they may be facing, having not been well parented�simply lack the 
skills and lack the understanding of the necessity to talk to their children and ensure that their children are 
exposed to sounds and that they have feelings of comfort and security to allow the brain to develop healthily. 
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Our committee was very firmly of the view that the very first thing that we must do is strengthen the skills of 
parents. It is not about intervening unnecessarily and having the state coming in and taking over children and 
putting them all in programs from age zero. The first thing that we must attempt to get right is the development 
of parental skills. When we started this exercise I do not think any of us on the committee knew about all of 
these inter-related factors of child development. We had some intuitive understanding of these things but we had 
no idea of how early a child starts acquiring the necessary skills for language. We really did not understand that 
complexity between emotional and intellectual development. We are gathering all this information but, in the 
committee�s view, we are not communicating this adequately to parents.  

[Leave denied for the member�s time to be extended.] 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: I put on record my thanks to the committee and the committee staff. It was a 
fantastic committee. I look forward to continuing to work with this committee to get these important ideas out.  

MR A.P. JACOB (Ocean Reef) [11.00 am]: Not only is this the first report from this committee, but also this 
has been my first experience as a member of a committee and in preparing a report of a committee. Therefore, it 
will most likely frame my experiences going forward. The norm for me now will be being a government member 
of a committee that has an opposition chair and a majority of opposition members, a report that takes around 
nine months to prepare and undergoes numerous drafts and six rewrites, and an inquiry that culminates in a 
Legislative Assembly forum comprising all the key stakeholders in what we term the literacy wars! However, I 
am led to believe that is not normally the case for committee inquiries and reports! 

The committee members did many things in pursuit of our findings�from visiting federal government 
departments in Canberra to sleeping in tents in Fitzroy Crossing. I am glad the member for Kimberley is in the 
chamber, because earlier the member mentioned the Halls Creek school. We also visited that school, and I was 
particularly impressed by the new principal of that school. He is very passionate about what he is doing at that 
school, and that is very encouraging.  

I want to begin by acknowledging the work of the member for Armadale as chair of the committee and the driver 
of this report from its inception and throughout the past nine months. Although the inquiry started out with a 
particular focus on the developmental needs of children aged zero to three, a large part of the focus of the inquiry 
has been the pedagogy of early years literacy. This certainly seems to be the area that has attracted the most 
media attention. This was also the focus of the forum that was held in the Legislative Assembly chamber last 
Thursday night. Our final findings and recommendations pick up on this. I hope that our findings and 
recommendations will continue to stimulate discussion on this matter in public forums throughout the state. On 
this subject, I think the message is clear. That message is that we need to take a back-to-basics approach to 
literacy. In doing so, rather than add more complication and bureaucracy to the curriculum, we need to focus on 
equipping graduates with the skills they need and let them get on with teaching the basic tools of reading and 
writing.  

Much of the report points to a wider social problem�namely, that many parents seem to be incapable of 
preparing their children for the early years of schooling and learning. This means that many children are not 
getting the right foundation in their early years because their neural pathways are not being properly developed. 
Some of the Australian Early Development Index results that the chairperson talked about and that we picked up 
during our inquiry are truly terrifying. In one particular regional area, 100 per cent of children presented with 
one developmental vulnerability, and 87.5 per cent of those children presented with a second. This is outlined in 
more detail at page 124 of the report. The AEDI results in some of the metropolitan areas of study was similarly 
alarming. It is clear from the evidence that the current system is not working and that we need to re-examine our 
approach to this issue. That is one of the reasons that we embarked upon this inquiry. 

Because my time is limited, I will direct my remarks mainly to the recommendations and use this opportunity to 
add some of my own comments. Recommendation 1 deals with the need for major government investment in 
this area. In making that recommendation, we are not talking about the government further intervening in the 
lives of families. We are talking about the need for government to come alongside and work with parents to 
better equip them to be the best parents they possibly can be. Recommendation 3, and some of the subsequent 
recommendations, speak for themselves, and to some extent they go outside the scope of this inquiry in that they 
deal with federal issues. However, I believe there is some merit in those recommendations. One recommendation 
that has particular merit is that the baby bonus be linked to compulsory attendance at postnatal classes. That 
would be a very good step forward, and I hope the federal department will pick that up.  

Recommendations 4, 5 and 7 are very much about how there should be no wrong door when people seek help. 
They also highlight the need for a whole-of-government perspective and better collaboration between 
government departments. Interestingly, I believe that the need to investigate ways in which to break down the 
silo mentality may have been the subject of a previous investigation by this committee that was not completed. I 
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hope the committee can look at that matter in the future, because I believe that will have benefits across the state 
sector.  

Recommendation 8 I particularly stand behind. In many ways that recommendation encapsulates much of the 
intent of this report. We acknowledge in that recommendation that the short-term solution to this problem is the 
provision of more speech therapists. However, we particularly highlight the fact that that is only a symptom, and 
that what we need to do now is more research to find the underlying causes and put our resources into that. 

Recommendation 11 deals mainly with the data that we have. If I have learnt anything from this process, it is 
that it is vitally important to take quality data over an extended period, because otherwise much of what we say 
on social issues will be largely anecdotal. That was certainly my experience in some of the hearings and in many 
of our investigations along the way. There is a general assumption that things will always be worse for the next 
generation. However, it is the AEDI-type data, and the programs that are being undertaken by organisations such 
as the Australian Institute for Family Studies, that allow us to monitor the progression of these issues. Although 
these problems often present as very real, we sometimes find that the problem is just anecdotal. If we can obtain 
good quality data, it will enable us to be more strategic with the finite resources that we have.  

Recommendations 13 and 14 reflect the clear belief of the community that the office of the Minister for 
Education is the best office to take charge of this area. This has been borne out particularly from what we have 
seen in the Victorian model, to which the chair alluded quite strongly in her speech. Findings 33 and 34 also 
make reference to this, as does recommendation 27. However, Western Australia deviates strongly from Victoria 
in that although Victoria has put all the early childhood areas under education, including the health component, 
much of the service delivery has been delegated to local government. I am not sure how that would work in 
Western Australia. That matter is not picked up in the recommendation, but I wanted to highlight that as one of 
the differences between Western Australia and Victoria. 

There will always be a small percentage of families for which all overtures to encourage voluntary engagement 
will fail. Therefore, although the report talks mainly about how the government should work with parents to 
enable them to be better parents, rather than intervene, there will always be cases that will require some 
government intervention. I therefore believe that the suggestion in recommendation 15 about managing the 
Centrelink income of those parents is a good way of going about this intervention.  

Recommendation 15 deals with the concerns that have been raised about foetal alcohol spectrum disorder. I will 
not go into that in detail now because I have limited time, but the committee may have an opportunity to look at 
that matter in subsequent reports. It may even be possible for the Education and Health Standing Committee to 
look at that matter, and I will raise that with the members of that committee as appropriate.  

In recommendations 19 and 20, we raise the fact that during our inquiry we came across a plethora of programs, 
almost all of which were being run as pilots. We believe that, to be fair to these programs, they should be 
allowed to run for a period of at least five years so that we can judge their effectiveness. At the end of that 
period, we should audit those programs to see whether they are achieving their outcomes, and they should then 
be either adopted long-term or terminated. What the report is also saying is that we should look at starting those 
programs in the first place only if a researched approach has been taken toward those programs.  

Recommendation 23 I strongly support. That recommendation proposes the staged introduction of a minimum 
qualification for day care workers. This will greatly benefit the standing of the childcare industry as a whole. 
Most importantly, it will mean that childcare workers will be better equipped to help children develop their 
cognitive skills in the early years. We talked also about whether we should require a higher qualification for the 
principals of childcare centres. My personal preference is the model that has been adopted in the Australian 
Capital Territory, where the position requires a Bachelor of Education. In France, the position actually requires a 
Masters of Education. This will assist these centres to become places of learning for those children who are 
placed in those centres for an extended period and will give them the best possible start in life.  

Recommendations 28 to 30 in this report are the ones that I expect will receive the most public attention. I have 
no problem with that, as they may well have the most wide-ranging impact going forward. They have certainly 
been the focus of much of the committee�s attention in the later stages of the report. I do not want to speak for 
too long on these recommendations because I believe other members may wish to do so, but I strongly support 
them.  

I want to finish by highlighting that beyond those aspects of the report that may capture wider public attention, 
there is a lot of very good material that should also be borne in mind and that has a direct correlation with the 
literacy component. 

In wrapping up my remarks, I thank all those people who made submissions to the committee and gave evidence 
at the hearings. The committee received a large number of submissions. I also particularly thank Brian and 
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Jovita, our two committee staff, for all their work in what has been a long process. I also thank the Hansard staff 
and those who filled in at various times.  

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [11.09 am]: Parliamentary committee work is an important task for 
parliamentarians designed to bring together members� expertise and experience and the evidence on the topic 
with which the committee is engaged, in order to distil that evidence and produce a report and make 
recommendations�as we have done in this particular case. This report deserves the full attention and support of 
the Minister for Education in particular, the government of Western Australia as a whole and the wider 
community, particularly the educational community, of Western Australia, not simply because it is the work of a 
group of parliamentarians, but because it has distilled evidence from the best expertise in the field of education, 
and weighed up the arguments and positioned them in the form of findings and recommendations.  

I have worked in parliamentary life for nearly 27 years, during which time I have pursued particular areas of 
interest. On this occasion, and in a recent inquiry, I deliberately focused my attention on this issue because of my 
wife�s input and her observations in her professional role as a school psychologist and as an educator. She has 
been observing the issues of early childhood development and, in particular, the challenges faced by the people 
who are not thriving in the areas of literacy. My wife, Anne Stephens, comes with a wealth of experience in the 
field of education. Because of that experience, she has helped me shape the way that I looked at this inquiry and 
at a previous inquiry with which I was involved and for which a report was delivered by Dr Janet Woollard, 
member for Alfred Cove, during an earlier sitting of the house. I want to focus my attention on the findings on 
the area of teaching. The expertise that the committee was able to draw upon that particularly caught my 
attention was that of Dr Steve Heath from the University of Western Australia and Ms Mandy Nayton from the 
Specific Learning Difficulties Association. They helped the committee and the previous committee and, since we 
have concluded our work, they have helped me shape the comments that I want to make about the report tabled 
today.  

This important inquiry, this valuable report, deserves to be commended to the attention of the Minister for 
Education and the government as a whole and to the wider community for many reasons, not the least of which 
is the significant contributions, findings and recommendations it makes about the unacceptably high numbers of 
young people who are finishing school with literacy skills inadequate for everyday life. An Australian Bureau of 
Statistics literacy survey found that 52 per cent of Australians aged between 15 years and 19 years have literacy 
skills insufficient to meet the demands of everyday life and work in the emerging knowledge-based economy. 
These disturbing statistics are also replicated in the studies that have been conducted and reported upon in 
England, the United States and now here in Australia. A national inquiry into the teaching of literacy in 2005 
mirrors some of the findings of our own inquiry. Research tells us that only five per cent of children in 
mainstream classes have inherent processing difficulties that make the acquisition of literacy particularly 
difficult for them. The evidence, therefore, reveals that the vast majority of children who are failing to learn to 
read and spell are doing so because of the failure of pedagogy. People too often focus on the fact that students 
arrive at school from a range of social backgrounds that make learning to read and spell difficult. They also point 
out that many students fail to attend school. These are important factors, but the research tells us that, by the 
adoption of a pedagogical approach, these issues can be responded to and results produced. The weight of 
evidence throughout the English-speaking world indicates that the failure of this pedagogical approach has arisen 
as the direct result of teaching strategies introduced as part of the whole-language approach to literacy education. 
Two examples of such strategies are immersion, which involves surrounding children with oral and written 
language experiences from which they are expected to learn, and the guessing technique, which encourages 
beginner readers to guess the words they are attempting to read. The guessing is based on information about 
possible word meanings that the child can glean from pictures and from the context. 

Evidence indicates that the majority of children will learn to read, although not always efficiently, using the 
whole-language method; however, this is not the case for the 20 per cent to 30 per cent of our children who start 
school with a variety of difficulties, including poor oral language, poor phonological awareness, little exposure 
to books, low levels of parental education and a range of other social and emotional issues. The research 
indicates that it is these vulnerable children who will most likely fail to learn using whole-language methods. In 
fact, if we had to design a system that would secure failure amongst that section of the population, we would 
adopt a whole-language approach, embed it in our education pedagogy and deliver failure as a direct 
consequence of that pedagogy.  

Evidence suggests that all children benefit from a more explicit and systematic approach to their early literacy 
experiences, but that for our most disadvantaged children such an approach is absolutely essential. It is in fact 
the case that all children taught to read using structured synthetic phonics will be a year ahead of the control 
groups and national norms initially, and will maintain or even add to this advantage over time.  
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In addition, the research indicates that many university-level teachers are reporting the failure of literacy skills 
amongst that cohort, indicating that even our best and brightest do not have the necessary literacy skills that 
traditionally accompany otherwise high levels of academic achievement. 

The research findings presented to the committee by Dr Steve Heath and Ms Mandy Nayton, which are in line 
with similar research carried out in other English-speaking countries, indicate that preprimary children can be 
screened for a number of risk factors that, when detected at this age, can be addressed through teaching 
strategies. These risk factors include the child�s oral language, phonological awareness and alphabetic 
knowledge. Phonologic awareness is a key skill. It is the ability to hear, identify and manipulate individual 
sounds�the phonemes in spoken words. It also involves the child�s capacity to rhyme and manipulate syllables. 
We know through this research and the evidence from practice that when the results of early screening of 
phonological awareness, alphabetic knowledge and language skills are used to inform intervention programs, 
literacy outcomes improve significantly. In fact, almost 100 per cent of students identified with reasonable skills 
in phonological awareness and alphabetic knowledge at preprimary are found to have strong reading skills by the 
end of year 2. Without intervention, students identified through screening to be in the bottom quartile in 
preprimary are highly likely, in approximately 75 per cent of cases, to be identified as struggling readers in year 
2. This disadvantage, once established, is highly resistant to change, unless intervention programs are 
established. The cost of such intervention programs if we do not get the pedagogy right is unbelievable.  

The research as reported in the committee�s report reveals that an approach using structured synthetic phonics�
that is, direct instruction utilising that technique�delivers results and produces much better results than those on 
offer through a whole-language approach.  

I have only two minutes left. I appreciate that in those two minutes I will not be able to do justice to this topic. 
The report, however, does do justice to this topic and deserves the attention and focus of the Minister for 
Education and the government as a whole. Members will be aware of my focus on Aboriginal education across 
the regional areas of Western Australia. I have often puzzled over the failure of Aboriginal people, and have 
watched technologies utilised in classrooms and a pedagogical approach that seems to have guaranteed the 
delivery of literacy failure for large numbers of Aboriginal people whose grandparents could read. These 
grandchildren of literate grandparents can no longer read. I have discovered on this journey that there is an 
explanation. It is found in the failure of our universities to deliver to the education system preprimary and 
primary teachers with the skills and methodologies for evidence-based approaches to the teaching of literacy. 
The acquisition of literacy can improve these results. I commend to the Minister for Education the need for a 
robust dialogue with those universities that train teachers about the need to deliver to the education system�
government, Catholic and independent�teachers who can teach with confidence. It will be teachers with a 
skilled evidence-based approach to the teaching of literacy who will turn this around dramatically and quickly�
if they will just understand the science.  

MR A.P. O�GORMAN (Joondalup) [11.20 am]: To me the inquiry by the Community Development and 
Justice Standing Committee into the adequacy of services to meet the developmental needs of Western 
Australia�s children was a very important inquiry. It reflects what we are seeing in the community at the 
moment. Every member in this house has come into this place at some point bemoaning the social activities of 
our young people and saying that they are out of control, hooning and those sorts of things. That sort of 
behaviour stems from a child�s early years. If we do not get it right with our children in their early years, we are 
on a hiding to nothing.  

The committee found from the evidence presented to it that a child�s mind is wired up within the zero to three 
years age bracket. If that mind is not wired up properly to enable it to learn, the way our teachers teach and our 
education system presents information to children will not make a whole lot of difference. They can still learn, 
but they will find it a lot harder. We must focus on the zero to three age group. Some people put to the 
committee that we must focus on the prenatal period to ensure that parents start thinking about how they will 
interact with their child.  

Members have heard the term �It takes a village to raise the child�, and that is true. What has happened is that 
the village has lost interest in the child. That is proven by the way we treat the people who look after children in 
their early years�our childcare workers. Even though they are among some of the lowest paid workers in the 
country, they have the most important job in our society; that is, to assist and develop our young children. But 
they receive a very low wage and have low qualifications. In our report we have picked up on that issue and 
suggested that the status of childcare workers be raised. We are not saying that they must have education 
degrees, but we want them to have a higher understanding. We want to get away from the notion that a career in 
child care is a second choice option; that is, a person in that career is not good enough to be a teacher, an 
engineer or a member of any other profession, but is good enough to be a childcare worker. It is a reflection of 
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the disgraceful way our community thinks at the moment. We need to get away from that. One way we can do 
that is by lifting the status of those people considerably through education, qualifications and appropriate pay.  

Another thing that struck me is that many parents today simply do not know how to relate to their children. They 
do not understand that it is not good enough to put their child in front of a TV and expect the child to pick up 
language skills. The child picks up language skills through interaction with parents. It picks them up from the 
parents talking directly to their child�not in coochie coo baby talk, but by talking properly and straight to them 
so that they can hear the formation of the words. That interaction starts to bring the child�s mind together and 
wire up the brain so that the child can hear words and letters. When the child is of an age where he or she can 
start learning, the foundations have already been laid. The child can build on those foundations and go on to 
succeed not only in primary school, high school and, for many of them, university, but also in life. People do not 
have to be successful academically to succeed in life. That point came across to me very strongly.  

I agree with the member for Ocean Reef that a process needs to be put in place whereby the government actually 
assists parents to understand the development of their child before the child is born. That should then be 
followed up with intensive education after the child is born. This state used to have a great system for doing that, 
which involved the child health nurse. Evidence was given to the committee that while the number of child 
health nurses has not dwindled, it has not increased over the past 20 years. The number of these nurses has 
remained at about 165, while the population has increased substantially. We need to get back to providing 
services through child health nurses.  

I will give an example of my early circumstances. My wife and I arrived in Australia as a young couple�22 and 
23 years of age�with a baby on the way. We had no family here and had no other input into our family other 
than what we received through the child health nurse. My wife is well educated. She is a home economics 
teacher and had a good understanding of a child�s early childhood years. However, we needed external 
support�that is, somewhere we could go to verify that what we and our child were doing was appropriate for 
our child�s developmental stage. It is a great resource that both sides have neglected when in government. It is 
important that the committee has included a recommendation in the report to bring more of those child health 
nurses back into the community. Many of the migrant population and even long-term and traditional Australian 
people would then be able to access a professional who could assist them to understand the development of their 
child.  

Another thing that came to the committee�s attention is that South Australia and the Australian Capital Territory 
now have zero to 12 schools, not K-12, in which there are childcare centres staffed by professionals. They are 
not there to take over the role of parents. That is the great issue we have to consider. We do not want the state to 
take over the role of parents. The state must assist parents to make them understand that they have a 
responsibility to ensure the proper development of their child so that as that child grows it recognises its role and 
responsibilities in our society. In the South Australian and ACT models children in the age group from zero to 
three have places in childcare centres on school campuses. The effect of that is that there is almost a seamless 
transition from zero through to 12. The children are not in tears as they go into kindergarten, preprimary and then 
formal school. In addition, children do not take a huge jump when they go into high school. It is important.  

It is also important for the childcare centres to be delivering education to young parents so that they are not left 
behind. Parents must realise that they cannot rely on our schools entirely to educate their child. It is a partnership 
between the parents, the school and the child. We should continually enforce and reinforce that parents are 
responsible for the behaviour of their child and that parents are responsible for the education of their child. The 
teachers can only do so much, but they are doing it on a 24-1 ratio and sometimes even greater�a 30-1 ratio. At 
home where there are two parents and one child it is a 1-2 ratio. It is very important that parents get back to the 
basics and start recognising that they are the principal educators of our children. The state needs to intervene to 
help parents deliver that education.  

I thank all those people who attended the committee hearings and presented submissions. Every inquiry that we 
do in this Parliament is worthless if we do not get input from the wider community. It takes a lot for many of 
these people to make a submission�that is, to take time out of their already busy lives to make a submission to 
give evidence to a parliamentary committee. I thank all those people who submitted evidence to our inquiry.  

I also thank the staff�Brian Gordon and Jovita Hogan. They put up with five politicians, each of us with an ego 
and different views. They managed to pull this report together in a very short time. A fair amount of pressure 
was put on them to get the report into this place. They also organised the debate that was held in this place last 
Thursday evening about the literacy wars. To move this issue beyond the zero to three age group it was 
important to have a debate on what happens in our schools. It was very clear that most of the professionals in the 
chamber last Thursday evening believed that we need to go back to basics and start teaching our teachers how to 
teach. 
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MR M.P. WHITELY (Bassendean) [11.29 am]: I seek leave to make a short contribution.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr J.M. Francis): The member for Bassendean is not a member of the committee; 
therefore, he requires leave of the house to participate in the debate.  

Leave granted.  

MR M.P. WHITELY: I will make a short contribution because, obviously, I have only just seen the report and I 
have not had time to digest it. I am really encouraged by the focus of this report and the previous report of the 
Education and Health Standing Committee, which was a carryover from the last Parliament, and was introduced 
by the member for Alfred Cove.  

I want to pick up on a comment made by the member for Armadale when she made reference to Finland and 
some wonderful things that are done there. This relates to finding 11, which reads � 

There is a need for improved referral pathways for the developmentally vulnerable in the early 
childhood sector. Anecdotally, many families in need of support services �get lost� due to confusion in 
negotiating the multi-layered early childhood maze of programs and related services.  

That rings true to me from my experience with many of my constituents, and also some of the issues in which I 
have a personal interest. It rings true for not only early years of childhood, but also the teenage years. In many 
ways the current system is structured to exclude children from getting appropriate treatment. Western Australia 
has tended to follow the US model rather than the Finnish model. The US model is based on a disability focus; in 
other words, children have to have a label to be accepted into services. They have to be diagnosed with 
conditions like autism, ADHD and a range of other conditions, or have a low IQ�typically less than 70�before 
they make the barriers and jump the hoops to get into a service. If the committee had had the money to travel to 
Finland, one of things the member for Armadale would have learnt is that Finland does not have a disability 
focus but a focus on a failure to thrive and perform.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan interjected.  

Mr M.P. WHITELY: That is the point I am making, and the member has picked up on that point. If we 
followed the Finnish model, children performing below benchmark in the National Assessment Program�
Literacy and Numeracy test or the old West Australian Literacy and Numeracy Assessment test would not need 
to have a diagnosis of autism or low IQ to get the extra support they need because they are failing to thrive. It is 
a particularly commonsense approach. It is basically addressing need: providing resources when kids are failing 
to thrive. The US approach is quite different, and that is where Western Australia is headed, as we have picked 
up many of the worst elements of the US approach, whereby children have to be labelled or diagnosed with a 
particular disorder or put into a particular category before they get any responses. The member for Ocean Reef 
wants to interject.  

Mr A.P. Jacob: That is where I was heading with the foetal alcohol syndrome disorder. My concern is that it is 
easier to diagnose than treat the actual problem.  

Mr M.P. WHITELY: That concern applies to a range of issues. As soon as we start bringing in categories, we 
start to bring in a silo mentality with the child. I had dealings with a parent whose child had particular difficulties 
that were apparent from a very early age. This was a very intelligent and articulate mother, with four other 
children who were thriving, but for this child she could not get in the front door of the various services�I will 
use the name �little Johnnie��because she was not prepared to have little Johnnie labelled with any of these 
conditions. What she wanted from the system was a response that recognised little Johnnie�s difficulties, and the 
challenges he faced because little Johnnie was failing to thrive, and for the system to tailor services to match the 
child. In that way we treat the child rather than the label. I suspect foetal alcohol syndrome is a lot easier to spot 
than some other conditions, but the barriers to a diagnosis of any of these conditions are not discrete; they are on 
a continuum of behaviours. Hence, when funding or services are inadequate, those barriers are artificially drawn 
too high, or sometimes they are expanded when funding is tied to a particular diagnosis.  

I hate to use this example, because I know I talk about it all the time. Some schools in the US are funded to the 
tune of $400 a year�this is going back five or six years�because a child attending the school has been 
diagnosed with ADHD. It is an untied grant, and the money is spent by the school on whatever it wants. That is 
one of the recommendations of the inquiry into the national guidelines on ADHD in Australia. It is entirely the 
wrong approach because it encourages the school to diagnose and label children, and then it enables the school to 
completely ignore the circumstance of that child. Instead of identifying a school with low National Assessment 
Program � Literacy and Numeracy scores and putting extra resources in to help lift those scores-- 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: That is the approach that the committee has taken.  
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Mr M.P. WHITELY: I did note that as one of the committee�s recommendations. To the extent that I have 
comprehended the meaning of this report, I endorse what I have understood. However, I ask that those 
responsible for implementing the recommendations bear in mind that the best response to children�s 
disadvantage and children�s failure to thrive is to focus on each individual, rather than on a arbitrary system of 
labelling kids with a disability focus.  
 


