4 0 T H PA R L I A M E N T

Joint Standing Committee on the
Commissioner for Children and Young People

Report 2

TALKING TO THE EXPERTS
Responding to recommendations made by the
Commissioner for Children and Young People in the
School and Learning Consultation: Technical Report
Presented by
Hon Dr S.E. Talbot, MLC
September 2018
Committee Name
Committee Name

Committee Members
Chair						Hon Dr S.E. Talbot, MLC
						Member for South West Region
Deputy Chair					
Mr K. O’Donnell, MLA
						Member for Kalgoorlie
Members					Hon D.E.M. Faragher, MLC
						Member for East Metropolitan Region
						Mrs J.M.C. Stojkovski, MLA
						Member for Kingsley

Committee Staff
A/Principal Research Officer			

Mr Michael Burton

				
								
Legislative Assembly									
Tel: (08) 9222 7494
Parliament House
4 Harvest Terrace						
Email: jscccyp@parliament.wa.gov.au
WEST PERTH WA 6005					
Website: www.parliament.wa.gov.au/jscccyp

Published by the Parliament of Western Australia, Perth.
September 2018.
ISBN: 978-1-925724-23-3
(Series: Western Australia. Parliament. Legislative Assembly. Committees.
Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People. Report 2)
328.365

Joint Standing Committee on the
Commissioner for Children and Young People

Talking to the Experts
Responding to recommendations made by the
Commissioner for Children and Young People
in the School and Learning Consultation:
Technical Report

Report No. 2
Presented by
Hon Dr S.E. Talbot, MLC
Laid on the Table of the Legislative Assembly
and the Legislative Council on 13 September 2018

Chair’s Foreword

I

n passing the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 2006, Parliament
made a commitment to the children and young people of Western Australia that
they would live in a State where they are heard, valued, healthy and safe.

These are important principles, because although they make up approximately
23 per cent of our population, Western Australia’s nearly 600,000 children and
young people are not able to participate in our democracy in the conventional
manner. It is for this reason that our Commissioner for Children and Young People—
Mr Colin Pettit—works closely with children and young people, their families, the
community and the Government in order to safeguard and promote the wellbeing
of future generations.
Between July and November 2016, Commissioner Pettit and his team undertook a
large‐scale consultation with Western Australian students, canvassing the views of
1,812 school students from across the State. By giving students the opportunity to
express their views on their own education, the Commissioner demonstrated that
the views of our children and young people on a matter that affects them the most
would be given serious consideration and taken into account.
Having listened to these students, in January 2018 Commissioner Pettit produced a
technical report associated with his School and Learning Consultation, complete with
seven findings and 14 recommendations as to how governing authorities might
improve student engagement in our schools.
Regarding it as an important document for enhancing education policy and practice
into the future, in June 2018 the Committee sought responses to the Technical
Report from several key education stakeholder groups. These responses were at
once an endorsement of the Consultation, and an acknowledgement that while
Western Australia boasts a largely excellent education system, there is also room for
improvement.
Thanks to Commissioner Pettit and his team, we have heard the voices of our
students. By taking heed of the Commissioner’s findings and recommendations, we
will show our students that their voices are valued, and demonstrate our ongoing
commitment to a society in which they are also healthy and safe.

Hon Dr S.E. Talbot, MLC
CHAIR
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Ministerial Response
In accordance with Standing Order 277(1) of the Standing Orders of the Legislative
Assembly, the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young
People directs that the Minister representing the Minister for Education report to the
Assembly as to the action, if any, proposed to be taken by the Government with respect
to the recommendations of the Committee.

iii

Findings and Recommendations
Finding 1

Page 8

There appears to be merit in the Commissioner’s recommendation that better use be
made of data collected through the ‘National School Opinion Survey’ (NSOS) by the
Department of Education, by other relevant governing bodies, and by schools.
Finding 2

Page 10

An optimal outcome, particularly in responding to the challenge of enhancing Aboriginal
student engagement, will be best facilitated by governing authorities and stakeholder
groups taking a collaborative approach when acting upon the Commissioner’s
recommendations.
Finding 3

Page 12

It may be desirable to expand the input that the Department of Education has into the
scope of teacher training in Western Australia.
Finding 4

Page 13

The role played by parents in enhancing student engagement is vital.
Finding 5

Page 15

It would be timely to review the Melbourne Declaration and the Commissioner’s
Consultation and Report might play a part in informing this review.
Finding 6

Page 16

Hearing children talk in their own words about feeling safe at school provides invaluable
feedback about ways in which schools and education providers need to respond to the
challenge of providing a safe schooling environment.
Finding 7

Page 17

The voices of children and young people are particularly insightful when it comes to
assessing physical and mental health, and suggest that under‐diagnosis may be a
significant problem amongst some groups of students.
Finding 8

Page 17

The seven findings made by the Commissioner for Children and Young People within the
School and Learning Consultation: Technical Report are all important, and the 14
recommendations each need to be taken seriously by policy‐makers and education
providers.

v

Recommendation 1

Page 17

The Government of Western Australia examines what changes to policy and practice
arise from the Commissioner’s findings and recommendations, and explores the most
effective way to implement these changes.
Recommendation 2

Page 24

The Government work with the Commissioner to determine how to enable the School
and Learning Consultation to be repeated with appropriate frequency for producing
useful research‐based insights into the future as well as the optimal methodology and
scope for this project.
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Chapter 1
Background
People were talking to me and listening to me. I loved that bit.
Professor Nicholas Hitchon, reflecting upon his experience of being an original
cast member and subject of the Up Series of documentary films at the age of 71

The School and Learning Consultation
On 29 January 2018 the Commissioner for Children and Young People, Mr Colin Pettit,
published his School and Learning Consultation: Technical Report (Report), making a
series of recommendations aimed at enhancing student engagement in Western
Australia. These recommendations were based on evidence gathered through
consultations between his office and 1,812 students between July and November 2016.
Undertaken ‘to seek the views of Year 3 to Year 12 students… across WA on the positive
and negative factors that influence their engagement in education,’ the School and
Learning Consultation (Consultation) was the largest consultation of students ever
undertaken by the Commissioner’s office.2 The Consultation comprised both a survey
completed by 1,812 students from 98 schools, and group discussions with 1,174 of these
students, to enable the collection of both quantitative and qualitative evidence.3
Describing the evidence gathered as ‘both compelling and thought provoking,’
Commissioner Pettit explained that of the various factors associated with student
engagement, the Consultation had identified four factors as being especially ‘meaningful
and relevant,’ being:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Attendance;
Academic achievement
Liking school; and
Sense of belonging.4

This evidence was used to develop a ‘student engagement framework,’ based upon an
identification of ‘nine factors that influence a student’s engagement in school and
1

2
3
4

National Public Radio, Not My Job: We Quiz A Member Of The ‘7 Up’ Series About The Number 8,
20 June 2014. Available at: https://www.npr.org/2014/06/21/324002597/not‐my‐job‐we‐quiz‐a‐
member‐of‐the‐7‐up‐series‐about‐the‐number‐8. Accessed on 20 August 2018.
Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p13.
Ibid.
Ibid, p5.
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learning,’ as well as ‘the complex interplay these factors have on each other and overall
[student] engagement.’5
Figure 1: The Commissioner for Children and Young People’s ‘student engagement framework’6

Unsurprisingly, the publication of the Report had an immediate impact, with findings
associated with student feelings of safety commanding a front‐page report on the
30 January 2018 edition of The West Australian newspaper.7 While these findings are
important, the Report made it clear that there are several other areas in which significant
improvement is needed—particularly for Aboriginal students, students with long‐term
5
6
7

Ibid.
Ibid, p30.
Hiatt, Bethany, 'Kids Don’t Feel Safe', The West Australian, 30 January 2018, p1.
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health issues and disability, and male students in regional areas. The Report does,
however, stress that while its findings point to the need for significant change, they are
set against the broad observation that our schools are meeting the needs of most
students most of the time.

The Committee’s interest in the project
The Consultation was a significant undertaking in both ambition and scope, and the
resulting Report is an important document for the future development of education
policy in Western Australia. Furthermore, all of the recommendations have been
formulated to address an identified problem. It therefore appears likely that positive
action will be taken by various governing authorities—most notably the Department of
Education—in response to the recommendations.
There is, however, no statutory requirement for a response from the Government to any
of the recommendations. With this in mind, the Committee decided to speak with
relevant stakeholders in order to determine how the Report had been received. This
process has provided the Committee with some insight into what actions will be taken
by governing authorities in response to the Commissioner’s recommendations, thereby
enabling the Committee to compile its own report about the response to the
Commissioner’s recommendations. In taking this approach, the Committee hopes to
raise the awareness of both the Parliament and the broader community about the
significance of the Commissioner’s recommendations and facilitate discussion about the
most effective way to implement the changes to policy and practice which arise from the
Commissioner’s findings.
The Commissioner’s findings and recommendations are reproduced at Appendix One.

Briefing of Members of Parliament
The Committee’s interest in promoting the Consultation led it to host a briefing on the
Report by Commissioner Pettit for all Members of the Parliament of Western Australia
in June 2018. Accompanied by Ms Marketa Reeves, Senior Policy Officer in his Office,
Commissioner Pettit provided Members with an overview of the Consultation, and
insight into what was learned through the process.
The value of and interest in the Consultation was underscored by the fact that more than
a quarter of all Members of Parliament attended the briefing. The briefing included a
slideshow presentation, which is reproduced at Appendix Two.
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Hearings with Stakeholders
The greatest invention in the world is the mind of a child.
Thomas Edison

Gauging the response
After allowing several months for the Report’s findings and recommendations to be
properly absorbed, the Committee convened a series of consultative hearings with
representatives of key education stakeholder groups in June 2018. In identifying
appropriate groups, the Committee decided to speak with those who have a direct
interest in the policy and practices associated with teaching and learning of Western
Australian students. Specifically, the Committee heard evidence from representatives of
two parent agencies: the Western Australian Council of State School Organisations, and
the Parents and Friends Federation of Western Australia. The Committee also sought
responses from three education providers: the Association of Independent Schools of
Western Australia, Catholic Education Western Australia, and the Department of
Education.

The Western Australian Council of State School Organisations
The Western Australian Council of State School Organisations (WACSSO) works with
government school organisations across the state in an effort to help improve the public
education system. WACSSO has pursued this objective for almost 100 years, and today
has more than 660 affiliated Parents and Citizens’ (P&C) Associations. WACSSO seeks to
build the capacity of these affiliates by providing support services, knowledge sharing
and learning opportunities, and presenting a collective voice for the views of all P&C
Associations.8
In a hearing with the Committee on 13 June 2018, WACSSO was represented by Ms Jenny
Blair, Acting President; and Ms Alex O’Neil, Communications and Research Officer.

The Parents and Friends Federation of Western Australia
The Parents and Friends Federation of Western Australia (PFFWA) is the peak body
representing parents of children in 162 affiliated Catholic schools across the state.

8

Western Australian Council of State School Organisations, Partnering with P&Cs to advance
public education. Available at: https://www.wacsso.wa.edu.au/about/our‐mission/. Accessed on
14 August 2018.
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PFFWA provides parental representation at all levels of government and associated
stakeholder organisations, as well as advisory services to parents and Catholic school
communities across the State. In addition, PFFWA advocates for equitable and affordable
access to quality Catholic education for all children, especially those who are vulnerable
and disadvantaged.9
In a hearing with the Committee on 13 June 2018, PFFWA was represented by
Mrs Siobhan Allen, Executive Director.

The Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia
The Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia (AISWA) exists to support,
represent and promote the interests of independent schools in Western Australia. More
than 155 independent schools are affiliated with AISWA, with each existing as a separate
legal entity that sets and adheres to its own policies. AISWA’s mission is to promote a
strong independent school sector, so that independent schools are acknowledged and
recognised as valued providers of education in Western Australia.10
In a hearing with the Committee on 27 June 2018, AISWA was represented by Mr Ron
Gorman, Deputy Director.

Catholic Education Western Australia
Catholic Education Western Australia (CEWA) is the executive arm of the governing
Catholic Education Commission of WA, and the peak body for all Catholic schools across
the state. The Catholic Education system in WA provides education for more than 73,000
students in 163 schools and colleges. CEWA ensures that all 163 Catholic Schools in
Western Australia are united as a system, and the four dioceses—Perth, Bunbury,
Geraldton and Broome—all work in collaboration in providing education.11
In a hearing with the Committee on 27 June 2018, CEWA was represented by
Mrs Gabrielle Doyle, Director of Teaching and Learning.

The Department of Education
In addition to being responsible for both public schools and non‐government education
services, the Department of Education (the Department) is the largest education
provider in Western Australia, with some 68 per cent of Western Australian students
receiving their education in a public school. Providing education in more than 800
schools in communities across the state, the Department is the state’s largest public
9

Parents & Friends Federation of WA, The Work of PFFWA. Available at:
http://www.pff.wa.edu.au/the‐work‐of‐the‐pffwa/. Accessed on 14 August 2018.
10 AISWA, About AISWA. Available at: https://www.ais.wa.edu.au/about‐aiswa. Accessed on 14
August 2018.
11 Catholic Education Western Australia, About Us. Available at:
http://www.ceo.wa.edu.au/AboutUs/Pages/default.aspx. Accessed on 14 August 2018.
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sector employer, with a budget of $4,746,518 million for 2018‐19. Despite the
challenging nature of its role, statistics demonstrate increasing public confidence in the
ability of the Department to achieve its stated purpose of providing a ‘system of public
schools in which every school is a good school, every teacher is effective and every
student is successful.’ At least since 2011, the proportion of students who are educated
in government schools in Western Australia has increased steadily each year, with the
current figure being the highest proportion ever observed.12

In a hearing with the Committee on 27 June 2018, the Department was
represented by Ms Sharyn O’Neill, Director General; Mr Stephen Baxter, Acting Deputy
Director General; Mr Lindsay Hale, Executive Director of Statewide Services; and Mr
Eamon Ryan, Executive Director of Professional Standards and Conduct.
Copies of all hearing transcripts are available at the Committee’s webpage.13

A positive reception
Talking to the experts
Those who appeared before the Committee expressed enthusiasm for the
Commissioner’s Consultation project, and it is apparent that there is general support for
the findings and recommendations contained within the Report. This sentiment was
perhaps best captured by the Acting President of WACSSO, Ms Jenny Blair, who stated
that ‘all the findings are reasonable,’ and said she hoped that ‘the government and the
education department… ensure that the recommendations are fully considered and
implemented.’14 With this general response in mind, stepping through the responses to
each of the seven findings contained within the Report is instructive.

Finding 1—The value of speaking directly with students
The first—and most fundamental—finding contained within the Report is that ‘[t]he
views of WA school students are an invaluable but underutilised resource that provides
an opportunity to challenge our approaches and beliefs regarding education and
continually improve our practice.’15 In light of this, the Report also notes that
‘undertaking a regular dialogue with students will be important in developing an
ongoing, collaborative relationship between schools and students.’16

12 Department of Education, Our Organisation. Available at:
https://www.education.wa.edu.au/our‐organisation. Accessed on 14 August 2018.
13 www.parliament.wa.gov.au/jscccyp
14 Ms Jenny Blair, Acting President, Western Australian Council of State School Organisations,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p2.
15 Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p6.
16 Ibid.
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There was widespread praise for the decision to consult students directly. The value of
this approach was underscored by the Executive Director of PFFWA, Mrs Siobhan Allen,
who described the student insights captured within the Report as ‘particularly
perceptive,’ and asserted that the Report exemplified ‘the value in involving [students]
in conversations regarding all issues that affect them while at school.’17 This view was
also echoed by the Deputy Director of AISWA, Mr Ron Gorman, who described students
as ‘the experts’ in their own school engagement.18
Within the report itself the Commissioner observed that, to some extent, the student
voice is captured though the already‐established ‘National School Opinion Survey’
(NSOS). The Commissioner further points out, however, that better use could be made
of the data collected through the NSOS. To this end, the Report contains several
recommendations aimed at better integrating NSOS data into measures to improve
education policy and practice in areas like school performance, relationships between
students and teachers, reporting mechanisms, communication processes between
students and parents, and enhancing student support.
Responding to these recommendations, Ms Sharyn O’Neill, Director General of the
Department of Education, said:
We already use the NSOS survey, and schools are required to do that
every second year. In fact, we are just writing to schools to remind them
that this year is a collection year. We, as a state, decided to add some
questions, because states are able to add questions to that survey, and
that is something that we already do and schools use that information.
I was interested that the report has quite a reliance on that survey. It is
a tool that we use, and obviously we support it, but we would want to
see it as one, which I am sure most people would, piece of information
among other pieces of information.19

The Committee appreciates that good use is already being made of NSOS data, and
believes that there is always room for improvement.
Finding 1
There appears to be merit in the Commissioner’s recommendation that better use be
made of data collected through the ‘National School Opinion Survey’ (NSOS) by the
Department of Education, by other relevant governing bodies, and by schools.

17 Mrs Siobhan Allen, Executive Director, Parents & Friends Federation of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p2.
18 Mr Ron Gorman, Deputy Director, Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p4.
19
Ms Sharyn O’Neill, Director General, Department of Education, Transcript of Evidence, 27 June
2018, p4.
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Finding 2—Aboriginal student engagement
A headline finding of the Consultation was that participating Aboriginal students
‘identified a number of areas that hinder engagement in their education and learning,’
and indeed were able to point to several areas in which they ‘experienced greater
challenges than their non‐Aboriginal peers.’20 Having made this finding, the
Commissioner recommended that ‘Governing authorities review and evaluate the
implementation of cultural frameworks for supporting Aboriginal students across
schools in WA and report publicly on the findings.’21
While universal support for this proposal was expressed by those who spoke to the
Committee, it is apparent that addressing the factors that hinder Aboriginal student
engagement in Western Australia is a complex challenge. Aboriginal student
engagement is at once an existing area of focus, but also an area in which stakeholders
know more work must be done. In explaining, for example, that PFFWA is ‘very conscious
of being culturally aware,’ Mrs Allen acknowledged that ‘it is a place we are not very
good at.’22 Ms Blair also confirmed Aboriginal engagement to be an area of known
weakness for WACSSO:
as an organisation we are extremely conscious that many schools with
high Aboriginal populations either do not have P&Cs or if they do, those
families are not engaged with our organisation. That is a body of work
that we are also seeking to improve our own performance in.23
The shortcomings identified by the Commissioner in respect of Aboriginal student
engagement are well known, and there is a widespread appetite to address them. In this
context, the Committee agrees that achieving the optimal outcome will be best
facilitated through a collaborative approach—and with this in mind evidence by Mrs
Gabrielle Doyle, Director of Teaching and Learning at CEWA, in respect of the different
topic of mandatory reporting serves as a warning. As Mrs Doyle explained, when all
education providers were required to implement a mandatory reporting protocol,
CEWA, like each education provider:
developed our own online resources. The [Department of Education] has
done that and AISWA has access to that as well. We have replicated
something that we could have quite easily worked together on. I do not

20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
22 Mrs Siobhan Allen, Executive Director, Parents & Friends Federation of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p8.
23 Ms Jenny Blair, Acting President, Western Australian Council of State School Organisations,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p10.
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think it is through a lack of will, by any means. I think it is probably a bit
of history.24
While it is easy to appreciate that different education stakeholder groups may have
different priorities and views, ultimately they all are driven by a desire to improve
education outcomes for Western Australian children. In some aspects of education, the
‘history’ referred to by Mrs Doyle may have resulted in a duplication of effort in the past.
Finding 2
An optimal outcome, particularly in responding to the challenge of enhancing Aboriginal
student engagement, will be best facilitated by governing authorities and stakeholder
groups taking a collaborative approach when acting upon the Commissioner’s
recommendations.

Finding 3—Teacher training
In considering the factors that bear upon student engagement, the Report contains the
finding that ‘[t]he foundations of a student’s engagement are primarily based on the
quality of relationships they have with teachers, school staff and other students.’25
Responses to this finding demonstrated widespread support for recommendations
emphasising the importance of the relationship between students and teachers.
Speaking on this issue, Mr Gorman described the recommendation to expand teacher
training ‘to include strong interpersonal skills [and] a desire to build positive
relationships with students and parents,’ as something that was ‘worthy of consideration
and pursuing.’26 Equally, however, he was careful to stress that while there might be
‘more effort or capacity for universities to offer an insight into young people’s learning,
brain development and character development and how they can best engage with
young people and support their learning,’ his overall view of the situation in Western
Australia is that ‘our universities are doing a grand job.’27
Ms Blair was more forthright, explaining that WACSSO holds the firm view that ‘teachers
must have the capacity to build positive and constructive relationships with students and
parents,’ and emphasising that ‘WACSSO has continually been calling for pre‐service
teacher training to capacity build in this space and [looks forward to] a future where the

24 Mrs Gabrielle Doyle, Director, Teaching and Learning, Catholic Education Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p8.
25 Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p7.
26 Mr Ron Gorman, Deputy Director, Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p4.
27 Ibid, p5.

10

Hearings with Stakeholders
education systems are able to capitalise on the value of engagement and relationship
building.’28 Lending context to this view, Ms Blair further explained that:
[i]t is all well and good to have a group of people that we are training
to be teachers who have a great skill set, but if they are not told as an
instruction and as an expectation and if they are not taught of the value
of parent engagement in a bigger picture, they will continue to do the
things that teachers have always done.29
This concern was echoed by Mrs Allen, who informed the Committee that ‘PFFWA have
long been advocates of the development of a unit for pre‐service teachers, which would
develop their capacity in building relationships not only with students but with parents
also.’30 According to Mrs Allen:
Many teachers, whilst highly knowledgeable about their specialist area,
may not have the capacity to deliver the knowledge in a way that
engages the student and many feel a lack of confidence in this area.31
Mrs Allen was careful to specify that her concern was not based on any specific
identified failing, but rather on a combination of challenging factors. As she
explained:
I feel very sorry for some young early career teacher who comes out into
the workforce and the first thing that they are confronted with, two or
three months into their job, is an irate parent who thinks they are doing
things all wrong, and, “Why hasn’t my child got an A”, and all these
types of things. It is very, very tricky for them. So I think there is certainly
work to be done to help to build their capacity in establishing good
relationships with parents and teachers.32
The Department of Education also voiced support for initiatives in this area, with the
Director General informing the Committee that:
With regard to universities, I have to start there first, we would support
anything that can strengthen pre‐service education around teaching,
classroom management and understanding that schools are part of the

28 Ms Jenny Blair, Acting President, Western Australian Council of State School Organisations,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p2.
29 Ms Jenny Blair, Acting President, Western Australian Council of State School Organisations,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, pp6‐7.
30 Mrs Siobhan Allen, Executive Director, Parents & Friends Federation of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p2.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid, p6.
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community. But those decisions are made, obviously, by the universities,
with some input.33
Having taken these responses into account, the Committee encourages the Government
to consult with the tertiary education sector in responding to the recommendations
made by the Commissioner in respect of this finding, with a view to expanding the input
that the Department of Education has into the scope of teacher training in the future.
Finding 3
It may be desirable to expand the input that the Department of Education has into the
scope of teacher training in Western Australia.

Finding 4—The role of parents
While the relationship between students and their teachers was regarded as paramount,
the role played by parents in enhancing student engagement was also found by the
Commissioner to be vital. Parents play a significant role in helping their children to take
a ‘balanced approach’ to their schooling.34 The corollary was also found to be true, with
students who participated in the Consultation recognising that ‘students who do not
have supportive families need… extra assistance provided through [their] school to
address their disadvantage.’35
This importance of this finding was best articulated by Ms Blair, who said that ‘[t]here
are few situations that are genuinely win–win, but increasing the engagement of parents
in their children’s schooling is such a situation,’ because:
[t]ime invested in building relationships with parents is time not spent
fighting fires later. Time spent building the capacity of parents to better
support their child’s learning journey is an investment in developing the
learning support that families can provide. This effectively reduces
teacher stress and workload, and sees greater levels of engagement in
learning and school life generally.36
Also speaking in respect of this issue, Mrs Allen described the respective roles of the
student, the parent and the school ‘as a bit of a three‐legged stool,’ noting that ‘[i[f one

33 Ms Sharyn O’Neill, Director General, Department of Education, Transcript of Evidence, 27 June
2018, p8.
34 Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p7.
35 Ibid.
36 Ms Jenny Blair, Acting President, Western Australian Council of State School Organisations,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p2.
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of the legs falls off the stool, it becomes little bit wobbly.’37 As such, Mrs Allen said that
‘it is really important that the three groups work together.’38
Recognising the value of such collaboration, the Report includes recommendations
aimed at ensuring parents have efficient and effective access to information ‘on how to
support their children in their learning.’39 Ms Blair provided some helpful context in
respect of these recommendations, noting that:
It is remarkable how anxious extremely capable parents who in their
working life hold very high level positions… yet sometimes to go and talk
to a teacher about something or, even worse, the school administration,
[and] really it is almost more than they can do.40
While it is ultimately the case that the primary function of a school is to educate its
students, the Commissioner’s finding about the role played by parents demonstrates the
value of efforts to foster school communities to which teachers, administrative staff,
students and parents all contribute. As the Commissioner’s recommendations in respect
of this finding demonstrate, access to information is critical in this process. The
Committee encourages the Department of Education to consult with parent
representative bodies such as PFFWA and WACSSO in formulating its response to these
recommendations.
Finding 4
The role played by parents in enhancing student engagement is vital.

Finding 5—The Melbourne Declaration
Alongside the capacity for forging quality relationships with students, the ability of
teachers to provide a ‘stimulating and positive learning environment’ was not
surprisingly found to be ‘critical to students’ school and learning experiences.’41 In
elaborating on this finding, the Report recommends enhanced ‘support for students who
require assistance to complete their school work,’ along with a nation‐wide review of the
Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (Melbourne
Declaration).42

37 Mrs Siobhan Allen, Executive Director, Parents & Friends Federation of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p5.
38 Ibid.
39 Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p7.
40 Ms Jenny Blair, Acting President, Western Australian Council of State School Organisations,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p9.
41 Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p8.
42 Ibid.
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Made unanimously by each of the State, Territory and Commonwealth ministers of
education in December 2008, the Melbourne Declaration provides a set of guiding
principles for Australian schooling for the ten‐year period between 2009 and 2018. It
contains two overarching educational goals:
Goal 1: Australian schooling promotes equity and excellence.
Goal 2: All young Australians become successful learners, confident and
creative individuals, and active and informed citizens.43
The Melbourne Declaration is the third such ‘mission statement’ for Australia’s
education system. The first, formally referred to as the Hobart Declaration on Schooling
(Hobart Declaration), was made In April 1989 after the various education ministers
convened in Hobart as the 60th Australian Education Council (Council).44 Acknowledging
the education of Australia’s children to be the foundation of Australia’s future, the
Council recognised the benefit of providing harmonised assistance to help Australian
schools meet contemporary and emerging challenges, and made a historic commitment
to improve Australian schooling within a framework of national collaboration.
The Hobart Declaration was superseded in April 1999, when the various Ministers of
Education met in Adelaide, this time as the 10th Ministerial Council on Education,
Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, to produce the Adelaide Declaration on
National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty‐First Century (Adelaide Declaration). The
Adelaide Declaration was then itself superseded by the Melbourne Declaration.45 Noting
the effluxion of time between each of these declarations, the Committee suggests that
2018 does indeed appear to be an opportune time for the Melbourne Declaration to be
reviewed.
Mr Gorman expressed support for this view, noting that while the Melbourne
Declaration ‘is a very global proposition and one that is very comfortable… a review of
the capabilities would also be quite helpful.’ Mrs Doyle agreed with this view, explaining
that ‘the Melbourne Declaration is very handy and should be, I think, re‐energised for us
to realise that we can get stuck in the minutiae of teaching and forget that we are actually

43 Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, Melbourne
Declaration on Education Goals for Young Australians, December 2008. Available at:
http://www.curriculum.edu.au/verve/_resources/National_Declaration_on_the_Educational_Go
als_for_Young_Australians.pdf. Accessed on date14 August 2018.
44 Education Council, The Hobart Declaration on Schooling (1989). Available at:
http://www.educationcouncil.edu.au/EC‐Publications/EC‐Publications‐archive/EC‐The‐Hobart‐
Declaration‐on‐Schooling‐1989.aspx. Accessed on 14 August 2018.
45 Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, National Report on Schooling in
Australia 2013. Available at: http://www.acara.edu.au/reporting/national‐report‐on‐schooling‐
in‐australia‐2013/national‐policy‐context/educational‐goals. Accessed on 14 August 2018.
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developing human beings for a better society, which is our Australian society.’46 With
this in mind, reviewing the Melbourne Declaration provides an opportunity both to
ensure that the mission statement for education in Australia remains appropriate, and
to confirm our national commitment to an egalitarian and prosperous society. The
Committee would be pleased to see the Western Australian Government take the lead
in this process, which might be informed, at least at the outset, by the findings and
recommendations of the Commissioner’s Consultation and Report.
Finding 5
It would be timely to review the Melbourne Declaration and the Commissioner’s
Consultation and Report might play a part in informing this review.

Finding 6—Feeling safe at school
While the Report is a substantial document that touches upon a broad array of topics, in
the immediate aftermath of its publication community focus fell almost solely upon the
finding that ‘[f]eeling safe at school was a key issue nominated by [students] as
something that schools should address as a matter of priority.’47 In respect of this finding,
the Report includes recommendations that there be a review of the implementation of
child safe policy and practice across all schools, and that feelings of safety in schools be
monitored on an ongoing basis.
The stakeholders consulted by the Committee each expressed difficulty in responding to
this aspect of the Report. The view expressed by Mr Gorman was that the headlines in
respect of student feelings of safety perhaps ‘sensationalised something that I think the
commissioner was putting in terms of schools working very, very hard to ensure that
schools are safe.’48 To emphasise this point, Mr Gorman explained that schools in the
independent sector ‘have all been trained in mandatory reporting and safe school
practices.’49 Equally, Mr Gorman acknowledged that the fact that ‘attention is drawn to
[student feelings of safety] is a good thing.’50
Making reference to the recent Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child
Sexual Abuse, Mrs Doyle observed that:
the royal commission demonstrated quite clearly that a powerless
person is not the person you place the responsibility of their… safety on.

46 Mrs Gabrielle Doyle, Director, Teaching and Learning, Catholic Education Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p9.
47 Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p8.
48 Mr Ron Gorman, Deputy Director, Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p9.
49 Ibid.
50 Ibid.
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You place the responsibility of their safety on every other human around
them, and that is what we have intended to do with this framework—
so extended guardianship as one of the principles that underpins it.51
It is ultimately the case that student feelings of safety in schools can only be gauged by
consulting the student body directly—a fact that is pointed to by both of the
Commissioner’s recommendations in respect of this finding.
Finding 6
Hearing children talk in their own words about feeling safe at school provides invaluable
feedback about ways in which schools and education providers need to respond to the
challenge of providing a safe schooling environment.

Finding 7—Student physical and mental health
The final finding contained within the Report was that while ‘[f]eeling supported to
address personal problems and challenges, and feeling physically and mentally well’ are
all recognised as important elements of positive student engagement, ‘[t]here appears
to be an under‐diagnosis of physical and mental ill‐health in schools, particularly for
Aboriginal students.’52 On this basis, the Report includes recommendations aimed at
investigating whether more resources need to be devoted to diagnosing and responding
to student health conditions, and at developing an optimum model for social and
personal support within schools.
Speaking in response to this finding, Mr Gorman observed that ‘[m]ental health is
something that I think has come out of this report as something that we do need to
consider further.’53 Further elaborating on this statement, he explained that:
[p]hysical health I think we get, typically because you can see it or
diagnose certain things, but mental health, whilst there are a lot of very
good programs being used across the system sectors in Western
Australia—I do know that—it is an area that I think requires more
conversation and more capacity for school leaders, teachers and young
people to be involved in conversations in that area.54
This is again an aspect of the Consultation that has demonstrated the immense value of
listening directly to students themselves. Future initiatives in respect of student physical

51 Mrs Gabrielle Doyle, Director, Teaching and Learning, Catholic Education Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p10.
52 Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p9.
53 Mr Ron Gorman, Deputy Director, Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p7.
54 Ibid.
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and mental health must take into account the insights gleaned from the Commissioner’s
Consultation.
Finding 7
The voices of children and young people are particularly insightful when it comes to
assessing physical and mental health, and suggest that under‐diagnosis may be a
significant problem amongst some groups of students.

Making use of the Commissioner’s findings and recommendations
The responses by key stakeholders to the Report have each affirmed the Committee’s
view of the value of both the Consultation and the associated Report. Furthermore,
these responses have confirmed that the findings and recommendations made within
the Report are important, and that the recommendations need to be taken seriously by
policy‐makers and education providers.
Finding 8
The seven findings made by the Commissioner for Children and Young People within the
School and Learning Consultation: Technical Report are all important, and the 14
recommendations each need to be taken seriously by policy‐makers and education
providers.
Recommendation 1
The Government of Western Australia examines what changes to policy and practice
arise from the Commissioner’s findings and recommendations, and explores the most
effective way to implement these changes.
As part of this examination, the Committee believes that it would be appropriate for the
Government to continue to acknowledge the work done by various groups across the
state aimed at improving education outcomes for all students. The Committee has been
encouraged by the energy and commitment demonstrated each of the stakeholder
groups who spoke about the Report. Their energy is a powerful resource. In determining
its response to each of the Commissioner’s recommendations, the Committee believes
that the Government, through the Department of Education, would do well to engage
with these and other groups, including but not limited to the Association of Independent
Schools of Western Australia, Catholic Education WA, the Parents and Friends Federation
of Western Australia, the Western Australian Council of State School Organisations, the
State School Teachers’ Union of Western Australia, the Independent Education Union of
Australia (WA Branch) and the tertiary education sector.
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The Future
Certainly, longitudinal research is helpful in any case for planning, policy, intervention
and positions that we might want to take on certain items—and support for schools.
Any longitudinal research, if it is underpinned by good research, will be helpful to the
department.
Ms Sharyn O’Neill, Director General of the Department of Education55

Incorporating the student voice
The reception of the Report is at once an endorsement of the Commissioner’s initiative
to undertake the Consultation, and a demonstration of the value of the work of
Commissioner’s office. Education is a major function of the state government: in simple
monetary terms, the Government will spend approximately $5.1 billion on education in
2018‐19—a figure that represents about 17 per cent of total public spending.56 In this
context, efforts to enhance education outcomes for our students are clearly in the public
interest.
Equally, while education is a function of the Government that directly impacts upon
them, children and young people in Western Australia have rarely had their voices heard
by the Government in such large numbers, or with such clarity. With this in mind, the
Committee is pleased to report that the Commissioner’s Report has been met with an
extremely encouraging response from key stakeholders. This sentiment was perhaps
best expressed by Mr Gorman of AISWA, who said:
we are very thankful for the Commissioner for Children and Young
People and the work that was done on that, because its contribution to
schooling at this point in time is significant, but its contribution to how
we might support young people into the future is, I think, far reaching
as well. I think in Western Australia we should be very proud of this; I
certainly am, so I think we should be.57

55 Ms Sharyn O’Neill, Director General, Department of Education, Transcript of Evidence, 27 June
2018, p2.
56 Government of Western Australia, WA State Budget 2018‐19. Available at:
https://www.ourstatebudget.wa.gov.au/2018‐19/overview.html. Accessed on 14 August 2018.
57 Mr Ron Gorman, Deputy Director, Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p8.
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In parallel with this encouraging response, an important facet of the success of the
Department of Education is the fact that education policy and indeed the work of the
Department is very often research‐based. This fact was emphasised by the Director
General of the Department of Education, Ms Sharyn O’Neill, who explained that:
we commission [research] work from time to time…. Sometimes
[research agencies] will do it independently, as in we will commission
them with specifications, and sometimes we will work with them. We
undertake our own research… we monitor our programs… We
undertake internal monitoring… We undertake pilots.58
Ms O’Neill also emphasised the value of longitudinal research as a tool of education,
explaining that ‘longitudinal research is helpful… for planning, policy, intervention and
positions that we might want to take on certain items—and support for schools.’59

Longitudinal research
The National Centre for Longitudinal Data (NCLD) explains that:
Longitudinal data allows decision makers to go beyond describing the
extent of a policy problem to understanding how and why problems
occur. It also enables identification of the consequences of problems.
Because longitudinal data tracks individual pathways, it can show how
different people respond to opportunities and setbacks, and how their
responses and outcomes change in the short and long term.
This provides researchers and policy makers a breadth and depth of
perspective—showing how circumstances and policy levers affect
outcomes over time.60
The NCLD provides a precise definition of ‘longitudinal data:’
Longitudinal data is data collected from the same individuals (or
households, businesses or other entities) repeatedly over time. The data
is able to show how actions and events can affect outcomes later in
life.61

58 Ms Sharyn O’Neill, Director General, Department of Education, Transcript of Evidence, 27 June
2018, p2.
59 Ibid.
60 Australian Government Department of Social Sciences, Longitudinal Studies and the National
Centre for Longitudinal Data (NCLD). Available at:
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/01_2017/ncld_longitudinal_data_fact_sh
eet_final_12_january_2017.pdf. Accessed on 14 August 2018.
61 Ibid.
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Under this definition, data obtained from the Consultation would be strictly
considered as ‘longitudinal’ only if the same students who were involved in it were
again involved in a repeated future consultation. This appears both impractical, and
indeed potentially less helpful than repeating the consultation with different
students, albeit with (as far as possible) a consistent demographic sample. While
the NCLD would define data obtained through such a process as ‘time‐series’ data,
it seems likely that this data would provide excellent insight into ‘how and why
problems occur,’ and how ‘responses and outcomes change in the short and long
term.’62

Future consultations
With this in mind, the Committee believes that there would be value in repeating the
Consultation with some degree of consistency, and regularity. This would be done with
a view to both ensuring that the voice of students is an integral part of education policy
in WA, and producing data by which the impact of policy positions on education
outcomes can be measured. An ongoing project of regular student consultation would
give policy‐makers direct insight into how new ideas are received by students, and over
time the information gained through consultation would help to quantify the impact of
various initiatives. It would also provide an excellent opportunity for the voice of
Western Australia’s children and young people to be brought to bear upon the
government service that most directly impacts upon them.
The Commissioner has advised the Committee that an estimated total of $270,000 was
spent in undertaking the Consultation and preparing the Report.63 While this represents
a significant proportion of the Commissioner’s annual budget of approximately $3.2
million, it would appear to be a modest price to pay for a project of such scope and
impact.64 While the Committee believes that there would be significant merit in
establishing the Consultation as a regular feature of the Commissioner’s work, and
indeed of education policy in Western Australia, it is clear that some thought needs to
be given to how such work can be funded in the future to ensure there is no negative
impact upon the other functions of the Commissioner’s office.
The Committee is not in a position to speculate as to what level of frequency of repetition
would be optimal, or indeed the full extent to which the original Consultation might be
altered to obtain even better future insights. If the Government is persuaded by the
Committee’s view and agrees that the Consultation should be established as a regular
feature of education policy in Western Australia, it is the Government, working with the
62 Ibid.
63 Mr Colin Pettit, Commissioner for Children and Young People, Letter, 3 August 2018.
64 Commissioner for Children and Young People, Annual Report 2016‐17. Available at:
https://www.ccyp.wa.gov.au/media/2565/annual‐report‐2016‐17‐final‐web‐version.pdf.
Accessed on 14 August 2018.
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Commissioner, that will be best placed to determine these parameters, perhaps in
consultation with the NCLD, and certainly in consultation with all relevant education
stakeholder groups.

Passive consent
The Committee is of the view that one methodological aspect of the Consultation that
should be amended before it is repeated is the use of active consent (an ‘opt‐in’ process
which requires participants to agree to take part) to secure student participation. In the
Report, the Commissioner observes that ‘[d]espite the use of a stratified sampling design
from the frame of all WA schools, the participating students are not representative of
the WA student population as a whole.’65 Three reasons are given for this flaw, being:
1. The fact that ‘active consent,’ was required for students and their
parents/guardians before they could be involved in the Consultation;
2. A lower than expected response rate from schools; and
3. Information that was provided to potential participants and their
parents/guardians ‘was too comprehensive,’ to the extent that it was potentially
off‐putting.66
The Committee raised the question of changing the consent mechanism from ‘active
consent’ to ‘passive consent’ (an ‘opt‐out’ process, which requires unwilling participants
to withdraw) with each of its education stakeholder group hearings, and was encouraged
to hear that this possible flaw in the Consultation might easily be addressed in the future.
There is, in general, cautious support for a move to ‘passive consent’ for future
consultations; as Mrs Allen of PFFWA said of the Consultation:
I think it needs to be extended. I would like to see a lot more children
involved in it. I would definitely like it to be an opt‐out system. I think
that my perception of surveys is that when you give the people the
option not to participate, you are going to get the people either who
have a grievance, potentially, or the yes‐people who are going to
support what is going on around them. I think that is the value of the
interviews and face‐to‐face conversations that they had. I think there is
real value in that because I think that provides the really rich data and
children really having that opportunity to say exactly what they feel and

65 Commissioner for Children and Young People, School and Learning Consultation: Technical
Report, 29 January 2018, p22.
66 Ibid.
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to bring up issues and concerns that were not raised in the survey
questions. I think that there is potential for it to be extended.67
This echoed the view expressed by Ms Blair of WACSSO that:
When you are only capturing part of a student voice and part of a parent
voice, you are much more likely to be—your data becomes skewed. It is
likely, I would say, that that data becomes skewed, in fact, to the more
capable, engaged families and schools, so one suspects it is possible that
the data would be grim reading if we were in a situation of opt‐out
data.68
When concerns around the usefulness of data obtained from an opt‐in survey were put
to the Department of Education, the Director General explained that there is no
particular opposition to passive consent, but it was simply a case of an added
administrative requirement. According to Ms O’Neill, the Department is able to:
use active consent but we also use passive consent in some
circumstances. The process, as it has always been, is that the group put
their application to us—because you cannot assess something to be
passive or active consent unless you know what it is that people are
going to be asking, because we have a responsibility, obviously. We
assess what is being asked to determine whether active or passive
consent can be used. It very much comes into what the research is
about, remembering that parents have given us information on the
basis of its being used for some thing and not other things.69
Similarly, Mrs Doyle informed the Committee that CEWA would embrace a move to an
opt‐out survey because it such a change would facilitate greater oversight of the
research process. As Mrs Doyle explained, CEWA:
would cautiously support [a move to passive consent] because obviously
some of the questionnaires and surveys that have come across as being
able to be used in other schools were problematic in faith‐based schools,
and so we would certainly love some oversight around some of the
questions… we would definitely be keen to broaden the base of the

67 Mrs Siobhan Allen, Executive Director, Parents & Friends Federation of Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, pp3‐4.
68 Ms Jenny Blair, Acting President, Western Australian Council of State School Organisations,
Transcript of Evidence, 13 June 2018, p4.
69 Ms Sharyn O’Neill, Director General, Department of Education, Transcript of Evidence, 27 June
2018, p11.
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survey. Whether it is through an opt‐out or not, I am not sure that is the
best way to go, but we would certainly support broader.70
Ultimately it seems that there are immense potential benefits associated with
incorporating the views of students into their learning experience—and especially if this
represents a strategy for enhancing student engagement. For this reason, the Committee
would be pleased to see the Consultation enhanced and refined, and ultimately
established as a regular feature of education policy in Western Australia.
Recommendation 2
The Government work with the Commissioner to determine how to enable the School
and Learning Consultation to be repeated with appropriate frequency for producing
useful research‐based insights into the future as well as the optimal methodology and
scope for this project.

HON DR S.E. TALBOT, MLC
CHAIR

70 Mrs Gabrielle Doyle, Director, Teaching and Learning, Catholic Education Western Australia,
Transcript of Evidence, 27 June 2018, p5.
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Appendix Four
Committee’s functions and powers
[As originally agreed by both Houses on 26 November 2008]
The following was agreed by concurrence between the Legislative Assembly and the
Legislative Council on 13 June 2017, establishing the Joint Standing Committee on the
Commissioner for Children and Young People:
1. Pursuant to section 51 of the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act
2006, a Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young
People be appointed by the Legislative Assembly and the Legislative Council.
2. The Joint Standing Committee shall comprise 2 members appointed by the
Legislative Assembly and 2 members appointed by the Legislative Council.
3. It is the function of the Joint Standing Committee to—
i.

monitor, review and report to Parliament on the exercise of the
functions of the Commissioner for Children and Young People;

ii.

examine Annual and other Reports of the Commissioner; and

iii.

consult regularly with the Commissioner.

4. A report of the Joint Standing Committee will be presented to the Legislative
Assembly and the Legislative Council by members of the Joint Standing
Committee nominated by it for that purpose.
5. The Standing Orders of the Legislative Assembly relating to Standing and Select
Committees will be followed as far as they can be applied.
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