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TEACHERS’ ASSISTANTS 
Grievance 

MR G.A. WOODHAMS (Greenough) [9.24 am]:  My grievance is to the minister representing the Minister for 
Education and Training and is about the provision of teachers’ assistants, or aides, to students with learning 
disabilities.  According to a brochure made available to the parents of students with disabilities, one of the major 
planks of current education policy in Western Australia is a commitment to inclusive education.  This 
information, which is provided by the Department of Education and Training in Western Australia, alleges that 
all schools receive appropriate resources and expertise.  The brochure forms part of the government Schools Plus 
program.  That is a play on words.  “Schools Minus” would be a more accurate description.  Schools Plus is a 
flawed program that manipulates circumstances to suit bureaucratic requirements rather than the needs of 
deserving children, parents and teachers.  One of the documents that forms part of this program is titled 
“Supporting students with disabilities and a range of learning needs”.  That document is full of false promises.  
The publication would have been more realistic had the government had the decency to add the words “when 
and where possible” to its range of alleged commitments.  It may surprise the minister representing the Minister 
for Education and Training - or perhaps not, if the minister has been dealing with this issue regularly in his 
electorate - that this document was handed to me by a respected and long-serving teacher in my electorate who is 
incredibly frustrated by the lack of interest and concern that seems to emanate from the Department of Education 
and Training’s head office, or, worse, from the Minister for Education and Training.  However, I cannot believe 
that the minister is not interested, or that she is just paying lip-service to the need to provide essential services for 
many young Western Australians.  I am not here to pull this document apart.  However, if the minister has not 
read it, she should please do so, and compare its promises with its outcomes in many of our schools.  I think the 
minister will find that it is an extremely disappointing piece of literature masquerading as information; or, to be 
more colloquial, it is mutton dressed at lamb.   
Recently I visited several primary schools in my electorate - as I do on a regular basis - in which the spirit of 
inclusiveness is very much in evidence.  However, the strain and stress that is placed on teaching staff who are 
dealing with children who have learning disabilities and require full-time attention means that they are often 
sick, burnt out and exhausted and looking to get out of the teaching system.  Traditionally the education system 
has had three Rs.  I will give the minister two Rs.  Schools are required to provide total commitment to all their 
students.  However, they are not resourced to do that.  They are required, but not resourced.  The policy of 
inclusiveness places many requirements on schools and teachers.  However, it does not does resource them 
adequately.  I heard the Treasurer proclaim yesterday that Western Australia has a V8 economy with a rocket 
strapped to its back.  However, the rocket must have blasted right over the top of our education system.  The 
Minister for Education and Training should come back from outer space and get her feet on the ground and 
resource the specialised teaching needs of these schools.   
Let us introduce another R.  Let us reward our teaching staff, parents and students with full-time teachers’ 
assistants, or aides, in all the situations that schools identify.  Recent research by Professor Fiona Stanley 
outlines grave concerns for the health and wellbeing of our students.  She researched a range of issues.  Two 
significant findings came out of that research.  She found that there has been a substantial increase in the number 
of children with intellectual disabilities and learning disorders.  She found also that 18 per cent of children 
between the ages of four and 16 have a degree of mental health morbidity, or depression, anxiety or behavioural 
problems.  Last week I spent several hours - as I often do - in a primary school that has a number of autistic 
students in year 1.  Do these children have full-time teaching assistants?  No, they do not.  The school is not 
funded to provide this critical support.  The teachers in these classes need to make an important decision: do they 
look after the autistic child and ignore the needs of the rest of the students and let them fend for themselves, or 
do they ignore the autistic child, who is more likely than not to run out of the class or attack, bite or throw 
objects at anyone who happens to be nearby?  I challenge this government to show that not supporting or 
spending money on the full-time resourcing of teachers’ aides creates a better teaching environment.  I say that 
again: I challenge this government to show that not supporting or spending money on the full-time resourcing of 
teachers’ aides creates a better teaching environment and provides children with learning disabilities with a 
greater opportunity of being included in our community.  How can not resourcing them improve our schools?  
All the research - I suggest even the government’s own research - demonstrates that a high level of funding at an 
early age in a child’s development has a significant impact on the child’s future learning and development.  I 
look forward to the minister’s response.   

MR N.R. MARLBOROUGH (Peel - Minister Assisting the Minister for Education and Training) 
[9.29 am]:  I thank the member for Greenough and National Party spokesperson for education for his grievance.  
I know that he has genuine concern for education and particularly for the needs of young people with disabilities.  
To establish my bona fides, my wife - who is now retired from teaching - was the deputy principal of the Kim 
Beazley Special School for over 20 years.  I therefore have, at a personal level, a close affinity with the areas of 
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concern that the member for Greenough has raised today.  When I visit the 26 schools in my electorate, I am as 
concerned as many parents are about teachers’ workloads, particularly when there are disabilities involved at the 
primary school classroom level.  Regardless of the answer I give today, it behoves all of us to keep a constant 
vigil over this area of education.  First, by definition it is an area of great need.  Second, it lacks numbers 
compared with the general education pathway and can slip off the agenda.  I am not saying that the government 
has allowed this area to slip off the agenda; however, as I read through some of the issues being addressed, 
members will understand that the timeframes that we are working to need to be reviewed.  Let us go through 
them.   
The member for Greenough is right about Schools Plus.  Members should know that as a result of Schools Plus, 
the government has introduced three new categories of disability that were not previously being looked after in 
the school system.  They are severe mental disorder, severe medical health condition and acquired brain injury.  
All of these conditions were previously addressed outside the school system, as the member for Greenough has 
described.  They have all now been included, and as a result more students are eligible to receive an education 
assistant allocation.  To the end of March 2006, there has been an allocation of 260 FTE special needs education 
assistants, and an extra $1.68 million has been allocated as a result of those extra requirements.  These are 
dollars for teachers and time for students with disabilities that have been allocated through Schools Plus.  This is 
in addition to the provision of .1 and .3 FTEs in 376 schools.  Those schools have been categorised as having 
youngsters with special needs.  They have received extra FTE time of .1 or .3 depending on their special needs 
category, in addition to a share of $1.68 million extra that has been allocated this year. 

This allocation of FTEs and money forms part of an initiative called the Building Inclusive Classrooms strategy, 
which provides the FTEs to fund learning support coordinators, and a fully funded, 12-day professional learning 
program.  The people who are involved with looking after special needs children throughout the year are taken 
on a 12-day course to improve their skills and to update their knowledge of the modern programs necessary to 
deal with severe disabilities.  The remainder of schools - that is, schools other than the 376 already mentioned - 
will have access to LSCs by the end of 2008, which is two years away.   
The Department of Education and Training has a number of specialist services providing support to schools that 
have students with disabilities.  They include the Centre for Inclusive Schooling, the Vision Impairment Service, 
the Western Australian Institute for Deaf Education and the Hospital School Services.  Those are areas of 
specialty that are part of the provision of services to youngsters with disabilities.  These areas of disability are 
singled out for specialisation because of the number of children involved and the complexities attached to their 
disabilities.  These services are driven by specialist teams at the Centre for Inclusive Schooling, which also 
provides autism intervention services to schools.  As the member for Greenough mentioned earlier, schools in 
which year 1 teachers are struggling to deal with student disabilities need to be aware of these services and they 
need to tap into them.  I suggest to the member that if he knows of a situation in which teachers are aware of and 
tapping into services, and the services are proving inadequate, he should bring the matter to me and I will make 
sure that it is brought to the attention of the Minister for Education and Training.  We will try to do something 
about it.  I refer specifically to autism support.  In addition, general teams of visiting teachers from the CIS are 
now based in the metropolitan district education offices as part of an inclusive education team providing support 
to schools within each service area.  I presume that, although they are in the central office in the metropolitan 
area, there are service areas elsewhere in the regions.  If the regions are not benefiting from this initiative, the 
member should please let me know. 

The Western Australia Institute for Deaf Education provides visiting teachers for 1 250 children who are deaf or 
hard of hearing, throughout the school system.  Hospital School Services includes Princess Margaret Hospital for 
Children’s Shenton Park Annexe, Family Pathways, Bentley Hospital, the WAY and Families at Work 
programs, the Andrew Relph Centre and the HSS visiting teacher service, which provides educational support 
for 256 students from both public and non-government schools.   
I am not sure if that goes anywhere near to answering the questions that the member for Greenough has raised 
today.  However, as I said before, we need to be vigilant in this area.  I commend the member for Greenough for 
bringing this issue to the attention of the house and I will make sure that any shortcomings he discovers in his 
electorate - and I know the member for Geraldton has also raised this issue - is brought to the attention of the 
Minister for Education and Training. 
 


