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DISTRICT HIGH SCHOOLS — SENIOR SCHOOL ALLOCATION FUNDING, AND  
REVIEW OF PROGRAM DELIVERY 

Motion 

HON MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM (Agricultural) [10.11 am] — without notice: I move — 

That this house expresses its disappointment in the lack of strategic direction in school education, and 
calls on the government to reinstate the senior school allocation funding to the 21 district high schools 
from which it was removed for the 2011 academic year, and at the same time commence a complete 
review into the delivery of years 11 and 12 programs at all district high schools. 

I want to commence this week’s non-government business simply by placing on record some observations 
regarding the importance of public education in the state of Western Australia. It is important that I do that but I 
acknowledge right from the very outset that, of course, that knowledge already exists among members of the 
chamber today. For the record, public education obviously covers all of Western Australia—north, south, east 
and west. Every student has access to an education system and if students cannot attend a school, fairly 
obviously, they can access education these days online or through distance education; so there is no issue there. 

I also make the point that quality education training, or teacher training, has always been a feature of our 
education system. I also make the point that education ranks alongside health services and law and order as the 
most significant budgetary item in this state. Western Australians demand the very best education system as we 
attempt to deliver the finest and most productive workforce possible. Also, public education offers the best 
investment that our state can make; it improves society in so very many ways. However, most importantly, 
public education is for all races, all creeds and all citizens, no matter where people live. My basic contention is 
that there must be only quality public education. Given our dynamic and progressive economy, second or third 
best is simply not acceptable. The question then is: how can such a first-class education system be provided and 
maintained? The answer appears simple, but in fact is often very difficult to achieve. The fact of the matter is 
that, without detailed planning and a commitment to the development and implementation of an appropriate 
strategic direction policy, our education system is not going to deliver to its full potential. 

Why then this particular non-government business motion? The fact of the matter is that increasingly society is 
questioning the direction in which the government and the education minister are heading. That is not to say—I 
put this on record as well—that I am in any way, shape or form questioning the efforts and professionalism of 
the many people involved in public education in WA, be they teachers, principals, administrators, office and 
clerical staff, teachers’ assistants, library staff, ancillary staff, parents and the like. I am sure, Mr President, given 
your previous life as an educator, you would very much appreciate the value that those particular people add to 
the education of the students of Western Australia, be it in the year 2010 or in the years prior to that when people 
like you and I were members of the education workforce. The education system has many outstanding 
contributors and, like I said, I am not calling into question their efforts. 

But I am calling into question the direction in which the government is taking public education in the year 2010 
and beyond. The professionalism of all education staff, particularly teachers, will be challenged, however, when 
strategic direction and corporate values are weakly promoted or made unclear. This is the education minister’s 
prime responsibility—that is, to be an effective and inspiring leader, providing direction and facilitating 
meaningful planning. This non-government business motion is all about those particular qualities; namely, 
direction, planning and leadership. But, as I will demonstrate, significant problems are starting to crop up in 
Western Australia. 

There appears to be little strategic direction. If there is, I would like members opposite to tell me so. Long-term 
planning has failed to recognise population trends and workforce needs. Inspiration, passion and leadership for 
the outcomes that education can deliver appear to be, sadly, lacking. The dynamism of the 1960s, 1970s and 
1980s, with the likes of Dettman, Dolin, Mossenson and Vickery, has given way to a rather narrow opportunistic 
focus whereby principals and school boards are encouraged to hire and fire staff, and in some cases even select 
students. How counterproductive can that possibly be? 

We have an education system in which assets and finances can be supplemented by sponsorship deals from, of 
all things, motor vehicle companies, tractor distributorships, food and juice providers and even football clubs. I 
contend that the recent and disturbing move—although I acknowledge this was an election commitment—to 
independent public schools has little to do with strategic direction, planning and leadership and more to do with 
private education by stealth. 

With the concerted push towards independent public schools, one has to ask—there are many questions 
stemming from this particular move—how students across the board benefit. What are the outcomes for students 
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in non-desirable teaching schools and communities such as those in the bush? That is a big issue for country 
members. How is the Department of Education going to staff such schools? Will they be closed in due course as 
parents are required to compromise on the quality of the education that their students receive because there are 
not enough students in a class, and parents want to keep their kids in their own communities? That is a huge 
issue that needs to be addressed. Will teachers who are permanent in desirable locations where independent 
public schools exist ever move to the areas of greatest need where the best teachers are required? I do not think 
so. 

We also must question the research and planning undertaken prior to the government’s independent public 
school push. I cite as evidence of the poor planning and hasty decision making comments from the State School 
Teachers’ Union of WA website made in early 2010. I am here quoting Ms Anne Gisborne, President of the 
SSTUWA. She said that, without consultation, this program was expanded in 2010 before any real examination 
of the initial trial had begun. The question is: what sort of planning is going on at the departmental level? This 
should be of some serious concern to parents of school-age students, and to members of Parliament for that 
matter, and to communities generally. Time does not permit me to go through all of those comments, but I 
certainly recommend that members take a look at the State School Teachers’ Union of WA website. In a 
subsequent release on 22 February 2010, Anne Gisborne, in reference to an impact statement, said that staffing 
of rural and remote schools and the more difficult metropolitan schools is increasingly at risk as the independent 
public schools program expands. Again, I make the point that these particular aspects are elaborated on if 
members care to look at that website. As a former rural educator, I am particularly concerned with the issue of 
staffing of those particular schools. I especially note that, as the baby boomer generation starts retiring in 
increasing numbers and the student population grows as predicted, our schools will experience greater and 
greater staffing shortages. Research indicates that the problem will be at its worst between 2012 and 2017. That 
is pretty soon. 

Hon Ed Dermer: It’s fairly wide, too, isn’t it? 

Hon MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM: It is; it is broad. Western Australia is a very big place, as Hon Ed Dermer 
will appreciate. We have a lot of difficult-to-staff schools. These days most teachers seem to want to reside in the 
city. There are significant problems on the horizon. The question then is: how do the minister and the 
government propose to address this pressing issue? Where are the trainee teachers? They certainly do not appear 
to be enrolling in universities. I then ask: where is the strategic direction and leadership by the Minister for 
Education? What are we going to be doing from 2012 to 2017? Are all students going to go on to distance 
education? It is becoming a reality for people who work in the Agriculture, Mining and Pastoral and, to a lesser 
extent, the South West Regions. 

The lack of meaningful strategic direction is best illustrated in the government’s recent decision to not reinstate 
senior school allocation funding to all 21 district high schools, as announced in March 2010 and confirmed by 
the Minister for Education on Tuesday in the Legislative Assembly. I believe that she made a commitment to 
only two schools out of 21. The minister’s statement was presented in response to the excellent twenty-seventh 
report of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations simply titled “The Removal of Senior 
School Allocation Funding for Year 11 and 12 Courses at 21 District High Schools”. The standing committee 
made a number of findings, conclusions and recommendations. I certainly would not mind going through all of 
them, but time is very limited at this juncture, so I will mention some of the findings. Finding 1 states —  

The Committee finds that the removal of the senior school allocation has impacted on individual 
district high schools in varying ways depending on the individual circumstances of the school. 

Finding 2 states — 

The Committee finds that … there was a lack of clarity provided by the Department to schools on 
the options available to the students and Department’s intention. It was apparent from hearings 
held in country areas that the Department had not communicated the implementation of the 
removal of the funding adequately. There was discrepancy in the understanding of principals of 
district high schools as to the options available to the school and to the students. There was also a 
lack of awareness amongst district high schools that if they were experiencing difficulty, they 
could negotiate with the Department for assistance. 

Finding 3 states — 

The Committee finds that the Department did not adequately consider the ability of students to 
be able to meet the policy guideline that an individual student should not be on a bus for more 
than 90 minutes on their one-way journey to attend a senior high school. 
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As an example of that, members should consider students who may live west of Wyndham and have to get to 
Kununurra. I know that Kununurra is a district high school and, in the near future, will be at least a community-
style college or a senior high school. The distance that those students would have to travel, given that most of 
them are Indigenous students, would preclude most of them from completing anything like education to a year 
11 or 12 level. 

Hon Ed Dermer: Obviously, 90 minutes would be doubled if you take into account travelling both ways. 

Hon MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM: Not wishing to be flippant, but they obviously have to get home at night. 

Hon Ed Dermer: That is an extraordinarily long day, isn’t it? 

Hon MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM: That is true. I was going to make the point that not all those kids are 
capable of boarding. The member is right; kids could be on a bus for three or four hours in those sorts of 
circumstances. 

Hon Ed Dermer: So they are spending a quarter of the day on a bus. 

Hon MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM: That is true. I would like to continue this discussion but I have only seven 
minutes remaining. 

Finding 4 states — 

The Committee finds that the Department did not adequately consider the cost implications … 

And I have already mentioned that. Finding 5 states —  

The Committee finds that if a bus service was provided between the district high schools and 
senior high schools that currently do not have an existing bus service, this would provide a 
significant cost impost on the PTA. In the Committee’s view this would represent a cost shift from 
the Department to the PTA. 

Finally, finding 6 states — 

The Committee finds that there was a lack of clarity provided by the Department to schools on 
the nature and the purpose of the senior school allocation. 

That is quite an indictment. 

There are also some concerns regarding the social impact of the minister’s decision. Again, I will quote from the 
committee report. At page 38 of the report, there are a number of comments that were made by the Country 
Women’s Association of WA. Regional Development Australia Wheatbelt made a number of very important 
points, one of which states — 

The implications for Wheatbelt communities are great. The availability and quality of educational 
options is a major influence on decisions about where people with families will live. 

We are facing big problems in the Wheatbelt. This sort of decision to force students literally out of their own 
homes and to make parents move away from the Wheatbelt into larger centres or, indeed, the metropolitan area 
is counterproductive to the sustainability of our rural communities. 

Hon Jim Chown: I think you will find that this issue has been addressed by the extension of the VET program, 
which the minister announced in the house last week. 

Hon MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM: I would like to debate that with Hon Jim Chown, but I doubt that that will 
solve all the problems that this report highlights. There are a number of other social impact statements. Again, I 
encourage members to look at the report. 

Hon Jim Chown: There are 18 schools that are going to receive an extension to the current program for years 11 
and 12. 

Hon MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM: I do not have time; I have only five minutes remaining. 

The 10 conclusions in the report should be of great concern to the government. Rather than go through all of 
them, I will simply look at paragraph 4.10 of the report, which states — 

The Committee is of the view that the Department, whenever it … reassesses funding to schools in 
regional and rural areas, must take into consideration: 

a) whether there is actually any savings to the overall State Budget; 

And it would appear from the research that that is certainly a big issue — 
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b) the broader economic and social consequences of the decision; … 

Again, I suggest that members look at the social impact statements contained in the report —  

c) whether access to, and equity and excellence in, education for all students will be upheld. 

The sons and daughters who are born to parents in rural, regional and remote Western Australia have no say in 
their geographical location, but they still deserve the very best education. Currently, there is a significant equity 
issue. Kids in the metropolitan area are that far in front of many of the students living in the sorts of communities 
that I work in that urgent attention needs to be paid to this very issue.  

As part of the provision of better strategic direction in rural and remote education, I believe that the Standing 
Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations got it right, particularly in recommendation 3, which states — 

The Committee recommends that the Department of Education review the provision of years 11 
and 12 at district high schools to ensure that the education programs provide access to, and equity 
and excellence in, education for all students. 

It is a no-brainer. 

There are many other examples of confusion in the strategic direction of school education in this state. There are 
big issues, for instance, at Kalbarri District High School and they are real and ongoing. The Department of 
Education appears unable and unwilling to sort out the issues and appears very content to adopt a heavy-handed 
approach. But that is only one example; there are issues around year 7s moving to high schools, and particularly 
noteworthy is that school psychology services appear to be in disarray, particularly in the bush where support for 
graduate school psychologists appears to be a thing of the past. 

The last issue that I must mention pertains to Aboriginal education. This issue, I believe, sums up the confusion 
in the government’s strategic direction for school education and equity. At this year’s Aboriginal education 
awards night, held some months ago now, the minister announced that she had released the Aboriginal education 
operational plan for 2010–14. My question to the Minister for Education is: is it not true that not only has the 
plan not been released, but also it has not even been printed, and the minister has certainly not signed off on 
anything? My point is that if Indigenous education is any indicator of planning, leadership and strategic direction 
from a government and a ministerial perspective, we have big problems, members. Not only is federal funding 
now an issue, but also the very future of students who can ill-afford to have anything but the best educational 
opportunities available is an issue. I recommend that members read a paper produced by the Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry of Western Australia on this issue; I am more than willing to provide that to members 
later on as it details the issues associated with Indigenous education.  

In summary, sadly, I have only one comment to sum up with, which is, purely and simply, that the King has no 
clothes. 

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [10.32 am]: I am delighted to speak on behalf of government on 
this motion. My colleague the Minister for Training and Workforce Development was going to reply this 
morning, but unfortunately he has been taken away on urgent parliamentary business. I am very pleased that Hon 
Matt Benson-Lidholm put this motion before the house, and that his contribution referred to part of the twenty-
seventh report of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, titled “The Removal of Senior 
School Allocation Funding for Year 11 and 12 Courses at 21 District High Schools”. Members may or may not 
be aware that the minority report attached to that report was written by me as a member of that committee, and in 
it I have outlined my thoughts on this issue. I will address that in my response.  

The government wishes to put on the record that the removal of the senior high school allocation had nothing to 
do with the imposition of the three per cent efficiency dividend—that became clear during the course of our 
inquiries. I will quote from my minority report, which I consider to be the most important part of that report, 
obviously — 

With regard to Clause 2.1 of the Majority Committee Report I do not agree that the cessation of senior 
school allocation funding for Year 11 and 12 courses from 21 district high schools was made by 
Government in 2009. I am of the opinion that the cessation of funding came about as a result of an 
interim funding program — 

“an interim funding program” — 

introduced by the previous Government coming to an end as was always intended. Evidence was given 
that this funding was introduced as a transition so that schools could comply with the requirements of 
the Acts Amendment (Higher School Leaving Age and Related Provisions) Act 2005. 
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The senior high school allocation was never meant to be an ongoing program; it was put in place merely for the 
duration of the transition period.  

Another thing I want to point out is that the report refers to the removal of funding from 21 district high schools; 
in fact, it was removed from 19 district high schools only, as after the situation at Lake Grace District High 
School was re-examined funding was reinstated due to the distance students need to travel, which was a matter 
raised by Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm. The initial Lake Grace decision was appealed, and the minister and the 
department reconsidered it. The initial decision on Roebourne District High School was also re-examined, and it 
was determined, for specific cultural reasons, that the funding will remain beyond 2012. The other 19 district 
high schools will not receive the senior school allocation beyond 2010. 

It is clear that there are many challenges to providing quality education in regional and remote areas. The 
Minister for Education has travelled, and continues to travel, extensively throughout the regions and has listened 
carefully to the concerns of regional and remote communities. Members are aware that I have spoken on a 
number of occasions about the fact that the government includes all sorts of people in these discussions, and 
takes an inclusive point of view. We want to know what communities are feeling about these things and how 
they want to engage in the provision of their children’s education in rural communities. A colleague from one of 
the regions will probably speak more on that later. 

The provision of district high schools is part of an overall approach to providing public schooling in Western 
Australia and is a particular feature of the approach to schooling in regional and remote areas. District high 
schools provide a comprehensive general education for students from kindergarten age to year 10. All district 
high schools are eligible for extra funding under curriculum access. The formula for calculating curriculum 
access takes into account the number of students enrolled in year 8 to year 10 in district high schools, as well as 
the distance from the nearest large centre. Curriculum access provides extra staffing to district high schools, and 
these schools are already well resourced. That became evident from the information given to us when we went to 
a number of the regional areas to conduct our inquiry. 

A key component of the Department of Education strategic plan is the constant examination of the provision of 
funding to ensure that students gain maximum educational benefit, and that resources are provided where they 
are needed the most. It is not a never-ending pool of money, and members must realise that funding has to be 
placed where it is most needed. That is done by discussion, consultation and collaboration.  

To maximise opportunities in senior schooling it is preferable that all students attend the nearest senior high 
school, where they will derive a number of benefits such as an increased range of curriculum programs and, 
particularly, a wider range of vocational programs; increased access to teachers with senior schooling experience 
and subject-specific curriculum expertise; improved social interaction with peers; and improved facilities, 
particularly in specialist areas. More and more these days the families of students, and students themselves, want 
their children to specialise in different areas.  

I will digress a little and speak about the independent public school system that was introduced in Western 
Australia. As members know because I have previously spoken on this, I am a great fan of the introduction of 
independent public schools and I am an end-user. I am not a former educator, but I am the mother of a child who 
is about to leave Ashdale Primary School to attend Ashdale Secondary College, which is part of one of our 
independent clusters. He wants to specialise and become a games programmer, so we looked at what was on 
offer at different schools and noticed that Ashdale Secondary College has a special science and technology 
program with a competitive selection process, which is something quite unheard of in public schools. There were 
50 children applying for 25 spots in the science and technology program, which is a very exciting innovation that 
has come about because the principal of Ashdale Secondary College, Carol Strauss, has the ability to look at 
what students need, what the school can provide, how it can be done, and how the school can best manage its 
resources. Again, that is being done through consultation with and collaboration between educators, families and 
everybody else in the region.  

One thing that became obvious to committee members during the inquiry was the value of the vocational 
education and training programs in schools. As Hon Jim Chown earlier mentioned by way of interjection, the 
minister announced last week that the government will provide a funding boost to regional VET programs. We 
talked to people in the communities and to the end users of these products. I will take some time to read an email 
sent to the minister following her announcement about the VET programs. The email is from David Mexsom, 
who is chairman of the Master Builders Association for Albany and the Great Southern, and states — 

In relation to your Ministerial Media Statement dated Tuesday 9th November 2010 —
 Government provides funding boost to regional VET programs.  

Firstly, may I congratulate you on this initiative.  
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Our Albany and Great Southern Master Builders Association (Mba) Branch Manager Linda Gibbs, has 
recently contacted your office … in relation to our offer to be of assistance.  

As the Chairman of the Master Builders Association for Albany and the Great Southern, our 
organisation has been actively advocating and participating in the push for Vocational Education and 
Training programs in the regional areas, particularly in the Building Trades and related professional 
areas. As you would be aware, there is a chronic shortage of some trades, and a major risk of traditional 
skills being lost unless we actively address the current situation, we need to sow the seeds early in the 
minds of male and female students, that the building industry has a great deal more to offer than mixing 
concrete and laying bricks.  

We have found that often when the building Industry is being considered by students (and parents) that 
only the traditional trades come to mind such as Carpentry, Bricklaying, Painting, Electrical and 
Plumbing. There is of course far more to the Building Industry than that, and this is why the Mba would 
love to address students to explain that often, by becoming a tradesperson, this can be a ‘stepping stone’ 
towards many other associated professions and careers such as becoming a Registered Builder, 
Architect, Town Planner, Building Surveyor, Technical Draftsperson … Estimator, Scheduler, Project 
and Site Manager are but some of those examples.  

We have many willing Mba members with a wide variety of skills that would enthusiastically attend 
schools in order to promote a better understanding of the many opportunities that are available, and in 
many cases such opportunities are seldom considered as possible career choices by school students.  
… 
It is noted that the Albany area … would like to offer our assistance in any associated partnership 
program, and would be more than willing to address students throughout the Great Southern Region as 
part of a Vocational Education and Training Program.  

That is an example of collaboration and consultation with the community. We can see that the people in that area 
are going to benefit from this.  

I also have a letter from Mrs Jacqueline Henggeler, the honorary state secretary of the Isolated Children’s 
Parents’ Association of WA, which reads — 

Dear Dr Constable, 

The Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association State Council of WA is delighted at your announcement 
that the State Government will provide targeted funding to some regional high schools to support 
innovative Vocational Education and Training (VET) programs. It will give Year 11 and 12 students in 
regional areas without a senior high school more choice and the opportunity to remain in their 
community to further their education if they wish so.  

To say that the government is not doing anything strategically and is not moving anything in a good direction is 
untrue. It is doing that. It is collaborating with communities. The communities are at the heart of everything. 
This is about what communities and parents want for their children and how they want to grow these things and 
not about what the bureaucrats or the State School Teachers’ Union of WA might want. Members can go online 
and read about the journey of Coorow Primary School as an independent public school, written by its principal 
Anthony Shields. He has written about what the school thinks about the program and the fantastic direction in 
which it is taking the school. The government has strategies in place for the provision of VET programs 
throughout the regions and through the IPS system. Schools throughout the metropolitan area are clamouring to 
become part of the independent public schools program because they know that their children and communities 
would benefit from that program in the long term. That is what it is all about. At the end of the day we need to 
think about who will benefit from these things and who will be better off, which is our children and future 
generations. I know that the minister responded to a question on the VET program in the other place earlier this 
week, saying that it will mean extra funding for schools to develop really good vocational education and training 
programs for students, in partnership with local industries, businesses, state government authorities and 
organisations.  

During the committee’s investigation into this matter I recall listening to some community leaders from 
Carnamah who absolutely praised the VET program and spoke about how the whole community had taken it on. 
A number of businesses in that town employ children from the school. Students do not go to school one day a 
week and instead go out into the community. The list of businesses in Carnamah that have taken on students 
through the VET program was quite extensive and covered a huge range of areas. Those community leaders said 
that this program has contributed to the revitalisation of the Carnamah town site, and they hope that something 
like this could become a model to be taken up by other rural and regional communities to engage in VET 
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programs and deliver what our students want. Students want to develop skills that they can use later in life. Not 
all students want to go on to university or to take the Western Australian Certificate of Education exams, but 
there is provision for them to do that in our schools under the Schools of Isolated and Distance Education 
program and other programs. This government is certainly listening to the needs of children, parents and 
communities and is taking things in the right direction. The decision to remove the senior school allocation was 
really just the natural end of a program that was put in place by the former government. 

Hon Ken Travers: So you don’t support the call for it to go back in 2011?   

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Hon Ken Travers will get his turn in a minute.  

If members read my minority report, it suggests that there was perhaps a bit of miscommunication in the first 
instance caused by the way in which the department was run under the former administration. The Department of 
Education is now well run and has a very enthusiastic director general in charge of its ship. What became evident 
is that under the previous administration, no real communication was happening between schools and parents. 
One thing this government prides itself on is communication and collaboration and the way in which it helps our 
communities. Members should bear in mind that our children are at the heart of all of this. They are our future. 
We must always bear that in mind whenever we do anything in government.  

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [10.47 am]: The Greens (WA) will be supporting this motion. In 
2006, senior school allocation funding was provided to district high schools to support the practical outcomes of 
the introduction of legislation that made it compulsory for all students to be engaged in either schooling, training 
or employment until the end of the year in which they turn 17. According to the government, this funding was 
provided to support schools only through the transitional period, yet the decision to cease this funding for 21 
district high schools was made late last year. I note that the majority of members of the Standing Committee on 
Estimates and Financial Operations did not buy the government’s rationale for the removal of funding, and made 
three recommendations in their report. The first was that the department should immediately reinstate the senior 
school allocation funding to the 21 district high schools from which it was removed. However, the response of 
the minister and the government to the committee’s recommendation indicated that the minister still intends to 
phase out the senior school allowance from 19 district high schools by the end of 2010. Eight of the 19 schools 
have already had this funding removed, but I note that funding has been reinstated to two high schools—Lake 
Grace District High School for travel reasons and Roebourne District High School for cultural reasons. The 
minister claims that the schools that have already lost funding continue to offer similar courses within their 
current level of resourcing. In contrast, the committee found that the removal of the funding has resulted in a 
reduction of the services provided by these schools. I suggest that if some schools have managed to cling on to 
programs, it is because the principals in question have been fighting to do everything possible to ensure they can 
continue to provide those services to the community. I hear stories about principals scrimping and saving, and 
papering over the gaps. They should not have to do this, and I suggest doing so is probably unsustainable in the 
longer term. Schools are experiencing difficulties now and will continue to suffer unless this funding is urgently 
reinstated. 

I know the government wants students to gain the educational benefits of attending a senior high school. 
According to its response to the committee report, the government believes senior high schools offer better 
facilities, better interaction with peers, broader curriculum options and more experienced senior school teachers. 
The committee however questioned this claim; it argued that bigger schools do not necessarily make for better 
education.  

The PRESIDENT: Order! It is a little bit off-putting when there is a conversation in front of the member on her 
feet. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: The committee’s second recommendation states — 

The Committee recommends that the Department of Education when considering funding changes to 
schools in rural and regional areas take into consideration: 

a) whether there is actually any savings to the overall State Budget; 

b) the broader economic and social consequences of the decision; and 

c) whether access to, and equity and excellence in, education for all students will be upheld.  

The government response argues that it is not about savings, but about ensuring resource allocation that allows 
students to access the widest range of educational programs available. Surely the government is aiming for a 
resource allocation that provides the best possible outcome to students, their families and their communities, 
rather than simply having access to a wide range of educational programs. The government’s response fails to 
take into account the wider ramifications of this decision and does not in any way acknowledge the social 
aspects particular to rural communities.  
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The committee’s third recommendation requires — 

… that the Department of Education review the provision of years 11 and 12 at district high schools to 
ensure that the education programs provide access to, and equity and excellence in, education for all 
students. 

The government’s response is that the department continuously undertakes examinations of performance at 
systems, school and student levels.  

That simply is not good enough. This is an important issue and it directly impacts on not only individual 
students, their families and their schools, but also rural communities. There is no doubt that a review of these 
provisions is sorely needed. We need transparency and accountability for such a big decision although this is 
sadly lacking as demonstrated by the government’s decision to completely ignore the majority findings of the 
committee, and to not implement any of the committee’s recommendations. 

At a mere three and a half pages, the government’s response is woefully inadequate and does not adequately 
address the issues, nor does it do justice to the committee or to the more than 69 individuals and groups who 
contributed to the committee’s inquiry.  

The committee found a lack of clarity about how the policy was to be enacted in schools and that communication 
between the department and schools was inadequate. It appals me that in determining the removal of the senior 
schools allowance, the department failed to take into account the often significant travelling times, particularly 
given that many rural students live a significant distance from their local district high schools. We should not 
require years 11 and 12 students to leave home before 7.00 am and return after 5.00 pm. They will simply be too 
exhausted to study; they will not be able to participate in sporting and other community activities; they will not 
be able to hold down an after-school job; and it will have a detrimental impact on those families.  

The committee finding that the department did not adequately consider these issues or the costs involved in 
providing a bus service is deeply concerning and should have been addressed in the government’s response. The 
committee also heard that the students affected were those most likely to be at risk of disengaging from the 
educational system. The students are vulnerable and are unlikely to travel the extended distances or to board 
away from home in order to undertake years 11 and 12. If some students at the communities in question are 
falling through the cracks or are in danger of falling through the cracks, it is as a direct result of bad policy and a 
failure to effectively communicate the functional details of the policy to the relevant schools. This issue smacks 
of policy making on the run in an effort to save money. Possibly, we all accept that in an ideal world all years 11 
and 12 students would have access to vibrant, broad education options close to home. I recognise that this is not 
always possible. Indeed, it does present quite significant challenges in some rural areas. However, instead of 
making decisions from on high and imposing what are clearly quite inappropriate decisions on school 
communities, the minister needs to start listening to the experts and to the people who are putting in the work. 
We need to acknowledge that students, families and school staff members are expert on the needs of their 
particular communities.  

The provision of quality education by public schools is core government business and the government is not 
providing this. Fundamentally, this is a question about access to education and inequity in access to education. 
Students simply should not be penalised because their parents live and work in a rural location. Some students 
will have to or will choose to travel away from home to complete their secondary schooling; this is currently the 
case. It has been the case throughout the state’s history. However, this is neither an appropriate nor realistic 
option for all families and all students. It is up to the government to ensure that all student needs are catered for 
to the best of its ability. If the minister’s decision about funding for district high schools represents the best of 
her ability, I have very grave concerns for the whole education system. Schools are a very central part of 
community—particularly rural communities. The liveability and social amenity of these communities is directly 
affected by the quality of schooling available. When the government undermines and undervalues rural schools 
by reducing their capacity or by not consulting about issues that will significantly impact on their functions or by 
not providing clarity about the department’s policies and expectations, it has a direct and negative impact on 
communities. This is happening now and it is not good enough; therefore the Greens (WA) will be supporting 
this motion.  

HON PHILIP GARDINER (Agricultural) [10.56 am]: I will speak against the motion. The Nationals have 
followed this matter with close interest since it first became an issue. I wish to cover a little bit about regional 
education and its complexities, and to talk about the strategies the government will put in place, and their 
implementation factors, to ensure no-one is missing out.  

Regional education is a complex area. It is a complex area because it occurs out where there are smaller 
populations, not in the urbanised area of the city, and there are comparatively more complications in terms of its 
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delivery than is the case in urban schools. As everyone knows distance is an issue, as are small school cohorts 
and the limitations on choice. However, regional schools generally have higher staff to student ratios than urban 
schools. Although I refer to a senior high school, the same principle applies in a district high school. I know of 
staff commitment levels in senior high schools that will often lift students thereby enabling less capable students 
to finish year 12 when they would have fallen by the wayside at another school.  

Regional education has to conform to federal government targets. As we know, the Australian government target 
is that 40 per cent of the population aged between 25 to 34 will have a bachelor degree by 2025. The other target 
is that 20 per cent of enrolled undergraduate students will come from low socioeconomic status backgrounds. I 
know that is an extension of district high schools, but it is a part of the regional education strategy about which 
we must be aware. Those targets will only be achieved if we can encourage and inspire regional students to 
complete their secondary education.  

In 2005, with the passing of the bill to amend the high school leaving age and related provisions, the whole 
regional education perspective changed. A totally new strategic focus was required because all students were 
required to complete years 11 and 12. This needed a comprehensive strategy that is still being put in place. The 
regional education strategy has a number of elements. One element is senior high schools. The government is 
working on improving boarding facilities at senior high schools to enable students to attend those senior high 
schools that can offer them a broader range and scope of subjects. Another element of that strategy is district 
high schools. District high schools will be used to meet the particular interests of students who do not aspire to 
do the tertiary entrance exam. As we all know, the progress that we make in our education depends largely on 
our maturity and development. It may be the case that students who are vocational education and training 
oriented at the ages of 11 and 12 go on to complete a degree later in life. But we need to deal with what we have. 
The government is seeking to provide the same quality of education for all students, from four-year-olds in the 
primary school system, through to district high schools and senior high schools; that is, from K to 12.  

As I have said, under the regional education strategy, district high schools will provide vocational education and 
training. In regional Western Australia, that will involve blending the curriculum of the school, particularly in 
years 11 and 12, with the desires of the community. Hon Liz Behjat mentioned the importance of involving the 
community. The best example that I have seen is Carnamah. Carnamah is a regional town, and it has a number of 
regional businesses—machinery businesses, engineering businesses and stock agency businesses. It also has a 
number of farms. Let us not leave farms out of this. Carnamah has been the model that the Minister for 
Education has picked up to implement across the 19 district high schools that are being affected by the removal 
of the senior school allocation funding. It is important to involve the whole community in the education of their 
children. That goes back to what I have said on other occasions—it takes a community to raise a child. 

Another part of this strategy is independent public schools. Although some people might disagree with the 
concept of independent public schools, I believe it allows for delegation and for local schools to focus their 
curriculum on the particular needs of their students. The schools at Narembeen, Donnybrook, Corrigin and Lake 
Grace, all schools that were mentioned when this funding was to be withdrawn, have now become independent 
public schools. 

It is in the implementation of this strategy that we will either succeed or fail. We know that the announcement 
about the removal of the senior school allocation funding could have been done in a different way; namely, in 
consultation with the schools and the communities, so that the Department of Education and the Minister for 
Education would be aware of the concerns and desires at the community level. We need to understand the 
nuances at that level if we are to have the effective implementation of this strategy.  

This strategy is now being put in place. As part of the implementation of this strategy, Department of Education 
executives are working with the schools and the communities to put partnerships in place so that the vocational 
education and training can work. The department is also providing funding for curriculum access. The funding 
and the number of full-time equivalents that are provided for curriculum access is based on distance and number 
of students. So, the combination of this curriculum access funding, and the partnerships that are being put in 
place, assisted by the executives, will replace a lot of the funding that had been provided through the senior 
school allocation. In addition, $10 million of capital funding is being invested in providing facilities for district 
high schools. This funding is being invested not in buildings, but in what I would call the sexier side of 
education; that is, in providing woodwork training, oxyacetylene training and welding training.  

Hon Ken Travers: Where is that money coming from—the state or the commonwealth?  

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: That money is coming from the state. That was in the budget even prior, as I 
understand it, to the report that was done by this upper house committee. That funding will enable the training 
facilities to be enhanced. 
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This strategy for the district high schools is now being rolled out. I believe that every child in a regional area 
should be given access to equity and excellence in education. That focus has been re-established, largely because 
of the work of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations of this house in going to 
communities and listening to their concerns. Many of these district high schools and communities are small. That 
means that they know all their students, and if any of those students run into problems in years 11 and 12, they 
can ensure that the support staff in the Schools for Isolated and Distance Education can provide the assistance 
that those students need. 

So I believe that my concerns about this issue have been alleviated. I believe that all students will be given 
access to equity and excellence in education under this new strategy, and that, if any problems emerge, the 
community will be able to pick them up and deal with them. 

HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [11.06 am]: I support the motion moved by Hon Matt Benson-
Lidholm. As members have mentioned, much of this debate relates to the twenty-seventh report of the Standing 
Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations on the removal of senior school allocation funding for years 
11 and 12 courses at 21 district high schools.  

The Minister for Training and Workforce Development may be away from the chamber on urgent parliamentary 
business, but I find it interesting that another minister or a parliamentary secretary has not provided the official 
government response to this motion. I must say that I found the response that we did get from the government 
member who spoke in this debate a bit difficult to understand. The member was clearly opposing the motion. 
However, the member did not address the core substance of the second part of the motion, which calls on the 
government to reinstate the senior school allocation funding to the 21 district schools from which it has been 
removed for the 2011 academic year, and at the same time commence a complete review into the delivery of 
years 11 and 12 programs at all district high schools. 

Hon Ed Dermer: The government was not trying to avoid the point, was it? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I think it might have been trying to avoid the point, Hon Ed Dermer, because those 
words are actually less strong than what the majority of members on the committee had recommended. However, 
they are almost identical to the words contained in recommendation 1 of the minority report, which was put out 
by the member who has provided the government response today. At the very least, I would have thought that 
the house would take a unanimous view on supporting that position. Having sat on that inquiry, and having read 
the response that we were given by the minister to that inquiry, which was tabled in this house, I believe it 
demonstrates that this government does not collaborate or consult. The key message that we were given in the 
government response today is that this government is going to consult and collaborate. However, none of the 
things that were outlined today by the two government members who spoke in this debate are contained in that 
response—none of them. In fact, the response that this house got from the government is nothing short of 
woefully inadequate.  

Hon Norman Moore interjected. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: It is woefully inadequate, Leader of the House, in a range of ways. It gives superficial 
responses to the recommendations; it fails to even mention any of the findings in the report; and it fails to make 
any response to the minority report. That is a disgrace in my view. The Leader of the House can sit there and 
defend it all he likes, but it is a disgrace  

Hon Norman Moore: The motion does not even refer to the report. I don’t know what you’re talking about. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: No; but it is a sign that this government treats —  

Hon Norman Moore: There will be a time to respond to that report. You know as well as I do that there is a 
time for that.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: That is correct. The official response of the Leader of the House’s government was that 
it does not need to support the call contained in this motion, a call that is identical to the call made by Hon Liz 
Behjat in her minority report. It is identical to that call.  

Hon Norman Moore: The government will respond to the report in due course when the house debates the 
committee report.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: The government has already responded; it has provided a written response.  

Hon Norman Moore interjected. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I think I interjected once. I did not continually interject after I had made a point.  

Hon Norman Moore: You always interject, you know that; you never stop.  
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Hon KEN TRAVERS: I learnt it from the Leader of the House. I learnt it with all great skill from the 
curmudgeon of the Council.  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Max Trenorden): Members, a bit of calm. You do have less than six 
minutes to go. Hon Ken Travers, you do ask for interjections. You cannot have it both ways. I want to give you 
the chance to speak for another six minutes. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Thank you, Mr Deputy President.  

Hon Norman Moore: See if you can chuck a few more names around while you’re at it.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Stop disregarding the Deputy President’s request; it is disrespectful to the Chair in the 
extreme. 

Hon Norman Moore: He said you invite interjections, and he is quite right.  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Hon Ken Travers, get on with your speech.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: If I can get a word in amidst the interrupting commentary from the Leader of the House, 
I will.  

The simple fact of the matter is that the argument made by the government was that it is about collaboration and 
consultation with the community—collaboration and consultation that it did not do before it removed that senior 
school allocation. Not one piece of community consultation occurred.  

Hon Liz Behjat interjected. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: The member knows that is not right. 

Hon Liz Behjat: I know it is right. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: The removal of the senior school allocation came about as a result of the three per cent 
efficiency dividend. 

Hon Liz Behjat: It did not; you know it didn’t.  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Members! These interjections were not caused by Hon Ken Travers; others 
started them. I ask all interjections to cease. You have the floor, member.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: It was listed in the items as part of the three per cent efficiency dividend. That is what 
drove this change, and there was no collaboration or consultation. That is the same level of collaboration and 
consultation that the Department of Education has engaged in through the committee process of this house, given 
the response it provided. Hon Phil Gardiner talked about the investment the government is making in boarding 
facilities. But what is clear is that the senior school allocation is necessary for year 11 and 12 students who do 
not have access to boarding facilities. One of the most telling things came out of the inquiry at, I think, 
Narembeen, where one of the principals said, “What we are really dealing with here is probably less than five per 
cent of the student population in the age cohort of years 11 and 12 in regional Western Australia.” The vast 
majority of students go to boarding schools of some form or they go to their local senior high school, which 
provides the whole curriculum. However, for a group of students, not a particularly large group, for whatever 
reason, boarding is not appropriate or it is too far to travel to one of the senior colleges. It is important that those 
students have access to quality education at their district high schools. I accept that that is the cohort we are 
dealing with. We are not dealing with every student in regional Western Australia. That statement from that 
principal was a telling point. Although I acknowledge that upgrading boarding accommodation is a good 
initiative, it will not address the issues for the year 11 and 12 students who are unable to use the boarding 
colleges. I look forward in 12 months to seeing the things government members have claimed will be achieved. I 
looked very quickly at the budget, and the only allocation I can see in the budget for technical facilities at high 
schools throughout regional Western Australia is money coming from the commonwealth budget. It is in the 
state budget, but money for technical facilities at district high schools has been allocated by the federal 
government, not the state government. I have not seen any sign of additional money allocated to that area. 
Members will know that the money that was provided for years 11 and 12 was value-adding for years 11 and 12 
at district high schools. 

I challenge people to look at the work that was being done at Gingin District High School. It benefited not only 
the year 11 and 12 students, but also every other student. That was the evidence the committee heard. The 
effective use of that pool of money benefited not just years 11 and 12; it enabled the employment of specialist 
numeracy teachers and it benefited every student from K to 12. There is also a long list of benefits at Jurien. The 
tripe we got in response to the recommendations of this committee tried to suggest that the decision about Lake 
Grace was made before the committee reported. That was not true. The government finally made the decisions 
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about Lake Grace because the committee was able to highlight to it that it had failed to adequately consider these 
decisions before they were implemented. It was physically impossible for Lake Grace District High School 
students to catch a school bus, even if they lived right next door to the school, and reach the nearest senior high 
school within an hour and a half without breaking the law by speeding to do it. That was known before the 
decision was made, yet the government chose to ignore it. So much for collaboration and consultation with the 
local community.  

The bottom line with all of this, Mr Deputy President, is that it is a small group of students who will be affected. 
We can sit here and say that it is only a small group and we do not care, but if they fall through the gaps and are 
left behind, we will all ultimately suffer. If members look at the social determinants on health, and the linkages 
between access to quality education and the outcomes for the rest of a person’s life, they will understand that 
quality education is a key part of the process. If we do not make sure that that five per cent receive access to a 
proper education, as a community, we will suffer in the long term. I do not think the government has adequately 
sought to develop a strategic approach to this. It demonstrated that when it removed the allowance and, based on 
the way it has responded to this matter, it does not understand and does not want to address the issue.  

HON BRIAN ELLIS (Agricultural) [11.17 am]: In 1994 a former member of this place, Hon Derrick 
Tomlinson, MLC, who had previously been a senior teacher in the state school system, conducted a 
comprehensive inquiry into schooling in rural Western Australia. Hon Derrick Tomlinson later became the 
inaugural chairman of the Rural and Remote Education Advisory Council, which was borne out of that inquiry. 
As some members may know, I now chair that council, which continues to provide grassroots advice to the 
education minister. I acknowledge that Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm chaired the same council in the previous 
government. I also acknowledge his interest and passion for rural education, which I share. But I do not agree 
with the motion he has moved or his assumption about this government’s lack of strategic direction in school 
education. I will explain why. It is pertinent to know that the Tomlinson inquiry produced a report that states in 
part — 

Accepting rural reality means moving from a generic public policy … to a more differentiated policy.  

I believe that premise remains relevant today. Whilst all children should receive an education until year 12, in 
my view, one size does not fit all. That approach does not work in the country. I have therefore observed with 
interest the changes the Barnett government is making to the education choices offered to country students. I 
believe these changes should be considered in tandem with the year 11 and 12 changes proposed in this motion 
because the whole package provides some very practical options for these kids. This includes the new vocational 
education training courses announced last week and the new regional school network announced in September. It 
is all very well to keep kids at school until they turn 17 or 18 but we need to make it a meaningful experience. At 
the time of the Tomlinson inquiry, students could leave school at the end of year 10. At that time one-quarter of 
the metropolitan students and between half and three-quarters of the rural and remote students had dropped out 
of school at the end of year 10. If we had not compelled students to stay at school until year 12, I wonder 
whether this might still be the case. After all, some things do not appear to have changed since the 1994 inquiry. 
Some of the main issues affecting lower regional TEE scores at the time included seasonal work regimes; 
different priorities reflecting a valuing of the rural environment and lifestyle; different attitudes and aspirations 
towards academic pursuits; and socioeconomic factors. In fact, the influence of socioeconomic factors dominated 
the Tomlinson report, with references on at least 13 pages. This has a contemporary significance, given the 
financial stress caused by the current drought in regional areas. Interestingly, the inquiry also found that in rural 
and remote areas, students tended to perform better in larger schools. 

In speaking to this motion, I would like members, especially city members, to think carefully about how 
practical it is to provide a specialised science teacher, maths teacher, English teacher or history teacher to every 
secondary school in the bush. It seems more practical to have the students travel to the larger schools for 
specialised teaching than to have them learn history from a maths teacher or chemistry from an English teacher. 
However, I believe in some areas where the main school is central to several smaller satellite schools, it may be 
possible to rotate the timetables of the centralised teachers. Instead of taking the mountain to Mohammed, a 
specialised teacher could rotate to the satellite schools. I think that would take a bit of thinking outside the 
square. 

Hon Kate Doust: That proposal was suggested at one point for city schools and I understand that your team 
opposed it. It is interesting that you would proffer that as an option for the country.  

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: It is an option that is worth exploring and I would be prepared to look at the practicalities 
of that option.  
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In the meantime, let us look at the options for students at schools where classes for year 11 and 12 students are 
no longer on offer. Students can elect to stay at that school and undertake supervised distance education. This 
means that they will work to a program that has been compiled and monitored by specialised teachers from the 
distance education program or they can travel to the nearest school offering year 11 and 12 classes. This means 
they may have an hour-long bus ride, but so do many city kids who travel from, say, Gooseberry Hill and other 
outer suburbs to private schools in the city. The advantage for country kids who travel to larger schools is that 
they gain a larger peer group with whom to socialise and to stimulate them and compete with them on an 
educational level. They can also go away to boarding school, as I did, or those at the 19 designated schools can 
sign up for the new vocational education training program that was announced last week. I will name those 
schools to give members an idea of the cross-section of the regional area. They are: Kojonup, Gnowangerup, 
Southern Cross, Wyalkatchem, Carnamah, Dongara, Boddington, Gingin, Wongan Hills, Jurien Bay, Mullewa, 
Wyndham, Dalwallinu, Mukinbudin, Narembeen, Quairading, Brookton, Corrigin and Wagin. 

I know from personal experience that many country kids are drawn to practical hands-on career paths. The new 
regional VET program will make the last couple of years at their local high school much more relevant to their 
needs. The program starts in year 10 and operates in partnership with local business, government and industry. It 
offers the skills and knowledge to kick-start a career through a course at school or a school-based traineeship or 
apprenticeship. This provides a practical introduction to the world of work and work ethics and can give students 
a head start to make them more attractive to employers. Better still, in a bush situation where one size does not 
fit all, it is a flexible program with a range of options that kids can explore. Apart from getting a taste of training 
and income while they are still at school, kids can also use the program as a stepping stone to further study. They 
will leave school with both a WA academic qualification and a nationally recognised vocational qualification.  

The Barnett government is thinking outside the square when it comes to regional education. This is demonstrated 
by the new regional school network announced in September. Under the new structure, there will be six non-
metropolitan network regions, including the Mid West, the Wheatbelt, the Kimberley, the Pilbara, the Goldfields 
and the South West. There will be regional education offices in each region and the smaller local education 
offices will continue where district offices currently operate. This will maximise the opportunity to co-locate 
services and foster interagency collaboration. It will also give country parents the opportunity to meet with 
senior departmental personnel at the local level.  

Debate adjourned, pursuant to temporary orders. 
 


