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SCHOOL EDUCATION AMENDMENT BILL 2012 

Second Reading 

Resumed from 7 November. 

MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park) [4.55 pm]: I rise to speak on the School Education Amendment Bill 2012. I 
commend the member for Churchlands for her valedictory speech. Twenty-one years is indeed a long time by 
any measure for a member of Parliament to be in this place, and no doubt she is looking forward very much to 
her retirement years. 

Obviously, the opposition will support the passage of this legislation, and the shadow Minister for Education, the 
member for Warnbro, has outlined the opposition’s position of support regarding this bill. As was pointed out, it 
is actually quite a small but important bill to reduce the pre-compulsory education period from two years to one 
year, so that kindergarten becomes the only pre-compulsory year of education. I am glad that the opposition 
supports this legislation in light of the fact that I have a daughter starting kindergarten—that one year of pre-
compulsory education—next year, and another daughter the year after. Watching my three-year-old go through 
three-year-old kindy this year, I see that those pre-years before starting the compulsory years of education are 
absolutely vital to ensuring that kids are ready for that structured learning environment. I think that the member 
for Warnbro has already made the point that most children already attend schools for their pre-compulsory years 
of education, so the impact of this legislation in terms of the percentage of children who do not will be relatively 
small—and this situation was reflected in the comments made by the member for Warnbro. 

I want to make some comments about one of the schools in my electorate that has had some adverse impacts and 
some unintended consequences due to the policy decision of the government being implemented by this bill, and 
that school is East Victoria Park Primary School. The issue has had some media coverage both at the local media 
level and in The West Australian. The reason I talk about East Victoria Park Primary School is because it has 
quite a significant number of children impacted. East Victoria Park Primary School, like all schools in my inner 
city electorate, has undergone huge growth. The population of my electorate has grown dramatically. Indeed, I 
can recall when Lathlain Primary School was threatened with closure because of low numbers. I recall that I was 
quite young and still at school. Lathlain Primary School, which is a fantastic local primary school, is now 
bursting at the seams, which is reflected in all schools in my electorate. Until the end of this year, East Victoria 
Park Primary School has taken children from outside its boundary. I point out to the minister representing the 
Minister for Education that we of course support this legislation and policy change, but its impact is that quite a 
significant number of students from East Victoria Park Primary School were given very short notice to move 
from East Victoria Park Primary School. As a result of the numbers there, it can no longer take schoolchildren 
outside the boundary of East Victoria Park Primary School. A significant number of children were then sent to 
other schools. Indeed, this year, 77 kindergarten and preprimary students at East Victoria Park Primary School 
were basically given two weeks’ notice. I acknowledge that two of the transportables will be taken off-site from 
East Victoria Park Primary School and reallocated to Victoria Park Primary School and Millen Primary School, 
which are both schools within my electorate and which are, again, two other schools that have been through 
significant growth. My argument is not with the boundary or with the policy; as I said, it is policy that the 
opposition supports. My argument is with the level of notice that was given to these parents.  

Certainly, as has been played out in the media, a very active and vocal parent group built around Michelle 
Colthart has been directly impacted on by this decision. She has taken this issue up with me, the department and 
the minister. She has formed a very effective parent action group. I certainly acknowledge the director general, 
who outlined on radio the department’s position on this. She was, I think, very clear about the department’s 
position regarding the policy change. It is certainly not a dispute I am having with the director general, who I 
note is in the Speaker’s gallery this evening. However, I do not think it is unreasonable to expect the government 
of the day to provide parents with more notice than they were given. 

As a result of meeting with a number of parents—again led by Michelle Colthart—a rapidly formed petition with 
a significant number of petitioners was taken to the Town of Victoria Park. Members might ask, “Why the Town 
of Victoria Park? Local government is not in the business of education.” But these parents and children were and 
are desperate to try to have their children stay at East Victoria Park Primary School. I accept the fact that the 
principal, Mr Spence, has found himself between a rock and a hard place. He is, of course, bound by the policies 
of the government and the department, so he has with great sensitivity, I think, gone about trying to 
accommodate the concerns of the affected families at East Victoria Park Primary School. A petition with a 
significant number of petitioners was presented to the Town of Victoria Park. It is only a short petition. I want to 
read the petition. I will not table it; it is not in a format to be tabled in state Parliament. But it does express the 
frustration, worry and concern of these parents. It is titled “Keep Our Kids at East Victoria Park Primary School” 
and states — 
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Policy implementation by the District Education office has forced 77 students away from East Victoria 
Park Primary School. These students have attended kindergarten and/or pre-primary and have formed a 
deep and loving attachment to the East Victoria Park primary school community and staff. This forced 
relocation has placed a great deal uncertainty and emotional distress on children and their families. 

I, as a resident of the Town of Victoria Park, am petitioning against the rejection of enrolment of 77 
students at the East Victoria Park Primary School. The complex and varied implications of this measure 
magnifies the impact across families in the Town of Victoria Park community. Some families have been 
forced to relocate to schools outside The Town of Victoria Park, and outside the community in which 
they live and engage. 

By signing this petition I acknowledge the outrage felt by the East Victoria Park Primary School 
community and ask the Councillors of the Town of Victoria Park to lobby to government on our 
behalf. 

Indeed the mayor, Trevor Vaughan, presented this petition to the council and has since written to the Minister for 
Education indicating the support of the council to at the very least—this is the argument I put to the minister—
try to accommodate these families by delaying the removal of the transportable classrooms and therefore the 
children from East Victoria Park Primary School for a period of at least 12 months to allow a much more 
sensible and compassionate transition for those families. I think it is unreasonable to expect families to respond 
to this policy change in a matter of a few short weeks. I accept that those families received a letter from 
Mr Spence, the principal, pointing out that this could indeed happen. 

Mr J.H.D. Day: And that was about 12 months ago. 
Mr B.S. WYATT: Absolutely, minister; I accept that. It was usually when the students started, so for quite some 
time they had had those letters pointing out that those positions were not guaranteed. Indeed, Michelle Colthart 
and all those parents accept that they got that letter and that those positions were not guaranteed. Although they 
got that letter, it was effectively never enforced; kids were never required to leave until they had finished year 7, 
because there were spaces at that school. Because of the removal of those transportable classrooms as a result of 
the implementation of this policy, now, unexpectedly and against the longstanding practice for children to 
continue their education at East Victoria Park Primary School through to year 7, those children will be 
dislocated. I have had many emails from parents outlining their frustrations and concerns. Indeed, some go into 
great detail. Taren and Mike Devlin sent me a number of emails outlining their concerns and frustrations. 
Michelle Colthart has been a very effective and articulate advocate on behalf of those children. 
The minister in this chamber may not be able to specifically respond to this issue about the transportables, but I 
have since written another letter directly to the Minister for Education about the issue. The transportables have 
been on location at East Victoria Park Primary School for years. I have significant doubts as to whether they can 
be moved to other schools without either falling apart or incurring significant costs. They have been on-site for a 
long time. Of course, I assume the removal of those transportable classrooms will take place during the summer 
holidays when school is not sitting and they will be relocated to Millen Primary School and Victoria Park 
Primary School. 
The opposition of course supports this legislation. The member for Warnbro, the shadow Minister for Education, 
has pointed out that support. It is a good decision. The member for Churchlands outlined this in her valedictory 
speech as one of her key achievements as Minister for Education, and she is probably right. Certainly, my four-
year-old is very much more than ready to enter kindy, let alone a compulsory period of education. Even though 
90-plus per cent of children already attend pre-compulsory education, this will effectively guarantee those 
positions for Western Australian families. 

I wanted to rise tonight to point out that a significant number of students—77 students—in my electorate had 
settled in at East Victoria Park Primary School as a result of the longstanding practice that those students would 
stay at East Victoria Park Primary School, at least until they finished their primary school years, and have now at 
very short notice been dislocated from their school, which has had a dramatically emotional and upsetting effect 
on some of those students. However, many of the schools—not all of them—that those students will go to are in 
my electorate. I am very fortunate because all the public primary schools in my electorate are excellent. So they 
will at least be going to a good alternative school. The only dispute that those parents have is with the timing and 
the fact that there was no ability to be heard; the decision was made and then enforced very rapidly. The angst of 
those families is with the way that the process went, certainly not with the policy decision made by the 
government. 

As I said, we will support this legislation. I do not expect the acting minister to respond in detail to the issues 
that I have raised tonight. I have written to the Minister for Education seeking further clarity on his initial 
response to my correspondence. However, I thank Michelle Colthart and the parent action group that has been 
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formed to advocate in the interests of the families of the East Victoria Park Primary School students who have 
been removed from the school for next year. Michelle and those parents have been excellent in presenting in 
highly emotional times an articulate front in a way that is respectful to all parties involved. Hopefully, we still 
may have a resolution that is fair and compassionate to those families at East Victoria Park Primary School.  

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [5.10 pm]: I rise to join with my colleagues in expressing our support for the 
School Education Amendment Bill 2012. The opportunity to speak on this bill comes so quickly after listening to 
the address by the previous Minister for Education, who, in her valedictory remarks, made it clear that her great 
regret in her period as minister was that we have not delivered to education the acceleration of the educational 
achievement of Aboriginal people that she, and all of us presumably, would like to have achieved. Many people 
will look to a bill like the one before the house tonight for its positive contribution to responding to some of the 
challenges facing the Aboriginal community, whose needs continue to be so great in this area of education. It is 
absolutely essential that we speak some plain truths here. In advancing the cause of the widespread penetration 
of education through the Western Australian community, we seek to extend the compulsory education period. 
For me, representing the remote regional areas of Western Australia, I can almost say, “What a joke!” We have 
large periods of compulsory education right now, yet we would hardly even know that education is compulsory 
in my area of the state. We must consider students who quite clearly are not participating in the current 
compulsory years of education already on the statute book, let alone what might happen to those kids who will 
be caught by this extension of the compulsory years of schooling. From my observations of the system, we seem 
to be watching the gutting of the participation programs that were previously on offer in the regional areas of 
Western Australia, and the failure of those retention and participation programs having real bite in attracting 
back into the classrooms and back into our schools the kids who are almost constantly on display around the 
towns of the Pilbara region, the Kimberley region and the remote communities and who are not adequately 
engaged in full-time education, even during the existing compulsory years. 

I was turning to the member for Warnbro, the shadow Minister for Education, earlier to ensure I got this part of 
my contribution right. I would like him to interject and correct me to the extent that I stuff it up. I understand 
there is a category of students whose whereabouts are unknown to the system. When we were in office, around 
400 students fell into that category. That was a scandal enough in itself. I am given to understand that since this 
government has been in office, that number has risen to 1 500 last year and it is said to have dropped back to 
1 200 this year. That is an awful statistic. I put it to the house that the whereabouts of those students who fall into 
that category is unknown to the system. I suggest that the system, as well as those students, know damn well day 
in and day out where the large numbers of other students are who are not participating in the compulsory 
educational opportunities and obligations that are theirs right now. Despite that, the system has failed to rise to 
the challenge and find ways to attract and engage those students, families, communities and regions where these 
numbers are absolutely huge. 

I say to my colleagues that the failure in Aboriginal affairs issues is so very tangible, palpable and clear in 
Western Australia. There are areas of success involving individuals, some families and some communities but it 
is tiny in comparison with the overwhelming tidal wave of challenges in this area. A large part of the problem is 
the failure of government policy and programs to just do their job—to just deliver the bits of the equation for 
which they are responsible. When I was Minister for Local Government, I had the opportunity of recruiting a 
new director general of my department. I took great pleasure in drafting the key performance indicators for that 
director general. I made it absolutely clear, even in this rather tangential area of local government and regional 
development, that a key part of the key performance indicators for the new director general was to be able to 
explain to me as minister and to the systems of government what she was doing as director general with her 
programs and policies to achieve the advancement of Aboriginal people in Western Australia through that 
portfolio. I was blessed with a director general who embraced those key performance indicators and ensured 
there were ways of delivering programs that accelerated the participation of Aboriginal people in local 
government and in the regional development programs and policies that were rolled out by that agency. It was 
previously unheard of in that portfolio. The portfolio used to think, “What’s it got to do with us? What does 
Aboriginal affairs have to do with us?” But it was embedded into the key performance indicators of the director 
general and should have been in every sphere of government activity, including and especially in education, so 
that the director general, absolutely plainly and unambiguously, would perform in this area and be held to 
account for it or get out. They should do their job. There are clearly ways that director generals can utilise their 
key performance indicators and be robustly involved in discussions with Treasury about what is needed so that 
those key performance indicators can be delivered upon. 

I will give a small example. It is an extraordinary disgrace for the Aboriginal community to whom the 
acquisition of literacy is no longer guaranteed that its literacy levels continue to so clearly disintegrate to the 
extent that literate grandparents have illiterate grandchildren. In what seems like the short period that I have been 
involved in Parliament—though it is 30 years—I have watched the arrival of this madness that was embraced by 
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the left wing on educational policy. It embraced these strategies of whole language and took control of the 
department, with all this “writing is magic” and “reading is magic” thinking, and the Mem Fox madness and 
insanity that essentially came from the left of politics and was embraced by the education system. It did 
enormous damage to the most vulnerable people within our community. The right of the educational debate, the 
people who are supposed to have no heart and no compassion for the most vulnerable in the community, were 
the ones who sensibly, for whatever reasons, recognised that this was a dud. Internationally and nationally, 
essentially the right of politics identified what a dud the series of decades over the past 30 years had been where 
these various programs of the education department had just been allowed to happen.  

Any meta-analysis of the literature about the acquisition of literacy makes it clear what is needed. The research 
done by royal commissions and committees of inquiry, including of this Parliament—those conducted in 
Canada, the United States, Great Britain; the English-speaking world—in report after report makes it absolutely 
clear what is needed to assist the most vulnerable sections of our community such as people with disabilities, 
people from non–English speaking environments and people from Aboriginal communities. Securing pathways 
towards literacy is a curriculum program obligation. Youngsters coming into our schools require explicit 
instruction; that is, structured, synthetic phonics embedded in the educational programs to advance reliably and 
consistently an overwhelming majority of students who go into the education system so that they can come out at 
the end with the capacity to read like their grandparents once did. It is so self-evident—the literature is all 
there—but have we got it? I predict we will have this: a group, and a growing group, of illiterate people in our 
community who will come to us in future generations to demand royal commissions and who will take up the 
legal cudgels in class actions and bring before the courts the directors general, the ministers and 
parliamentarians—all of us who have been responsible for this mess—to demand legal redress and retribution for 
this mess that our system continues to be in. I predict that there will be class action litigation. Current directors 
general and leaders of their executive will be dragged before the courts and told to bring out their files. Do not 
start shredding, I say to these people, because the reports are all over the place. The evidence is before their eyes 
as to what they need to do; that is, not to leave to each school environment the flexibility to do whatsoever they 
wish but to mandate that schools will deliver the literacy acquisition strategies to meet the needs of all of our 
students—the vulnerable, as well as the overwhelming majority whose needs will be served anyway. 

There are members of this Parliament who have been to see what I am talking about. I am looking across and 
seeing my colleagues who I know have been up to Cape York in Queensland and had these conversations with 
people. I do not especially think the Cape York Institute has all the answers but it has glimpsed and embraced 
some strategies that are absolutely essential to the reliable delivery of education in our system. Fortunately, even 
here in Western Australia, without the adequate support of ministers, the Department of Education, the 
government and the executive, there are people who have got on with the task and are doing exactly this, but 
they are the exception rather than the rule. I am thinking of schools such as Challis, schools in the northern 
suburbs, and schools such as Baler Primary School in South Hedland. They have embraced the strategies that are 
systematically moving the kids playfully, happily and joyfully through programs that work for each and every 
one of them. It is hard work for the teachers—it is not work that is easily done—but the teachers, with their 
school leadership, are getting on with the task in ways that should be applauded and universalised in Western 
Australia. In this state, we are developing an underclass that continues to lose its literacy skills for many reasons, 
but in large measure because the system is delivering a way of responding to the literacy challenge that is failing 
the needs of the vulnerable. 

Mr J.H.D. Day: Do you accept there is a degree of family and personal responsibility in this? 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: Yes, indeed I do, minister; I do absolutely. That is part of the challenge. We need to find 
a way in the complex formula that needs to be on offer in this process. We cannot deliver responsibility back to 
families without delivering obligations to the schools themselves—to let the kids experience the opportunity of 
success by educational programs that work. If kids go into a school in which their constant experience is failure, 
because educational programs almost guarantee that failure, by utilising programs that have kids guessing, that 
have this whole-language approach that has been part of the failure of the past 30 years — 

Mr J.H.D. Day: Is that still the case? 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: It is absolutely the case. Unfortunately, I sit and watch it in my schools in absolute 
horror. This is despite the fact that this Parliament, in this chamber, received and debated the reports of the 
committee, which, by unanimous support, made recommendations to government and to the minister as to what 
had to be done. I say to the director general: be assured, there will be people who will come after you with class 
action to ask, “What the hell has your system been doing that has allowed us to fall through the cracks?” 

Mr J.H.D. Day: There has been a significant improvement in literacy levels over the past three years, I am 
advised—in fact the largest of any state. 
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Mr P. Papalia: The failure rate went up and came back down by two per cent for year 3. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: There are glimpses of progress and there are good things happening, but so much more 
needs to be done. I am in my last week of Parliament; members will understand I do not often have an 
opportunity to harangue and lecture people who should be listening, and hopefully are and hopefully will do 
something about it. Hopefully, too, they will be warned that it is no good shredding reports. I predict they will be 
the ones in court or before a royal commission. There will be people coming after us, after the ministers, after the 
directors general, and coming after the systems of education that have so badly let down the young students of 
Western Australia. 

It seems to me that in every area of human endeavour we rely upon “expert” advice as to what we should do. 
Why on earth we would just leave it to chance in the field of education has got me beat; why leave it to the whim 
of, unfortunately, poorly educated teachers who have degrees but no guaranteed skills in teaching, and 
universities that have failed to teach the basic skills needed for the teaching of literacy? I am in a chamber in 
which I know there are people of goodwill on the other side of this house all nodding in absolute unanimity on 
this issue. I do not think there is a person on the other side of the house who does not agree with me, yet our 
system is still delivering something that we do not agree with. How does that happen? Strange, I say. Perhaps the 
minister will guide me. I know I have to give the minister the opportunity fairly soon and sit down — 

Dr K.D. Hames: In about 30 seconds. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: I will do that in 30 seconds. I hope members will see that even with goodwill, even with 
unanimity of purpose—people who all want the same result—so much work is required to keep the systems of 
government on track to deliver things that will work. Unfortunately, we have a system that is still delivering a 
haphazard response to a very simple thing—the acquisition of literacy, which one would think was pretty basic. 
With those few words, of course I support the bill, but I hope the system will do better with education and the 
extension of compulsory education so that we actually see people experience success in the future. 

Debate adjourned until a later stage of the sitting, on motion by Dr K.D. Hames (Leader of the House).  
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