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ACTS AMENDMENT (HIGHER SCHOOL LEAVING AGE AND RELATED PROVISIONS) BILL 
2005 

Second Reading 
Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting.  

MR T.R. SPRIGG (Murdoch) [2.33 pm]:  I reiterate our support for this bill.  It effectively means that in 2006, 
next year, all year 10 students will compulsorily go through to year 11, and in 2008 all students will go through 
to year 12.  That means that this year’s year 9 students will go through to year 12.  However, I have a concern 
about this matter, because I have canvassed the parents of year 10 students this year, and they are not aware that 
it will be compulsory for their children to attend year 11 next year.  I therefore ask the government to consider 
undertaking a strong publicity campaign to make sure all parents know that, because it is now getting close to the 
end of the school year, and that will make it easier for parents to plan for next year.   

I mentioned before the debate was suspended for question time that I believe the tracking of students from year 8 
through to year 12 will help address some of the problems that the member for Darling Range mentioned with 
regard to truancy.  If the tracking is resourced well, we will be able to ensure that all kids get the education they 
deserve.  I mentioned also that I have a philosophical commitment to the importance of education.  This bill will 
certainly emphasise the importance of education.  Kids will now go to school for 12 years and undertake five 
years of secondary schooling.   

I want to reflect a bit on the past.  My late father was forced to leave school at the age of 12 so that he could help 
on the family farm.  In the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s that was the done thing, particularly in the primary producing 
areas.  He was given special dispensation to get out of school.  However, even in those days there was a 
commitment to make sure the kids had the three Rs so they could get by in the big bad world.  In the 1950s and 
1960s kids were told that they should at least go to second year high school, or perhaps even third year high 
school, and get their junior certificate, so that was what people used to aspire to, particularly in the country areas 
that I came from.  In those days a job in the bank was considered to be a really good job.  There are not many 
bank jobs these days, of course, because of automatic teller machines and so on.  In the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s 
the prevailing philosophy was that kids should do five years of secondary school and get their leaving certificate.  
It was not at that stage a requisite to go on to tertiary education.  However, these days many people who go into 
the trades have a tertiary qualification as well.   

One of the objections to increasing the school leaving age has been that some kids do not want to be at school 
and are disruptive.  That problem has always existed.  Provisions are in place in this bill to make sure those kids 
can be dealt with.  I hark back to my time as a teacher at Hamilton Senior High School many years ago, when it 
was pretty difficult to teach migrant kids algebra in second year high school because they had been here for only 
a few months and did not really understand the language.  

Mr A.D. McRae:  The standard of education has improved a lot since then.  

Mr T.R. SPRIGG:  Yes, it certainly has.  In those days the school leaving age was 14, and those kids could not 
wait to get out of school and onto the family farm.  There were a lot of market gardens in that area at the time, 
and many of these kids worked on the family farm before and after school and did not have a great commitment 
to their education.  However, I thank the member for Riverton for his interjection, because thankfully things 
have changed significantly since that time and people now have a different attitude towards the need for 
education.  As the member for Darling Range mentioned, we will support the bill, but we have a few concerns 
about some of the things that are happening.  I will deal in more detail with that at a later stage.  The reason we 
support the bill is that it will bring the school leaving age into line with that in the other states.  I think South 
Australia is the last state to move on this matter, and it has legislation pending.  That demonstrates the greater 
commitment to education and training that I have mentioned.  That is certainly very much needed in this country, 
which we consider to be the lucky country.  The tracking of students between years 8 and 12 is a good initiative.  
We want to make sure our kids get the very best opportunity to receive an education.  The flexible system that 
will be offered, whereby kids can do one day at school, two days at TAFE and one day at work, for example, 
certainly provides that flexibility.  There is general acceptance of this bill by the key stakeholders.  The State 
School Teachers’ Union of Western Australia, the parent groups, the independent schools, and so on, are all in 
favour of increasing the school leaving age.  Future debate should probably hinge around the starting age as well, 
with kids starting at the age of six years in proper school, if people like to call it that.   

As the member for Darling Range mentioned, there are some concerns.  I have already mentioned the awareness 
of year 10 students who will be compulsorily going into year 11 in 2006.  A very big publicity campaign is 
needed, with plenty of information handed out to parents and schools to make sure that will happen, because 
enrolments are starting in high schools virtually as we speak, as the fourth term has started.  Obviously, more 
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courses will be required for these kids.  It is estimated that under this legislation an additional 2 500 students will 
go on to year 11 who otherwise would not be at school.  Obviously, those 2 500 students will need many more 
resources.  The participation rates, which were addressed by the member for Darling Range, are particularly 
important, especially in remote areas.  I was very gratified the other day to read of the situation at Halls Creek 
where there has been some success in making sure that kids go to school, as a result of withdrawing some of the 
social security benefits and placing some of the responsibility on the parents to make sure that kids go to school.  
Participation rates are very important in this situation.  I note in the proposed legislation that the minister will be 
the person who gives his imprimatur to various courses for various students.  I wonder whether that will create 
too big a workload for the minister.  Perhaps during consideration in detail we could address that issue, because 
it may well be that the minister might track all these students, all their flexible courses and so on.  I know that 
she will have plenty of advice from people, but it might be just a bit too hard for the minister to do that in an 
ongoing way.  We on this side of the house support the bill.  We have some other issues that we would like to 
discuss during consideration in detail. 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [2.42 pm]:  I thank you, Mr Speaker, for the opportunity to speak to the Acts 
Amendment (Higher School Leaving Age and Related Provisions) Bill 2005.  I believe it has significant 
implications for my region and indeed Western Australia.  I draw members’ attention to the words of the 
Minister for State Development, who has responsibility for education in this house, in his second reading speech 
- 

The Western Australian economy is booming.  Industries all over the state are crying out for skilled 
personnel.  Skills shortages are one of the biggest issues facing industry.  The Gallop government is 
committed to providing young Western Australians with the knowledge and skills they need to succeed 
as adults in our modern, complex and fast-changing society. 

That is a sentiment that none of us would disagree with.  In the following paragraph he went on to say - 

The passage of this legislation through Parliament will increase the time required of young people to 
remain in education and training.  That will improve the future prospects of students and allow the 
Western Australian economy to gain the benefits of a highly skilled workforce. 

None of us would disagree with that.  It continues - 

When this legislation is passed -  

We will be supporting the bill - 

as I trust it will be, the days of 15-year-olds dropping out of school, with no clear path for the future, 
will be over. 

In the following paragraph he said - 

There was considerable concern when I first raised the notion of raising the school leaving age.  Most of 
that concern came in two parts: concern that we would not provide the resources to manage extra 
students; and concern that we would be forcing children to stay in classrooms, when they would be 
better off learning useful skills outside the classroom.  Those concerns were not unreasonable, and we 
have addressed them. 

I want to explore the position by examining a working model in my electorate and how the termination of that 
working model will not address the concerns that were just elucidated.  I want to tell members about my 
involvement with the Gnowangerup Agricultural School, which started earlier this year.  I will give members a 
bit of the history of the Gnowangerup Agricultural School, which was founded in the 1960s.  I am sure that the 
Minister for State Development, who was previously the Minister for Education, is au fait with the 
Gnowangerup Agricultural School.  For the benefit of other members in the chamber, however, the school was 
founded in the 1960s to provide valuable primary industry training for 15 to 17-year-olds wanting to work in 
agricultural and related industries.  During recent times the model has been changed to a profile of younger 
students of 12 to 13 years of age who are non-achieving students in mainstream education.  At the time I was 
involved earlier this year, 12 male residential students were at the school.  They were receiving training in 
mechanics, butchering, hospitality, stock work and shearing, with the relevant certificates.  When I visited the 
school in June of this year, I was impressed with the 1 066-acre facility, with an option for increasing the land 
size.  It was a well-run facility, well managed in a productive agricultural region, with the potential to attract 
students from Ravensthorpe, Lake Grace, Kulin and, of course, Gnowangerup itself.  This gives the opportunity 
of providing primary industry rural operations certificates, pre-apprenticeship trade certificates and external 
certificates on six-month rotations.  Although the education role for Gnowangerup was laudable, there were 
some limitations.  A small number of students with potentially emotional and behavioural issues were living in a 
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relatively isolated area.  There was the potential difficulty of housing these students in residential facilities.  
Members should bear in mind that they were 12 to 13-years-olds who did not fit into the mainstream, they were 
apart from their parents and they were all metropolitan students.  The age and standard of the 1960s dormitory 
accommodation on campus made it inadequate.  It caused a downward spiral issue for the entrants to 
Gnowangerup Agricultural School.  Additionally, there was the difficulty of attracting new students to a facility 
in an institution that had the stigma of being a boot camp.   

At the time, I wrote to the Minister for Education and Training and asked her what would be the future of the 
school.  In fact, when the minister attended the cabinet meeting in Esperance she was invited to meet with the 
shire president, the chairman of the board of the Gnowangerup Agricultural School and me.  The meeting was 
very encouraging.  The minister recognised the role of the Gnowangerup Agricultural School as an educational 
institution and made encouraging comments about certification training in primary industry and trade pursuits 
for 15 and 17-year-olds, perhaps including females.  It was said that the future configuration for the 
Gnowangerup Agricultural School would have some association with the Gnowangerup District High School, 
which was sensible.  The minister made a commitment to continue with and upgrade the residential component 
of the school.  I am referring to the current Minister for Education and Training.  The minister offered to visit the 
Gnowangerup Agricultural School, which she did some time in August.  It was at a time when there was some 
concern about the future of the Gnowangerup Agricultural School.   

Some questions without notice were asked in the Legislative Council by a colleague who represents the 
Agricultural Region, as the Gnowangerup area comes within the Agricultural Region and my colleague was also 
concerned about the future of the school.  The opposition recognises that possibly over 70 per cent of students do 
not undertake academic subjects or look towards an academic career.  They need skills training to provide them 
with a career that will assist in promoting the economy of this state.  We need vocationally trained people; we 
need skills.  The questions were about the future of an institution that has the potential to continue to provide 
skills training to young people.  As the member for Murdoch said, there will be a need for such institutions, 
because after this bill is passed there will be an extra 2 500 students, most of whom will not pursue academic 
careers and will need skills training.  I put it to the house that there are institutions such as the Gnowangerup 
Agricultural School that are necessary and fulfil a very important role in giving young men and women skills 
training - people who can build things and do things with their hands.  I do not think I have built anything in my 
life, but I have a son who is skilled because he has become a carpenter through skills training.  I am amazed at 
the training he has acquired in the past four years, which will allow him to significantly contribute to the 
economy of this state.  Not everyone can have a university degree.  We need people in this state with hands-on 
skills.  That is why it is important to have institutions that provide skills training, such as the one I have alluded 
to. 

What were the answers to the questions that were specifically asked in September this year about the future of an 
institution that had the potential to provide skills training for young people?  The first part of the question was - 

 What were the outcomes from that visit in relation to any change to the role of the college in 2006 and 
beyond?   

The answer provided by the Minister for Education and Training was - 

 The current programs involving enrolment of high-risk students will cease at the end of 2005.   

The second part of the question was - 

 Will the current residential accommodation remain available for students?   

The minister replied - 

 The full-time student residential accommodation will cease to operate at the end of 2005.   

The third part of the question was - 

 Will the administration building be removed and relocated to the Morawa Agricultural College?   

The reply was - 

 No decision has been made about the infrastructure and assets at Gnowangerup Agricultural College.   

The fourth part of the question reads - 

 Will the pig enterprise contract with Paspaley Pearls Pty Ltd be cancelled? 

The Gnowangerup Agricultural School has a piggery that is commercially viable.  It has been operating for some 
time and it is acknowledged to be of high standard and is well regarded in the industry.  The answer to the 
question was, “No.” 
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The fifth part of the question reads - 

 Will other schools in the catchment area be involved with and have use of the college’s infrastructure? 

The answer reads - 

 A project officer has been appointed to examine the future use of the site . . .    

These answers were given in September 2005, which is very late in the scheme of things if there is to be any 
future for this institution in 2006.   

The sixth part of the question reads - 

 Will the present program of youth at risk residing at the college continue? 

The minister replied - 

 The present program will cease . . .  

The seventh part of the question reads - 

 Will any member of the present work force at the college be made redundant if changes occur? 

This work force is made up of staff whom I have met and who do a wonderful job in the skills training area.  The 
answer reads - 

 No decisions have been made about the present work force.   

To me, that sounds the death knell for the Gnowangerup Agricultural School! 

What will we do with the kids if we close skills-based training institutions such as the Gnowangerup Agricultural 
School?  I believe that under this legislation there will be a dire need for these institutions for two reasons: 
firstly, it is already accepted that we have a significant skills shortage problem in this state, and, secondly, 70 per 
cent of kids, as I suggested previously, will not read history or study English literature; they will be trained as 
skilful individuals who will make a major contribution to this state by promoting the economy.   

I say to the minister that the legislation before us is laudable.  We need to train people but we need to have the 
facilities to train them.  In his second reading speech the minister said that the two misgivings and concerns have 
been addressed.  I do not believe they have been addressed, and they have the potential of not being addressed if 
the Gnowangerup school experience is any indication.  This is an independent institution that can address some 
of these skills shortages and can supply education and training to 15 to 17-year-olds.  The consideration of these 
kids should be addressed in the legislation.  I implore the government to address those concerns. 

There are major advantages in having an institution placed in my electorate, in a nurturing rural community, that 
can give a start to kids who do not necessarily get a break.  It is very important to get them over a hump, show 
them that they can do things and give them feedback so they can achieve.  Often that gives them a skill and a 
start in a very useful career.  I commend this bill to the house but I suggest that we have to address very 
significantly those 15 to 17-year-olds who need skills training.  There is an institution in my electorate that can 
provide that.  There is a dire need for this type of institution to make sure that this legislation works and achieve 
what we would all like to see it achieve. 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe) [3.02 pm]:  I support this legislation.  It is appropriate to increase the leaving 
ages for secondary students.  When the coalition was in government and when I happened to be minister for 
education, most of the emphasis was on the primary school years.  The greatest change in that period was the 
introduction of a universal kindergarten program for four-year-olds and a universal preprimary program for five-
year-olds.  A lot of work was also done on literacy in the primary school years.  Leading up to the 2001 election, 
I formed the view as education minister that the emphasis properly needed to shift onto secondary education.  
Although I did not agree with the member for Willagee on everything and his way of going about things while 
he was minister for education, it was appropriate for him to shift the emphasis onto literacy and onto secondary 
education. 

Increasing the school leaving age from 15 to 16 will probably have a very minimal effect.  When we move to the 
17-year age group, essentially year 12, the only concern that I would have, as would schools, is that the programs 
are in place.  I know other members have referred to that.  That will keep at school many students who perhaps 
may not want to be there.  It may not be a good experience for them and they may well end up being disruptive 
to the other school programs.  That will be quite a challenge to schools - not only to have those students there but 
also to provide a meaningful education for them so that it is mutually beneficial.  Having said that, I agree that it 
is appropriate to proceed with the change. 
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It is also important that the trend of encouraging specialisation for secondary schools continues.  Schools such as 
the John Curtin College of the Arts, which came into being in the 1990s and has developed since then, is a very 
good example of a school that has developed a specialty - in this case, the arts - and draws students from right 
across the metropolitan area and country areas.  Continuing specialisation gives parents and students a greater 
choice in secondary education. 

Equally, I remain supportive of the development of middle schooling, which is now spreading rapidly through 
the independent school system.  It recognises that the learning needs of children during those adolescent years of 
ages 13, 14 and 15 can be quite different from the earlier years and certainly different from years 11 and 12, 
when they are more mature. 

These reforms are an important and significant step in the development of education.  Like everything in 
education, it will not necessarily happen easily.  Commentators on education often forget how complex and large 
our education system is in this state.  There are some 800 schools and well over a quarter of a million students.  I 
am always somewhat amused and bemused when people make pious and self-righteous comments about what 
should be happening in our schools.  I wish they would take a reality check and travel around the schools in 
Western Australia to see how good they are and also recognise some of the very difficult circumstances many 
schools face. 

As I said in this house before, for many students school and schooling is often the only stability in their life.  
Sometimes we expect schools to deliver far more than education.  We have an expectation that schools will take 
on a parenting role and the social and personal development of students.  When society effectively delegates all 
those roles to schools, it is a little inconsistent to turn around and preach about school standards.  Schools are 
there primarily for education.  We should be increasing school standards at all times in all respects and 
recognising that they play a broader role but never let that interfere with their educational role.  This change will 
prove to be to the educational benefit of young people in this state.  I hope that the implementation is done 
carefully and that the programs are in place, particularly for year 12 students, are of merit and do help them 
make a transition into further education and training or employment directly in the workplace. 

MR T.K. WALDRON (Wagin - Deputy Leader of the National Party) [3.06 pm]:  I want to highlight the 
great importance of education.  I am sure everyone in this house agrees that it is important.  I follow on from the 
comments of the member for Cottesloe that school and schooling is far more than education.  It is a total 
environment.  I am often reminded of when I was coaching sporting teams.  Sometimes while coaching a 
sporting club there were youngsters who came from some fairly tough or unfortunate backgrounds.  The 
discipline kids receive from a sporting club and at school is sometimes the only discipline they actually get.  I 
have seen lots of children in those situations greatly assisted in their everyday life, let alone in the education they 
receive from the school simply from the school environment. 

I get to see a fair number of schools, probably not many in the city, although I have daughters attending school in 
the city.  I have the utmost admiration for schoolteachers and the job they are trying to do.  Their dedication and 
application to their task is fantastic.  In every profession there is the odd bludger, but generally I see principals, 
teachers, gardeners, support staff and administration people really working together as a unit. 

The principal of the Booragoon school where my wife teaches recently left.  I went to his send-off.  We saw 
people there who had been at the school over the years.  That school had built up a real tradition and ongoing 
family.  A lot of people came back because they wanted to be a part of that.  It was not just for Peter Websdane, 
the retiring principal; they wanted to come back and be part of the school.  I think that is very important. 

We are talking about education and raising the compulsory leaving age etc.  The scope and variety of 
opportunities that education offers is also very important.  I strongly support extending the compulsory leaving 
age to 16 and then 17.  We are always learning, whether sitting in the classroom or doing other things.  This 
initiative will enable us to broaden the opportunities for children in years 11 and 12. 

When I came down to Perth to try to play football I worked for an insurance company.  I was just a clerk there.  I 
remember thinking, “Am I just wasting my time here?”  I worked with a guy called Ian Taylor, who went on to 
be the leader of the Labor Party, Deputy Premier and Leader of the Opposition.  He is a guy for whom I have the 
utmost respect.  Ian and I often chat about those days.  We probably had pretty simple jobs.  I was there just to 
get myself through footy and Ian was there to get himself through university.  I often thought I was wasting my 
time at that job, but later in life I found out that I learnt a lot of basic things there.  I think that is what happens in 
life.  If we can keep people at school or in education, we are giving them that opportunity.  That is very 
important.  Education does not mean just being in a classroom or being an apprentice, but it includes traineeships 
in the workplace etc. 
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I support this bill.  However, I have reservations about some areas.  I attended the forums that the minister 
conducted in regional Western Australia, including the one in Narrogin, which I thought was a great day.  I 
commend the minister on those forums.  I thought they were a great idea.  People were able to have their say.  
The minister attended and he may not have agreed with everything, but I am sure he listened to what people had 
to say and what the problems were.  That is something we should do more often.  I know ministers cannot 
always consult as fully as they would like, but if they get the chance to participate in a program like that, it 
would be very beneficial.  People have had input on this legislation and at least they have been heard, which is 
very important.  I support this legislation; I think it is great, but it must be properly resourced.  That will be the 
crux of this issue, particularly in country Western Australia, but the same would apply in the metropolitan area.  
We must provide the financial and other resources - most importantly, the people resources - in the classroom 
and in the workplace, because ultimately it is the people who will make this work or not.  If we do not resource 
this program properly and there is a big shemozzle in some areas, we will lose the confidence of people in the 
community and the whole thing could fall in a hole.  I do not think that will happen, but if we do not do it 
properly, there is that chance.  If that happened, it might set the program back another 10 years.  I think I have 
said that before, but I reiterate it because it is very important.  That is the real key. 

We must also be sure that we have the funding, the resources and the people on the ground to work with the 
schools, TAFE, the community, businesses and those who provide the traineeships etc.  If the resourcing is not in 
place, it will cause big problems, because businesses and workplaces in the community and those who provide 
traineeships will need assistance.  I was disappointed when I heard that there had been a cutback in positions in 
country Western Australia.  I am not sure what the officers’ titles were, but they were involved in the vocational 
education and training scheme.  They were people who liaised with the schools and the VET scheme in the 
community.  It is strange that those positions are being cut now, but we will need more positions of that nature as 
we move into this program.  I would think that cutting those positions would be the last thing we should do.  The 
minister needs to check up on this, because it seems ludicrous.  I do not have the full details, but it is something 
that needs following up. 

The member for Stirling wanted to speak on this bill, but unfortunately he could not be here today.  He was a 
very successful principal at the Denmark Agricultural College and has worked in other areas of education.  He 
asked me to make a couple of points on his behalf.  He was going to say that vocational programs in schools 
require students to be located in workplaces for on-the-job training.  He said that in his experience this was a 
difficult task, especially in regional areas.  Albany schools have, over many years, developed a sound 
relationship with the surrounding workplaces, but when students cannot get a job or a traineeship they must 
return to school.  That causes pressure in getting those students engaged in work placements, or pressures within 
the school.  I think other members have also said that.  The member for Stirling said that Albany and the bigger 
centres still have problems.  For students in years 11 and 12, these problems will be exacerbated in our smaller 
centres, including reasonable-sized country towns such as Katanning, Narrogin, Merredin etc.  There will be 
substantial pressure to get workplaces onside and people placed in the work force.  If we cannot do that, some 
kids will have nowhere to go, so they will stay at school and that is when there will be discipline issues etc.  That 
is not a reason to stop the program, but we should be aware of those issues.  If we cannot provide these 
placements and that support, we will run into problems. 

There will always be some discipline problems in schools, but I do not see it as a great problem.  Initially when 
people thought this program was about all kids staying at school, I could see the point, but we will be placing 
children where they want to be.  If a child in year 11 does not want to be at school but is very good with his 
hands and we can place him in an apprenticeship or with a local mechanic doing mechanical work or whatever, 
that is a great thing, but when we cannot place these children or when kids just do not know what they want to 
do and they have to stay in the education system, that is when the problems will arise.  I know the minister has a 
couple of things in place and I will raise that issue again in a moment. 

The member for Stirling intended to raise another point.  He was concerned about a cultural shift in schools.  At 
the moment if a child is completely uncontrollable or does not want to be part of anything, the principal has the 
right to suspend or exclude that child from the school.  As I understand it, that right will now rest with the 
minister.  We need to be aware that that cultural shift could, in itself, cause some problems. 

The member for Cottesloe mentioned that the problems were not so much with year 11 but year 12 because 
numbers would be dropping and more children would be retained in year 12.  That is my experience as well.  We 
could have big problems in year 12; therefore, we must get it right in the first year and we may even have to 
consider delaying the program for a year to make sure that we have got it right.  If there are big problems in the 
first year, in year 11, the problems in year 12 will reach a critical stage.  We have the opportunity to iron out the 
problems in the first year with a limited number and then we will be in a position to make sure that the program 
works well in the final year.  That is very important. 
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Many district high schools in my region are struggling for numbers.  They have quite good facilities and 
teachers, but a limited number of teachers because of staffing ratios.  Darkan District High School does not have 
many children and it will reach a critical stage sometime in the future.  I am sure the parents will decide that, but 
there may be an opportunity to utilise some of those district high schools to run special programs in years 11 and 
12.  We have staff, businesses and facilities in those district high schools to cater for special programs for year 
11 and 12 students.  That would have a lot of benefits.  First, those students could stay in education in or near 
their home towns.  Secondly, they could stay with their families, which is also a great thing, which would also 
benefit the local community.  It may not be possible to do that all the time, but we may be able to have five 
students operating out of the Darkan District High School doing special courses in years 11 and 12.  That school 
would have a whole new emphasis.  We have the infrastructure there.  I do not have the details about how it 
would be done, but it is worth considering.  It would also assist with travel problems and costs when students 
have to travel a long way to other schools.  There is also provision for a special course to be prescribed by the 
minister, and I suppose that would apply to children whom we do not know what to do with.  I think that is a 
good idea and I support it.  I would like to know what sorts of courses the minister has in mind.  The member for 
Roe spoke about what used to happen at Gnowangerup and whether it would apply to those types of courses.  
Would those courses be available across the state?  Will one course operate holus-bolus or will the minister be 
offering different options for those children?  How does the minister see it working on the ground?  Perhaps the 
minister can have a think about that.   

Basically that is all I want to say about the bill.  I strongly support the bill.  I have been more convinced about 
the proposal as time has passed.  At first there was a bit of a knee-jerk reaction because people thought that 
students would have to stay at the schools.  Training programs are working well.  That is a great thing because 
students are intermingling with the work force etc, and there are issues with that.  There are some discipline 
issues.  However, if we do not go forward, we will not sort out those discipline issues and other issues, and I am 
sure that we can do that.   

I support the bill.  I emphasise that this proposal must be resourced fully.  People are the real key.  If we are to 
offer things, people are needed.  The schools in country Western Australia are great schools, but because of the 
constraints on human resources, we cannot give those schools what we would like to give them.  If we could, 
more children would be retained in country schools and they would become better schools.  I commend some of 
the people at those senior high schools.  There is a fantastic senior high school in Narrogin.  It has a fantastic 
residential college, which, as the minister knows, is first class.  The principal of the senior high school in 
Katanning, which has had some issues over the years, is doing a wonderful job.  The school has turned around.  
When members go to a school, they can tell how good it is by the attitude of the teachers, the environment etc.  
There is a real buzz around the school in Katanning.  It is a terrific thing, because there were some real issues in 
Katanning.  They are working closely with the primary school.  The Katanning Primary School is also doing a 
wonderful job.  Forty per cent of the school’s population are Nyoongah and the young principal is doing an 
outstanding job.  That school is going from strength to strength.   

Mr C.J. Barnett:  From all the research that I have read over the years, the single most important determinant of 
a good school is the principal.  My casual observation is that the second determinant would be the involvement 
of parents.  With strong parental involvement, the school is invariably a good school.  Which causes which, I 
don’t know.    

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  The member makes a good point; they tend to go together.  If a school has a good 
principal who is outwardly enthusiastic, and the kids and teachers like him, parents will have confidence in the 
principal and will get involved in the school.   

The Narrogin district office should be congratulated.  I was grateful to the minister when he came to Narrogin to 
present the Vi Barham award.  A gardener at the Yealering school who has done an outstanding job can be 
recognised by the award.  The involvement of the teachers, administration officers and parents at a community 
school is the way to go.  The member is dead right.  Members can pick whether a school is a good school 
because they get to know the principal.  The key schools are ticking; they never have problems.  Sometimes a 
school will struggle.  It is not always the principal’s fault, but if a school and its principal are struggling, the 
local member will tend to have lots of issues.  Another point is to keep the standards of principals high.  
Generally, they do a terrific job.   
I congratulate the government for bringing forward this legislation.  It is a good initiative.  I know that the 
member for Cottesloe has been very supportive of the proposal.  It is a great idea.  I think it will benefit the 
children of this state, which is very important.  It will benefit the whole state in the future, which is why 
members are in this place making the decisions we are making.   
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MR G.A. WOODHAMS (Greenough) [3.23 pm]:  It pleases me greatly to stand and speak on this legislation.  
I commend the former Minister for Education and Training for this very visionary piece of education legislation.  
Perhaps it is visionary because we shared a high school.  We have a lot of things in common.  I am proud to say 
that one of those things is that we both graduated from Albany Senior High School, although I graduated a few 
years ahead of the erstwhile education minister.  I hope I did not cause him to get detention too many times!   
Mr M.W. Trenorden interjected.   

Mr G.A. WOODHAMS:  I could talk for hours about Subiaco, but I will contain myself to the proposal before 
us.   

I understand that the legislation will, in the first instance, ensure that about 2 500 young Western Australians 
continue in high school by making year 11 compulsory.  I presume that a similar number of students will 
continue in the following year.  We are talking about roughly 5 000 young Western Australians continuing their 
schooling in years 11 and 12 once this bill is passed.  Some questions arise from that issue.  They are not 
uncommon questions and some of them have been proposed by members on this side of the house.  Two of the 
questions are linchpins; they are very much the key to the success of this proposal, which I support thoroughly.  
Both questions are about resourcing.  How will this government and future governments continue to supply 
enough professional teachers across the board, and not just for years 11 and 12?  How will the government 
successfully recruit and continue to recruit a greater number of teachers to the Western Australian public school 
system?  As the minister will be aware, the other issue, which I am sure is well documented in this place and in 
another place, is that there is a range of ageing public school facilities, which need either considerable 
maintenance or replacement.  I am sure that the government is aware of those necessities.  They are two critical 
factors that will play a great part in the success of the two school years that will be made compulsory if this 
legislation is passed.  I ask the minister to bear that in mind.   

In his address to this house on 25 August 2005, the minister said -  

There was considerable concern when I first raised the notion of raising the school leaving age.  Most of 
that concern came in two parts: concern that we would not provide the resources to manage extra 
students; and concern that we would be forcing children to stay in classrooms, when they would be 
better off learning useful skills outside the classroom.  Those concerns were not unreasonable, and we 
have addressed them. 

That statement causes me to put three questions to the minister.  I am sure that he has thought these issues 
through, but I think that members of the Western Australian public still have some misapprehension and 
misunderstanding about the implications of this legislation for themselves and their children.  They relate to the 
parental responsibilities that this legislation will require.  I am sure that a lot of parents are quite prepared to take 
on those responsibilities.  They are responsibilities that they would normally accept when their children enter the 
schooling system.  Will the minister reassure the house, perhaps by interjection, and the parents of children who 
will be required to complete years 11 and 12, who might not be aware of the implications for themselves, that the 
government will undertake some sort of public relations exercise?  Will it develop a greater awareness through 
public campaigns or does it propose to do it through the school system?  Does it believe that neither of those 
options is necessary and that it will just be a natural process?  I am of the belief that a considerable number of 
parents are not well informed about this legislation, some of the potential outcomes for them and their children, 
and their responsibilities in engaging their children in these compulsory years.   
I understand - I am always happy to be corrected - that the government intends to appoint 100 mentors to a youth 
employment program as part of this legislation.  I have questions such as: how exactly will a mentor be 
described?  What does the government intend a mentor will do?  What qualifications will that person hold?  
Where will mentors be recruited from?  I hope those questions can be answered.  At which locations does the 
government intend to appoint those mentors and under what circumstances?  How will that be negotiated?  For 
argument’s sake, will the principal of Geraldton Senior College ask the Department of Education and Training to 
appoint a mentor?  How will that system work exactly?  Will it operate on a needs basis or on a first come, first 
served basis?  What appointment process will apply to mentors and what will be their ongoing responsibilities?  
Under this legislation years 11 and 12 are not just years in which the students will sit in a classroom undertaking 
study continuously, but will be given a range of potentialities.  I congratulate the government for developing 
those opportunities.  However, I imagine that many people in the broader community throughout Western 
Australia will see the commonsense in some of these students undertaking part-time or full-time employment.  I 
understand from this legislation that students entering the compulsory 11 and 12 years are not meant to find full-
time employment easily.  I understand that full-time employment, although not a last resort, should not be easily 
obtained by a student but should be obtained after a fairly rigorous process for the student together with 
members of the community who might employ him or her, the student’s parents and no doubt the school he or 
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she is attending.  In consideration in detail I will seek more information on the ramifications of students seeking 
full-time employment.  
The preceding speaker, the member for Wagin, asked the minister for detail on the full-time course that can be 
prescribed under proposed section 11B(2).  I reiterate his question because it is important to get detail on the 
full-time course that can be prescribed under that proposed section by the minister and published in the 
Government Gazette.  I might be wrong but I understand that a student to whom this will apply might be, for 
argument’s sake - my question is not loaded in any way - someone who “might have some behavioural 
difficulties” or problems that cause some concern for fellow members of his or her class, the general school 
community or just the welfare of that student.  I am rather anxious that the community of Western Australia 
understand how some of these students might be accommodated within years 11 and 12.  It needs to be very 
closely defined in the sense that many people might attempt to use it as a loophole to get special dispensation for 
not being involved in ongoing skilling or schooling programs.  I will seek more clarification on that.  
I am also cognisant that considerable demand could be attached to permission being granted by the minister for 
students to undertake an individual course.  As the member for Wagin asked earlier, will a general course be 
taken by all the students?  If the minister must make a determination on special courses targeted at individuals, 
that might place a considerable burden on the minister.  
One of my concerns relates to resourcing for students in regional Western Australia, who deserve to receive all 
the benefits that the two compulsory years will visit upon them.  How will the district high schools at Carnamah, 
Northampton and Mullewa, to name three, be resourced?  What will be the opportunities for community 
members to develop programs and working opportunities?  How will they be accommodated if they want to be 
involved in providing part-time employment by utilising their skills and their desire to be engaged with the 
educational community in those towns?  What measures will the government implement to ensure students 
graduating at the end of 2006 from Carnamah District High School, for argument’s sake, continue their 
schooling in years 11 and 12?  Will they stay in Carnamah under different arrangements?  Will they migrate 
down to, say, Moora or will they migrate to north of Geraldton?  The issue of resources arises if these matters are 
to be addressed locally.  It will require a great deal of sensitivity and planning.  
With regard to work opportunities, I suggest to members who are not of an academic inclination that up-skilling 
opportunities, from a very basic point of view, are the best opportunities we can give these students.  I will ask 
some questions during consideration in detail about employers’ responsibilities and how multiple employers of 
individuals will be able to manage their part of the bargain and the program, along with the school principal.  
How will a successful reporting system be developed?  Will the outcomes-based model be used?  What 
appropriate model will be used?  
I share the minister’s concerns about many of our indigenous communities and how they might engage more 
successfully in schooling across the board.  The concept of compulsory education in high school is difficult for a 
range of indigenous communities to grasp for many reasons.  I am curious about how we can more successfully 
engage our indigenous communities.  Just as the non-indigenous communities in Western Australia deserve this 
opportunity, how might the non-indigenous communities be more fully engaged?  How will the government 
address some of those concerns on an ongoing basis?  Does the government think unique programs that possibly 
do not even exist at the moment might need to be developed to enable many of the youngsters in our indigenous 
communities to be more fully engaged in developing a range of skills that they can use?   
Earlier today during question time the Premier touched on another important area; namely, developing 
relationships with India to provide educational opportunities.  As the minister will be aware, a significant 
number of people from countries, both near and far, visit Western Australia to finish their high school education.  
They feel very much engaged in that program.  However, perhaps some other programs could be developed for 
those students from other countries, whose parents believe Western Australia is the ideal location for their sons 
or daughters to receive further education, so that they can be provided with wider opportunities in the Western 
Australian community rather than just sit in a classroom in years 11 and 12.  I say that because a good education 
does not involve just sitting in a classroom and learning by rote.   

Mr A.D. McRae:  That is right.  It is certainly more than that.   

Mr G.A. WOODHAMS:  Yes.  It is certainly more than just academic study.  The government may want to 
explore some possibilities in that area, because that may enhance and enrich that program. 
There are some specialised schools in Western Australia, particularly the agricultural colleges at Morawa, 
Cunderdin, Denmark, Harvey and Narrogin.  Those schools work under different circumstances from the normal 
high schools.  I hope that in the planning and introduction of this legislation, and as more and more schools and 
students are engaged with it, it will not detract from what is happening at those agricultural colleges.  I am sure 
the minister would acknowledge that there is a need to provide ongoing staffing, and greater funding and 
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resources, for those colleges, because those colleges provide a wonderful model of what can be achieved with 
students who would normally not stay at school for years 11 and 12. 
I also want to mention the important role of the staff in the Department for Education and Training in negotiating 
these changes with the independent and Catholic schools in Western Australia, because those schools will be 
impacted upon just as much as the government school system, and they may be able to develop some different 
programs or synergies that may be useful to apply across the board.  I congratulate the minister on this initiative.  
I, along with other members of the National Party, support the legislation, and I look forward to having more 
discussion during the third reading and consideration in detail stages.   
MS K. HODSON-THOMAS (Carine) [3.43 pm]:  I also rise to indicate my support for the Acts Amendment 
(Higher School Leaving Age and Related Provisions) Bill 2005 and to congratulate the minister for introducing 
this legislation into the Parliament.  The bill seeks, among other things, to raise the compulsory school leaving 
age in Western Australia.  As the Minister for State Development stated in his second reading speech, it is 
unacceptable for young people to leave the education system at age 15.  We should do everything possible to 
encourage young people to stay in either the formal education system or some form of training program.  It is 
encouraging to see that the bill contains options to enable young people to undertake training as well as take up 
some part-time work.  I believe the general community is supportive of this legislation.  When I have spoken to 
young people and parents in my electorate, they have all said they believe this is a positive move, because we 
should be encouraging young people to stay in some form of education or training system.  However, we do not 
want young people to stay in the education system and be disruptive.  We need to recognise those young people 
who do not want to stay in the formal education system and encourage them to find alternative paths so that they 
will be well skilled to undertake their employment journey.  Many young people at age 15, certainly males, find 
it very difficult to know what career path they want to take.  Often it is a case of hit or miss, where they try 
something, and it may not be suitable, or they are not mature enough to make those decisions.  It has been a 
fascinating experience for me, as a parent of two sons, to see how they have progressed in the education system.  
One of my sons stayed in the formal education environment until he had completed year 12.  However, he had 
no concept of what he wanted to do in his career path.  It is only now that he is 23 that he has some notion of 
what he wants to do.  He tried a number of different educational pursuits and did not complete them.  He then 
went into the work force.  When I look back on him as an individual, and at some of his friends as well, I 
recognise that as a parent I perhaps was not able to encourage him to look for alternatives.  However, perhaps he 
was not really ready to do that either.  My other son, who is now completing year 12, seems to have a fair 
understanding of what direction he wants to take.  However, that is the dilemma that we face as parents in trying 
to encourage our young people to broaden their horizons and stay in either the formal education system or 
undertake training.   
We should be doing everything possible to encourage young people to stay in some form of education or 
training.  I have supported a number of the high schools in my electorate, and even some outside my electorate - 
Girrawheen and Balga in particular - by giving their students the opportunity to be in a workplace environment 
and become skilled in office tasks.  It has been a great levelling experience for me to have young people come to 
my office to be trained by my very competent staff in different types of office skills.  I hope they enjoyed those 
experiences.   
Many members have talked about the need to resource this bill adequately.  I am sure the minister will touch on 
that matter in his summation.  We all want to keep young people in education or training, but if that is not 
resourced adequately it will be a huge problem.  I will be very interested to hear from the minister how this bill 
will be implemented.  Perhaps the minister will also be able to outline how many students will be now compelled 
to stay in either a formal or informal training program until age 17.  I understand it will be in the vicinity of 
2 500 students.  Young people need to be adequately equipped with relevant education and training so that they 
can take their place in the work force.  It is pleasing to note that the legislation will allow students to partake in 
some form of study as well as part-time employment.  That is a good option.  Young people need to have variety.  
If they are not academically inclined, they need to get intellectual stimulation in ways other than a classroom 
environment.  I take comfort from that.  It is difficult for many young people to decide which direction they want 
to take in academic or training pursuits when they are so young.  It takes many of them some time to work that 
out.  I am encouraged by this legislation.  My concerns relate to resourcing.  The member for Greenough touched 
on the issue of 100 mentors, and I will be interested to hear what the minister has to say about how that will 
work.  Are those 100 mentors existing full-time employees in the education system or will they come from 
outside the education and training system and be people from industry? 
I congratulate the minister and indicate my support for this legislation.  I look forward to its passage through this 
house. 
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MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [3.51 pm]:  My contribution will be very short because it is almost time for 
private members’ business.  I applaud the principle of encouraging all schoolchildren to stay on at school longer 
than they do at the moment, certainly those who leave at 15 years of age.  However, I have the same concerns as 
some of the previous speakers.  What do we do with the 15-year-old students, boys in particular, who have had 
enough of school, start becoming disruptive and want to leave?  I want to know from the minister, and perhaps 
he will answer me when he addresses the second reading contributions, what will happen to those youngsters 
who leave school at 15 and get a job or apprenticeship with a company employing motor mechanics or with a 
restaurant employing chefs?  What will the Minister for Education and Training do with whose young people 
who do that, get fed up with it and then want to get a job but are unsuccessful?  They may have no intention of 
going back to school or to TAFE or into a traineeship, and they might not be able to get one.  How does the 
minister intend to enforce this legislation when it is in operation?  I think the Minister for Education and 
Training and her government will have a helluva job trying to get reluctant children back into education or 
training if they do not want to do it.  Will the government treat them as truants?  The government already has a 
massive truant problem, particularly in some of the state’s indigenous areas.  Will the government go along with 
the practice in some of the state’s north west towns, in which Centrelink becomes involved and will not pay 
benefits to parents because their 15 or 16-year-old is not attending a place of education or training?  It is a very 
big question and the government must have a really concise, responsible answer.  Trying to get young people to 
do things that they do not want to do has become harder and harder. 

The Minister for Tourism seems to think that when I went to school we had only gaslights and went to the well 
for water, but I can assure members that when I was at school students had a very good education.  I am not an 
academic; I will be the first to admit it.  People do not have to go to university to end up being a very successful 
person in life - absolutely not.  I know carpet layers, motor mechanics, bricklayers and others in vocational 
trades who are multimillionaires.  Some of my best friends in the United Kingdom and some of my friends in 
Australia are extremely rich people because they have used the skills of their hands-on trade to start their own 
business and end up doing very well.  They start employing people.  Anybody who says that people must go to 
university - 

Mr A.D. McRae:  Material wealth is not a measure of a person’s worth. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I am not saying it is.  What I am saying is that people do not have to go to university to be 
successful in this world. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  Successful defined as? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Successful in many ways. 

Mr A.D. McRae:  You only mentioned being a millionaire. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The problem is that some people who go to university get an enormous number of 
degrees, doctorates and all the rest of it, and then have trouble getting a job these days.  People with a hands-on 
skill may be in a trade that is needed.  We need only look at bricklayers and the building trade today.  People 
cannot find a bricklayer, electrician, plumber or plasterer for neither love nor money, and these tradesmen are 
earning a fortune.  They have a very successful career; not an academic one, but a practical one, as it were.  
Many people who have gone to university wish that they had more of a skilled-trade occupation.  Of course, 
everybody wants to make money.  I am not ashamed of people who want to make money.  Some of the best 
people in the world want to make money to give their family and their children the best possible things that they 
can, such as a decent home to live in.  The member should not try to come the old class warfare with me.  I do 
not refer to the minister but his colleague behind him, who really talks drivel sometimes. 

I did not go to a grammar school or what was called a secondary modern school; I went to the middle one, which 
was called a central school.  I was not a particularly bright pupil.  My best subject was French - quel dommage - 
because I love languages and I enjoy speaking them. 

Ms J.A. Radisich:  Can you say something to us in French? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Later, my dear, when we are alone!  The member asked for that! 

Several members interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Dr S.C. Thomas):  Order! 

Mr A.D. McRae:  “Scoundrel” is the same word in English and in French. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Qu’est-ce que c’est vous desirez?  Regardless of all that, when I went to school, which 
was not as long ago as some people might like to make out, the education system in England was different.  
There were numbered years in the lower school and then similarly numbered years in the upper school.  Pupils 
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were directed into one of two courses.  After the first couple of years in senior school teaching staff assessed 
whether the pupil would benefit from a more academic or more practical course.  The pupil still took the core 
subjects, but if at that stage the teachers thought that the pupil was not really geared to become an academic and 
progress towards university, they did the right thing.  They said that the pupil might not perform in that particular 
way but would certainly benefit from a more practical course, so the pupil would learn woodwork or metalwork 
and that sort of thing.  That was of great benefit in those days.  It gave pupils the ability to make things with their 
hands.  I did not go on that course; I went on the other one.  I must have been slightly brighter than some of the 
others.  I was obviously an abject failure.  However, those options at that age were great for young people.  
People have that to some extent in Western Australia.  When they reach a certain stage they can leave school and 
go to TAFE, or carry on and do another two or three years at school and then, hopefully, if they pass the tertiary 
examination, they can go to university.  All kids are different.  I have four of them and they are completely 
different.  Probably the brightest academically is my youngest daughter.  She was offered a place at two 
universities but she did not want to go.  She wanted to get into the workplace and the business environment, and 
that is what she did.  I did not object to it, because it was her decision.  I advised her that it would be a good idea 
to go to university to get a degree because it might come in handy later on in life, but she did not want to do it.  
She wanted to do a secretarial course.  She went to a business school in Perth and, before she even finished the 
course, she was offered a job with one of the top building companies in the state.  I say good luck to her if that is 
what she wants to do.  We have to bear in mind what young people want to do; not what we think they should 
do.  We must consider their views.   

The only doubt I have about this legislation is that the government is making it compulsory.  I do not think the 
government has a hope in hell of enforcing what will end up as the law of this state; that is, making sure that if a 
young person does not get a job he must be in some sort of training at a TAFE college or return to school.  These 
young people will not go back to school.  What will be done to them?  Will police officers be sent out to grab 
them?   

More than anything, the government should be encouraging people to stay at school or to take training courses at 
TAFE.  I do that with my grandchildren.  I have one grandchild who is now at an age at which he knows he does 
not have a hope in hell of going to university.  He is a lovely kid but no university would accept him because he 
is not academically inclined.  He is very keen on motor mechanics.  I have urged him to get an apprenticeship.  
Through the Department of Education and Training the government should give a bigger incentive to employers. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


