TEACHER SHORTAGE 

Motion

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan) [4.50 pm]: I move - 

That this house expresses its grave concern at the recent revelation of the Department of Education and Training that there will be a shortage of 3 000 teachers in Western Australia in five years unless some serious action is taken to remedy this significant problem.

I say at the outset that this was not intended as an inflammatory motion at all and it certainly was not an exaggerated motion; it was based on fact. I put this motion on the notice paper, as members will be aware, on 22 March of this year, but little has changed since that time. In education, particularly in the past three or four years, there has been an enormous amount of change, consternation and controversy and, dare I say it, disenchantment on the part of teachers, resulting in a negative impact on teachers’ perception of their role and their profession and how they feel society and the community views them. The result of that negative perception is that the most significant issue facing the education sector at the moment is the teacher shortage. 

Curriculum issues have dominated the education portfolio, particularly in the past three years, most notably the implementation of courses of study, the associated assessment procedures and so on. Those issues caused an enormous amount of dissent within the profession because teachers felt that they were not being listened to, which has inevitably resulted in a number of teachers cutting short their careers, and has also impacted negatively on likely candidates for the profession. In this motion I will not talk about curriculum issues as much as the teacher shortage problem, because it is a profound issue. 

Education is one of the most significant service industries in the community and if Western Australia does not get it right, it will impact negatively on generations to come. I doubt very much that any member of this house will oppose this motion because it is one on which members must work together; that is, we must identify the issues that concern teachers and potential teachers to ensure that WA will not be faced with a situation in three to five years of up to 3 000 fewer teachers in classrooms. Western Australia has around 42 000 teachers, or educators, across the state at this stage. Around 20 000 of them are in Department of Education and Training schools; the remainder are in either Catholic education schools or the independent sector. Teachers are a serious cohort of workers and we must have strategies to ensure that they enjoy their job. 

I have said in this place over and over again that I taught for almost a quarter of a century. I taught in Department of Education schools, in a private girls’ school, Presbyterian Ladies’ College, and in Scotch College for 15 years. I absolutely loved my job. I think members will find that most teachers enjoy the concept of being in the classroom. Unfortunately, morale is very low at the moment for a number of reasons, which I will identify. I will identify why WA should not be in this situation in 2007, and then look at some solutions. I give the government and the Minister for Education and Training some credit for the strategies that have been adopted. I will also offer some other suggestions for improvement. 

To clarify the situation with regard to this motion: the potential shortfall of 3 000 teachers is not scaremongering. The reason I chose the figure of 3 000 was because of a delivery by Robert Lindsay from the human resources department of the Department of Education and Training to district directors on 20 March 2007. I got hold of his briefing notes. The briefing notes refer to “WA Education Sector Retirement in the next 5 years”, and the percentage of education assistants, primary teachers, secondary teachers, educational leaders and senior executive service members due to retire in the next five years is listed, resulting in a national shortage, by 2012, of 30 000. The notes state - 

WA may be 10 000 compared to 63 now

So Robert Lindsay was talking about a teacher shortage of 10 000. 

Clarification was needed, so on 22 March a question was asked of the Minister for Education and Training by the member for Bunbury in the other place - 

(1) Can the minister confirm that, according to Mr Lindsay, by 2012 Western Australian schools will face a shortage of 3 000 teachers?

because that figure was clarified in a subsequent media release. The minister replied - 

He extrapolated from that that because this state comprises one-tenth of the nation’s population, the potential shortfall in Western Australia will be 3 000 teachers by 2012. That is a potential shortfall of 3 000. 

A newspaper article in The West Australian dated 22 March 2007, entitled “WA schools told to brace for 3000 teacher shortfall in five years”, commented - 

The Education Department has revealed the full extent of WA’s teaching crisis with forecasts which show the State could be up to 3000 teachers short by 2012. 

The department told district officers in a recent briefing that one in three teachers is likely to retire within five years. 

It said 38 per cent of State school secondary teachers and 31 per cent of primary school teachers were set to retire within five years. Other predictions included that 32 per cent of its leaders, 24 per cent of education assistants and 33 per cent of its senior executives would retire in that time. 

In 2006, just 500 new teaching graduates accepted jobs in WA public schools, not enough to replace the 730 who retired or resigned from the department last year. 

Acting education director-general Sharyn O’Neill said the estimated 3000 shortfall included State, independent and Catholic schools and was based on a 2003 national report by the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs. She said that that figure was a worst case scenario which did not take into account new strategies to tackle the shortage, including plans to recruit more teachers from overseas.

However, members will find that the number had been raised in the public arena, and without a shadow of a doubt it would be naive to assume that unless strategies are implemented, and were implemented from the release of the March figure, it is highly likely that the 264 teachers WA was short at the beginning of the 2007 academic year will increase dramatically in the next two to three years. 

There are probably a number of reasons for that, but more than anything the challenges placed upon contemporary teachers are far more complex than they ever have been; namely, dual working parents, a large number of single parents and substance abuse issues. Those, among other reasons, have placed enormous pressures on teachers in addition to what would be deemed as the normal academic delivery role. 

Teachers have a multitude of roles in modern-day classrooms in addition to their academic role, which has expanded immeasurably over recent years. Teachers must now virtually be qualified disciplinarians, extremely well versed in dispute resolution, compassionate social workers, highly IT proficient and, because of recent government initiatives and announcements, physical education and community service specialists. I know that from the time I first entered the classroom in the early 1980s to when I left in 2004, the roles that were expected of me as a classroom teacher were profoundly more expansive and demanding than they were when I began my career. Members will find that to be the case with virtually every classroom teacher in every sector of the profession. 

My views on education are not based on the “gospel according to Pete”; they are based on my experience in the classroom, and also the fact that in the past 18 to 20 months I have visited dozens of schools across the length and breadth of the state in rural, remote and metropolitan areas. I communicate regularly with the Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia, the Catholic Education Commission, the Western Australian Council of State School Organisations Incorporated, the State School Teachers’ Union of WA (Incorporated), the Western Australian College of Teaching, the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia, the Master Builders Association, and the Australian Council for Private Education and Training 

A large number of my friends, former colleagues and members of my family still remain in the classroom. In addition, I access the website of People Lobbying Against Teaching Outcomes quite regularly. PLATO has come in for quite a bit of criticism from some quarters. Quite frankly, I find it a very valuable tool. It provides teachers with an opportunity to express themselves in a public forum. It provides some very good ideas and suggestions about the way forward for education. There are a number of reasons that teaching is under a bit of pressure at the moment. 

TEACHER SHORTAGE 

Motion

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan) [5.41 pm]: Before question time I was beginning to talk about the issues surrounding the education portfolio, about teachers in particular, and why the state is facing a potential crisis in the lack of teachers in classrooms. In the few remaining minutes I have today I will refer to a few issues that I have identified through my consultation with teachers and interest groups associated with the education sector. I will then consider how this could have been avoided and will also offer some suggestions on the strategies moving forward. 

The issue that comes through loud and clear from teachers in every area that I have accessed is that we must address salaries. First, we simply must address the salaries of teachers if we are to attract new graduates to the profession, but as important, if not more important, to retain the practising teachers that we already have. We do not need to address small pockets of teachers in isolation; we must have an across-the-board increase in salaries for teachers to retain practising teachers in the profession and to attract new graduates to classrooms. Secondly, we must look at career opportunities for teachers. Currently teachers who enter a classroom at the age of 21 or 22 years essentially hit a brick wall by the time they reach about 30 years - that is if they stay in the classroom and practise teaching. Personally, I only ever wanted to be in the classroom; I did not want a middle-management position. 

Hon Graham Giffard: That is all we ever want for you, too, Peter! 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I thank Hon Graham Giffard for that vote of confidence! 

I can say that I speak for most teachers when I say that most teachers want to be in the classroom. They do not want to take on the position of deputy principal or principal or any other administrative position; they want to be in the classroom. However, unfortunately, the opportunities for promotion are very limited, and as I said, teachers hit a brick wall by the time they are about 30 years of age. Although teachers still want to be in the classroom at 40 years of age, they can foresee other opportunities for advancement in terms of salary and conditions that are perhaps more attractive, particularly in this resource-boom period. We must therefore consider a broader and more versatile range of career opportunities for teachers so that by the time they are 26 or 27 years of age and are perhaps considering advancement as a career move, they will decide to stay in the classroom because they have these other opportunities. I will provide some suggestions on that later in my comments. 

There is also the issue of workload, which is an issue that comes through loud and clear in the teaching profession, particularly in the area of curriculum, as curriculum has been a moving feast in recent years. The pressures that have been placed on the shoulders of teachers in all years of education with the introduction of the curriculum framework, and in particular the introduction of post-compulsory or, now, senior secondary years over the past couple of years, have been profound. This again, coupled with reporting mechanisms and constantly changing assessment procedures, has created enormous amounts of dissent and cynicism amongst the fraternity. Some reports that teachers have to compile, particularly at the primary level, look like War and Peace. These teachers spend most of their weekends and most evenings reporting on so-called child progress. More often than not these reports that they have to compile comprise of very vague outcome statements with no meaningful feedback to parents or to children, and again there is quite a degree of cynicism as far as the fraternity is concerned. 

Behavioural issues come through loud and clear from teachers. I am aware that the Minister for Education and Training has announced three behaviour centres, although he has a little difficulty finding where they are at this stage. I am not talking about behavioural issues with high-order recalcitrant students; I am talking about everyday behavioural issues that teachers are faced with in classrooms. People who face one or two conflicts a day in their workplace find it extremely draining and demoralising. In a large number of instances teachers in classrooms are abused, often physically, and are faced with serious disciplinary issues. This obviously takes its toll on the morale and attitude of practising teachers. Teachers are calling out for more comprehensive, effective behaviour management strategies. 

Issues about communication with the Department of Education and Training have been around for a number of years. There is a void between the department and teachers and an almost them-versus-us mentality. Unfortunately, as far as DET teachers are concerned, that void is growing. There is an attitude almost as though the system does not necessarily work for teachers or for their benefit. As I said, there is therefore almost a them-versus-us scenario. Given that since 2001 the number of staff in head office - “Silver City” - has increased by 579, and in particular in the first part of this year increased by 130, teachers see the bureaucracy burgeoning but that they are not receiving too much improvement in the way of service delivery. 

Having said all that, those are the issues that have come through loud and clear. As I said, they are salary, career advancement, behavioural management issues, workload and the void between practising teachers and “Silver City”. It therefore did not surprise anyone, apart perhaps from the government, that a week before the commencement of the 2007 academic year, the government announced that 264 classrooms across the state would be without a teacher; that is, the department was 264 teachers short a week before the start of the academic year. As I said, it appeared that everyone foresaw it coming apart from the government. Today in the second week of the fourth term the department is 80 teachers short. That quite obviously will have a serious impact on education delivery in the schools that are affected by that shortage. Which schools are affected more than others? It is those schools in rural and remote areas of the state. Some schools are short by between six and eight teachers. The opportunities that students are offered, particularly at senior secondary level, will be impacted on negatively as a direct result of classrooms still being short of 80 teachers one week away from the commencement of tertiary entrance examinations. With all due respect, the state’s shortage of 80 teachers masks the reality of the situation; it does not take account of the number of administrators being forced back into classrooms. Principals, deputy principals and heads of learning areas, who would normally have time off to deal with other responsibilities, are being forced back into classrooms, and this is placing enormous pressure upon the day-to-day administrative capacity of schools, again particularly in rural and remote areas. 

It also does not take into account the thousands more students today than there were two years ago who are relying on distance education. Yes, I said thousands more. For example, an answer to a parliamentary question stated that in 2005, 1 687 students in the state were relying on Schools of Isolated and Distance Education, SIDE, or the flexible learning in schools program, FLIS. There were, therefore, 1 687 students accessing these programs in 2005; 3 475 in 2006; and 4 210 currently in 2007. The number has therefore gone up from 1 687 in 2005 to 4 210 currently. As I have said, more than 4 000 students now have to rely on distance education for their education. I might add that I do not have a problem with the quality of either the Schools of Isolated and Distance Education or the Flexible Learning in Schools program; that is not my point. The point is that if the parents of those students have the option of having their children taught by a fully qualified teacher as opposed to using SIDE, I am sure they would quite logically choose the former. The simple fact is that more and more students are forced to access distance education. As I said, this is another element of the fact that the reality of the situation is masked and the actual shortage in teaching numbers is much greater. Additionally, hundreds of teachers across the state have to teach specialist subjects for which they are unqualified, particularly in the areas of science, maths and design and technology. They are the pivotal areas of most concern. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders.

TEACHER SHORTAGE 

Motion

Resumed from 24 October on the following motion moved by Hon Peter Collier - 

That this house expresses its grave concern at the recent revelation of the Department of Education and Training that there will be a shortage of 3 000 teachers in Western Australia in five years unless some serious action is taken to remedy this significant problem.

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan) [11.06 am]: Yesterday I commented on the teacher shortage, which is probably the most significant issue facing the education sector. I identified why we are in this situation and offered some preliminary suggestions about how we might get out of it. I said that the figure in the motion was obtained from the Department of Education and Training. It has been suggested that the state might have a shortage of up to 3 000 teachers in about five years. At the conclusion of my comments yesterday, I said that the official number of the shortfall of teachers, which is 80, did not reflect the reality of the shortage of teachers two weeks into the fourth term of the 2007 academic year. That is due to the fact that a large number of administrative officers are performing teaching roles that they would not usually undertake, which is taking them away from their essential administrative duties. In addition, a large number of students are now studying by distance education, whereas previously there was not such a significant number studying by this method. That number has increased by about 3 000 in the past two years. A large number of teachers at the senior secondary level are being forced to teach specialist areas for which they are not specialists. We also must take into account the fact that virtually no relief teachers are available in a number of districts around the state. Unfortunately, that is particularly the case in rural and remote areas. Teachers who are sick are being forced to go to a school because there is no-one else to take their place. That puts an onerous responsibility on the shoulders of their colleagues. They are being forced through, dare I say it, moral obligation, to stay in the classrooms when, frankly, they should not be there. There are very few relief teachers. These factors, collectively, point to the fact that the teacher shortage is much more severe than the definitive numbers suggest. This will, of course, inevitably negatively impact on the quality and delivery of education in schools in the future. 

Unfortunately, the situation will be made worse by the decline of students taking up teaching as a preferred option at the tertiary level. Teaching was previously perceived as a sought-after profession. It is rapidly becoming the poor cousin of choice for students at tertiary institutions, which is a shame. I have said time and again that teaching is a worthwhile, productive and rewarding occupation. However, the current situation with student entry into tertiary institutions is that the number of students who are choosing teaching as their first option in the criteria for selection for tertiary entrance is in rapid decline. Many students who leave year 12 are moving into teaching only as their second, third or even fourth option. That is, if students do not get into their first, second or third option, they are choosing teaching as their fourth option. Therefore, in many cases those students have moved into teaching not because they are committed to teaching, but because they cannot get into anything else. I believe that, inevitably, the commitment of those students to the teaching profession will be somewhat limited. Later in my comments, I will produce some figures to support that notion. 

The warning signs for the teacher shortage have been loud and clear for at least the past six or seven years. This is not new. The Department of Education and Training was purportedly taken by surprise when it found, one week before the commencement of the 2007 academic year, that there would be a shortage of 264 teachers. I give the Minister for Education and Training some credit, because at that time he had been in that position for only about one month. However, as I have said, the warning signs for this teacher shortage were loud and clear. Last year, I visited a number of schools across the state during the winter recess. At that time, the curriculum change issue was consuming the education agenda. However, one other issue that was raised at every school that I visited, by principals and heads of learning areas, was that the teacher shortage was a serious problem that needed to be addressed as a matter of urgency. When I returned from those visits, I issued a media release dated 21 August 2006, which states in part - 

Mr Collier said there was a staffing crisis in Western Australia schools at the moment. 

“There was not a school that I visited that didn’t have a problem in this regard,” he said. 

“In the secondary sector, science, maths, design and technology, LOTE and home economics are the areas of most concern. 

“There is a problem with a lack of specialist teachers in Years 11 and 12. 

“At primary school level there is a serious shortage of qualified and experienced teachers. More and more teachers are moving to part-time employment, which in itself causes more problems, particularly in the rural areas where there are simply no relief staff. 

“The consequence of this is that when teachers are absent from school there is simply no replacement staff and the position has to be covered internally. 

I met with the State School Teachers’ Union of WA just after that visit, and it supported my comments and, in fact, put out a similar media release at that time. Both the union and I put out another media release in December again warning about the teacher shortage and stating that a crisis was imminent. However, we heard nothing from the government, and nothing from the department, until one week before the commencement of the 2007 academic year. It is inconceivable that the department, with its hundreds and hundreds of employees in “Silver City”, could not have anticipated this crisis. To say that it came out of left field is naive in the extreme. 

I will outline a few more of the warning signs that the government should have heeded. I appreciate that the government might not have taken much notice of my media release, but there were some, dare I say it, more concrete factors that the government should have considered. In July 2002, the Department of Education and Training released a report titled “Teacher Exit Survey - Retirements and Resignations - Strategic Human Resources”. This report outlines the views of teachers who had retired or resigned about why they had left the teaching profession. We need to keep in mind that the government was given this report in July 2002. The report makes compelling reading. The similarities between this report and a recently released report by Gerard Daniels are profound. In fact, these two reports are so similar that it makes me wonder just what the government has been doing for the past five years. I will give members a precis of some of the comments in the report - 

MANAGEMENT 

The management of schools and the skills of principals and deputy principals was criticised in many of the written responses. . . . Comments such as feeling they are ‘treated like a number’ were repeated frequently. . . . 

Morale among the respondents appeared to be low, with the fear of retribution for speaking out removed by the fact that they had decided to exit the service anyway. Morale was reported as being further undermined by the perceived lack of support and personal interest taken in staff by the school administration as well as officers in Central Office responsible for the payment and processing of entitlements. 

CAREER PROSPECTS 

The largest group . . . resigning from the Department were those who had served less than five years, and in this group, the most common reason for departure was to take teaching jobs with private schools or to make a change of career to one which was more lucrative and valued more by the community. 

A common theme among respondents was the lack of career opportunities for classroom teachers and the lack of professional development available to rural teachers . . . 

Respondents felt that the profession offered intrinsic reward in its altruistic purpose of educating children. For the person who found their job satisfaction in classroom teaching, the limited prospects for advancement detracted from the rewards of choosing teaching as a profession. With limited opportunity to reach Level 3 status, most respondents reported feeling that a classroom-teaching career capped at approximately $54,000 per annum contributed to the low status of teaching. The top of the school administrator range is for Level 6 principal with a salary of $89,207 per annum, of which there are just over 100 positions. . . . . 

WORKLOAD 

The strong comments regarding the proliferation of administrative tasks for classroom teachers indicated that the workload generated by reporting as outlined in the Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Policy and Guidelines is a major concern to teachers. Nearly all the teachers whose exit was on age retirement groups, indicated that the workload had become overbearing and that any plan to work a couple more years was abandoned due to the workload. . . . 

HEALTH/STRESS 

While the health/stress issue was the reason given for the exit, its management was of greater concern, with some respondents finding little support, guidance in management of a health problem or action taken to address the cause of the stress or health issue by the school leadership. 

Bullying by managers or colleagues was reported as not being addressed or taken seriously, leading to some of the respondents finding that their problems led to loss of health and enjoyment of their jobs. Some respondents claimed that after many years of service, their problems occurred during the tenure of the last principal immediately prior to retirement. 

Several respondents felt that they were not supported by their line managers or the school leadership teams when they became the subject of complaints from parents whose children’s bullying behaviour was the real issue of concern. . . . 

JOB SATISFACTION 

Most respondents reported that they enjoyed teaching and expressed a desire to be able to focus more on classroom teaching rather than the associated administrative tasks. From the responses, it was evident that many teachers still felt that teaching was a valuable profession with great intrinsic rewards, although it was considered that the image of the profession has slipped in recent years. 

Responses indicated that the profession has declined in status because of changes in a society which has become more demanding of public education, increased negative media attention and greater political expectations, in a context of a reducing earning power and dwindling resources. . . . 

The perception that the status of the Department and that of the profession is less than optimum was indicated by 75% of respondents to question 3.4 under Professional Recognition with a third of them giving this factor a ‘significant’ ranking. Some written comments provided by the respondents conveyed the impression that the Department of Education and its schools are not held in very high regard by the community, with one comment encapsulating the perception that public education is for the underclass. 

CONDITIONS OF SERVICE 

Approximately 25% of respondents complained about the service received from Central Office as not providing the support or the information required to make decisions affecting their jobs or career paths. . . . A sense of frustration was apparent among these respondents in their dealing with the bureaucracy and gaining access to their entitlements or to finding an unwillingness to have their circumstances taken into account and dealt with flexibly. 

CONCLUSION 

While many of the respondents retired at the end of many years of service with the Department of Education, a significant number of teachers appear to have resigned due to the dissatisfaction with the treatment they received as employees of the Department. 

The report then outlines a number of suggestions, and it concludes with the following recommendation - 

That the above report and suggestions be taken into account in the development of Departmental strategies for workforce development and improvement of the status of the teaching profession. 

As I have said, this report was given to the government in July 2002. 

The issues here are quite significant, reflecting a profession that is dwindling in morale, at least amongst teachers who are leaving the profession. With all due respect, I believe that report reflected the increasingly general attitude of the profession as a whole. I wonder what the government has done over the past five years to identify the issues articulated by the concerns of exiting teachers and to rectify the situation. I am aware of a number of initiatives of the current Minister for Education and Training over the past six months or so, but we have almost reached the point at which the horse has bolted. I will be interested to hear from the government the strategies that have been put in place between 2002 and 2007 to rectify the very real issues and concerns identified by teachers in this report. 

I now turn to another report, this time from the Australian government. It was released by the federal Department of Education, Science and Training and is entitled “Attitudes to Teaching as a Career: a synthesis of attitudinal research”. It was prepared by the surveys and workforce analysis section in 2006. I might add that this report was provided to the Department of Education and Training. If anything, it reiterates and reinforces the concerns that have been articulated at the state level. I will read a few extracts, and members will see an amazing similarity between the concerns at a national level and those at the state level. Again, this report identifies issues that need to be addressed, and begs the question about the strategies the government has put in place to overcome the problem of the imminent teacher shortage. The section headed “Main Findings” reads - 

In summary, DEST and other Australian research shows that, while people who have chosen teaching as a career are chiefly motivated by ‘intrinsic’ rewards such as wanting to ‘make a difference’, enjoyment of children, etc, extrinsic factors such as remuneration, workload, employment conditions and status are the most significant factors influencing people not to choose teaching, and to leave the profession . . . 

2.1 Attracting New Entrants into Teaching: Students’ Career Aspirations/Decisions 

. . . 

Why students do NOT want to become teachers 

Teaching is viewed as a low status job 

• According to a study of senior secondary students (DEST 2003), students who were not considering teaching as a career said that they saw teaching as a low status job, negatively perceived in the community, and ‘semi-professional’. 

• Parents in the study also commented that low university entrance requirements have lowered the status of teaching and resulted in a lower quality teaching workforce, that teaching is low-paid, low status work, and that there is negative publicity about the teaching profession and teachers. 

. . . 

Teaching offers poor career opportunities 

• Secondary students (not considering teaching as a career) said that teaching offers poor career progression and promotion opportunities . . . 

• Parents in the same study said that successful mathematics and science students are more likely to be attracted to other careers, teachers are not rewarded for performance, and that teaching provides poor promotional pathways. 

Teaching is difficult and poorly rewarded 

• Secondary students who did not want to become teachers said that teaching is highly demanding, draining work with long hours, badly behaved children, low pay, and critical parents . . . 

• Parents . . . agreed that students behave badly, are undisciplined and show lack of respect for teachers, and teaching is ‘too much hard work for too little return’. 

Teacher training difficult for mature-aged students - especially financially 

• In a study of teacher education students (DEST 2002) mature-aged students cited financial barriers to taking up teaching: eg difficulties supporting themselves while studying, and HECS debt . . . 

Teaching is less attractive to high academic achievers and to males 

• High academic achievers . . . especially cited the salary, promotional pathways and status of teaching as too low. 

• Teaching was seen as a problematic choice for males, partly because of heightened community consciousness of paedophilia and partly because of their perceived role as primary breadwinners . . . 

That has come through to me loud and clear in all the schools I have visited over the past two years. It is very common to visit a primary school and find that less then 10 per cent of the workforce is male. In a primary school with 30 to 40 teachers, we might, if we are lucky, find three or four male teachers. It is an unfortunate progression in terms of where teaching is at. I would like to think that we can reverse that situation and make teaching attractive to males as well as females, so that we can achieve some sort of equity in numbers of classroom teachers. In the section headed “International Research on Attitudes to Teaching as a Career”, the report states - 

An OECD study on Attracting, Developing and Retaining Effective Teachers in 2002 found that similar concerns relating to teacher shortages and teacher quality issues were facing many countries, including the US and the UK. For this reason, a considerable body of research has been carried out on how to attract new teachers and retain current ones, especially in the mathematics and sciences. The following are the key issues identified by this research.

The report goes on to deal with issues such as pay, career opportunities, conditions and student behaviour. A pattern is emerging here, as I mentioned in my introductory comments. The patterns that are emerging time and again, almost in cliché form, indicate that we must address such issues as pay, career opportunities, behaviour management and relationships with administrators. In the Western Australian perspective, that is “Silver City”. 

Another report I will refer to indicates that the government should have been very conscious of the imminent teacher shortage at the beginning of this year. This report came from the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, and is entitled “Retirement Intentions 2006: survey of Western Australian public sector employees 45 years and older”. It is frightening for the future of our education system and the teacher shortage in Western Australia. This is the government’s own document. In the table headed “Intended Age of Retirement Occupations”, figures for primary teaching indicate that 39 per cent of teachers intended to retire between the ages of 45 and 59. In secondary teaching, 41 per cent of teachers intended to retire between the ages of 45 and 59. In the table headed “Intended Years to Retirement by Primary and Secondary Occupations”, the proportion of primary school teachers intending to retire in less than five years is 31 per cent; that is, a third of primary school teachers intend to retire within the next five years. Those who intend to retire in between five and nine years amount to 29 per cent. Collectively, 60 per cent of the primary teacher workforce intends to retire within the next nine years. In secondary teaching, 38 per cent of teachers intend to retire within the next five years, and 27 per cent intend to retire in between five and nine years. Collectively, 65 per cent of secondary teachers intend to retire within the next nine years. 

The section in the report headed “Loss of Experience” is also very frightening. I will comment on the figure that I am about to provide. It was very apparent to me when I visited rural and remote schools that the workforce in those schools is very young. There is nothing necessarily very wrong with that; in fact, it is good to have reinvigoration and energy in a school. However, the fact remains that in remote schools in particular, but also in a number of rural schools, such as those in the eastern goldfields, the Kalgoorlie area, the Kimberley and the Pilbara, a significant majority of teachers are in their first few years of teaching. As I said, that energy is a very positive thing for teaching, but we still need experience in every school. We need a wealth of experience to nurture and assist those new teachers. Unfortunately, it is increasingly becoming a dying art form. 

I now refer to the projected loss of experience in the occupation within 10 years in southern regions. Within the next 10 years, 78 per cent of metropolitan teachers with 15 years or more experience will retire. In the wheatbelt, 75 per cent of teachers with 15 years or more experience will retire. In the Peel region, 69 per cent of teachers with 15 years or more experience will retire. In the south west, 83 per cent of teachers with 15 years or more experience will retire. In the great southern, 78 per cent of teachers with 15 years or more experience will retire. I also have figures on the loss of experience within 10 years by large public sector agencies. In the Department of Education and Training, 76 per cent of teachers with 15 years or more experience will retire within the next 10 years. In the technical and further education sector, the figures are as follows: at Swan TAFE, 67 per cent will retire within the next 10 years; at Central TAFE, 66 per cent will retire; and at West Coast TAFE, 66 per cent will retire. Our education system will lose a significant proportion of its most experienced teachers within the next 10 years. The number of teachers coming in the front door is declining and we are losing a large number of experienced teachers through the back door. The impact on educational delivery in our schools is a real concern. 

I have another figure that should have come to the government’s attention. Earlier this year a member in the other place asked how many teachers leave the occupation within the first five years; that is, how many leave after one year, two years, three years, four years and five years? In 2001, the percentage of new teachers who left the profession after one year was 13.9. Last year, the percentage of teachers who left after one year was 22.4. That is a 45 per cent increase. The number of teachers who are leaving the profession after one year has almost doubled. That is what I was talking about earlier when I said that those students who are moving into the profession are not necessarily committed to teaching as a career. The number of teachers who left the profession in 2001 after two years was 7.7 per cent. In 2005, the number of teachers who left the profession after two years was 12.5 per cent. Again, that figure almost doubled. In 2001, the number of teachers who left after three years was 4.8 per cent. The number of teachers who left in 2004, the most available figure, was 7.2 per cent. Again, that is almost double. I reinforce the point I made earlier that a large number of the new graduates who are going into our schools are not staying in the schools. That is an area that we must look at. 

Coupled with those figures, I will read an article that appeared in The West Australian on 18 November 2006. It is headed “Big drop in applicants for teaching diplomas” and states - 

The State’s teacher shortage is rapidly approaching crisis level, with the number of university graduates choosing to study teaching next year plummeting by a third. 

New figures from the Tertiary Institutions Service Centre show that the total number of applications to study graduate diplomas in education at WA’s four public universities dropped sharply from 998 in 2006 to 700 for next year. 

The 30 per cent drop follows a similar plunge in the number of undergraduates applying to study education courses. 

Compared with the same time last year, the number of students opting to study primary school teaching dropped 20 per cent or more at Edith Cowan, Curtin and Murdoch universities.

That in itself is alarming. It is even more concerning that some of these institutions are reducing the tertiary entrance rank for education. The standards that we expect for entrance into education are dropping. That is of concern. 

Another article again shows that the government was warned of this impending crisis some time ago. It is headed “Teacher shortage ‘will get worse’” and is dated 30 July 2007. It states - 

WA’s chronic teacher shortage will escalate over the next two years unless there is a multi-million dollar cash injection to fund higher salaries and changes are made to the way teachers are employed, secret Education Department documents reveal. 

One report predicts 2009 and 2010 will be “watershed” years for staffing and warns that unless drastic action is taken “public schools will find it increasingly difficult to attract teachers, leading to bigger classes, potentially poorer educational outcomes and lower staff morale”. 

An attached funding request says: “Widespread community concern and diminishing confidence in the education system can be expected.” 

The documents, written by the department’s human resources division and obtained by The West Australian under Freedom of Information laws, also reveal the department knew as early as July 2006 of the impending shortages for this year but was publicly denying there was a problem as late as December. 

“Difficulties are anticipated in staffing schools at the start of 2007, with the likely result that schools may be obliged to collapse classes or use staff with a limited authority to teach,” it said. Papers also show the State Government rejected at least one funding proposal for a $1 million overseas and interstate recruitment scheme that proposed paying $15,000 relocation allowances to up to 50 teachers employed via the strategy. 

. . . 

The reports predict the 2009 and 2010 crisis would eventuate because 38 per cent of teachers, or 4800 staff, would be eligible to retire. And 2010 is also the year the half cohort, created when the school starting age changed to a June 30 cut-off in 2000, would enter Year 8. This means a full cohort of students will be enrolled in every year of primary school for the first time in 10 years, creating the need for an extra 350 teachers. 

The documents reveal that beyond 2010, major changes to the department’s recruitment process were needed, including the abolition of the historic transfer system where staff move between schools on a system-wide basis. Instead, staff should be hired by individual schools and the only way they could move would be to apply for another job on merit. 

It also said salaries for teachers in areas of high demand should be at least 15 per cent higher and that a pool of 100 contract teachers be formed to take up short-term jobs across WA. 

As I said, I do not mean to labour the point but I feel compelled to do so. All the documents that I have read from over the past 20 minutes or so have expressed exactly the same sentiments. The issues relating to the teacher shortage have been well known to the department since 2002. It has been told over and again of the impending teacher shortage. Quite frankly, I am not aware of any comprehensive strategy that was implemented by this government to prevent this from occurring prior to this year. I acknowledge that a number of initiatives have been implemented this year but, once again, the horse has bolted. We are playing catch-up all the time. We have a range of so-called initiatives to try to overcome this problem. The simple fact remains that we still have 80 classrooms in our schools across the state without full-time teachers and we are in the second week of term 4. We should not be in this predicament. That is why I read from those documents. As I said, the government certainly had plenty of prior knowledge of this situation. 

I think the new minister was appointed on 13 December 2006. He would have been almost immediately confronted with the information that the department was facing a virtual crisis at the beginning of the new academic year. Just a month later the department revealed the severity of the situation. One of the things the new minister did was to commission Gerard Daniels to do a review of teacher recruitment practices. We should remember that the department already had a report, which it received in July 2002. I would like members to think back about 15 minutes to the comments I made regarding the issues that faced the education sector in 2002. I will read parts of the Gerard Daniels report because it is quite revealing. The executive summary states in part - 


After careful examination of the available data, we have formed the conclusion that without any immediate action by the Department to deal with its recruitment of new teachers and retention of current teachers, it will sustain a larger teacher shortage next year. Unless there is a significant downturn in the Western Australian labour market, the shortage will occur for several years. 

. . . 

We argue some of the changes to the workforce could and should have been predicted by the Department. We give numerous examples of published workforce data for teaching that should have signalled to the Department that it was facing a teaching shortage. Its workforce planning and governance of human resource management generally is clearly inadequate. As the largest employer in Western Australia, and an employer dependent almost entirely on professional human capital, we would expect to see a much more sophisticated approach to workforce planning, recruitment and retention. 

. . . 

Our surveys of graduate teachers and resigning teachers demonstrate that the employment brand of the Department has been diminished. For graduate teachers, the Department’s recruitment system is impersonal and too complex. In an unenviable display of ‘application fatigue’, we found that graduate teacher applicants are required to complete, in handwriting, between six and eight forms requiring the same personal details. 55.4% of graduate teachers rated their experience of the recruitment process as poor or very poor. 

. . . 

The Department’s recruitment processes are antiquated. This is surprising, given the high volume of annual placements and applications and the coexistence of the central and local selection systems. 

. . . 

It is imperative that work begin now to implement a user friendly e-recruitment system and website. The recruitment website is one of the worst we have encountered. It does no service to the Department which has long viewed itself as an iconic employer in Western Australia. 

The Department largely relies upon its existing workforce to supply its 20 000 classroom teachers. Of the permanent teachers who had recently resigned, only 44% would definitely contemplate returning to teaching with the Department and 61% would not recommend the Department as an employer. The Department operates a very centralised employment system and it struggles to create a rapport with its employees or potential employees. Retention strategies - beyond the scope of this report - that incorporate better communication with current and potential employees are critical for workforce management. 

A number of stakeholders expressed concern that the status of teaching has been diminished as a consequence of the politicisation of teaching policy nationally and locally. This affects the attachment of current teachers to the Department, the employment value proposition for potential employees and demand for teaching degrees in universities. 

. . . 

Without action now to address these multi-faceted reasons for the current teaching staff shortage, the Department and its schools will be in a much worse position next year. Changes will require additional funding to make any significant difference. We would not recommend that the Department tries to “scrimp and save” to fund the recommendations. Anything short of a proper investment in workforce planning and human resource and staffing systems will be a waste of time and energy. 


The report is quite compelling stuff; it really is. It is quite damning of the practices of the department, and I feel quite legitimately so. 

Hon Barbara Scott: When was it released? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It came out in March 2007. The sad part about it is that much of the findings and recommendations of this report from March 2007 mirror the findings of the report from July 2002. As I have said over and again, I would really like to know what the government has been doing in the five years between 2002 and 2007 to attempt to ensure that we do not have a chronic teacher shortage, which we now currently have. 

Having said that, I turn now to some of the initiatives and policy directions that have occurred on the part of the government over the past eight months. As I have said, I acknowledge that the Minister for Education and Training has certainly made an effort. Unfortunately, the culture of the profession and its attractiveness as a viable career option have been seriously diminished in the eyes of the community over recent years. It is a very hard task. A number of initiatives have not been that successful in attracting potential teachers and it will take, dare I say it, considerable resources and marketing to turn that around. I have spoken about some suggested initiatives that will be coming forward next year. I will refer to those again in a moment. 

First of all, the previous government - because I am sure comparisons will be made - introduced the remote teaching allowance. That was an acknowledgement of the special challenges that teachers in remote areas are faced with. That was a very successful initiative that assisted new graduates when they worked in the remote areas of the state. The previous government also introduced the level 3 classroom teacher classification. Potentially, that was a very good policy. As I mentioned in my comments yesterday, one of the most, dare I say it, common reasons for disillusionment among practising teachers is that they feel that they do not have anywhere to go after eight to nine years. They feel that their career advancement is quite limited. If a teacher does not want to go into a middle management position - an administrative position - and prefers to stay in a classroom, that teacher has very few opportunities. The level 3 classroom teacher classification offers them one opportunity. The level 3 classroom teacher is an extremely difficult classification to achieve. 

Hon Barbara Scott: Impossible. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Exactly. Some teachers would suggest that it is almost impossible. I went to the recent level 3 classroom teacher conference. It was a tremendously rewarding occasion I must say. We are talking about very experienced teachers who really take the time to extend and expand their expertise and provide support for their colleagues in their schools. One of the issues that comes through to me loud and clear about level 3 classroom teachers is that the process for achieving that classification is near on impossible. To reinforce the point, at the moment there are only 323 primary level 3 classroom teachers and 201 secondary level 3 classroom teachers. Collectively, that is 524 level 3 classroom teachers out of a total of 20 000. 

Hon Barbara Scott interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: That is an interesting point because I asked about that at the budget estimates. I asked why it is so difficult to get classroom teacher status. It is an incentive for a teacher, is it not? As I said yesterday, most teachers fall into the category of wanting to be a classroom teacher. They want to be in a classroom; they have all the altruistic motives. However, they ask how they can go ahead with career advancement and salary opportunities. The coalition’s introduction of the level 3 classroom teacher classification gave them that opportunity. When I asked this question in budget estimates, I was told that, essentially, there was a very stringent process and that the standards were very high. Yes, the standards are very high, but I do not think that we need to make them so high that it is virtually impossible for a teacher to achieve level 3 classroom status. In fact, the requirements are so difficult that it is almost a disincentive. Teachers have to jump through 50 hoops and when they get through those hoops, there are another 50 in front of them before they can even be considered for level 3 classroom teacher status. Earlier this year I asked in a question on notice how many teachers apply for level 3 classroom teacher status annually and how many achieve it. I was told that about one-third of those who apply for level 3 classroom teacher status achieve it. As I said, the hoops that teachers must go through almost make it a disincentive, which is a shame because the level 3 classroom teacher status should provide opportunities and incentives for teachers to stay in the classroom. 

I will go through some of the strategies that have been implemented by the government. An article in The West Australian of 30 March 2007 is headlined “Prepare for classrooms without teachers” and reads - 

More students could be taught by fly-in, fly-out teachers or study by correspondence under a raft of ideas being examined by a task force set up to tackle the State’s growing teacher shortage. 

The task force will question whether the traditional concept of one teacher in front of a classroom of 30 children is an outdated notion of education and should be replaced in some cases by “alternative delivery strategies”. 

That suggestion came from a task force that was set up by the current Minister for Education and Training and led by Professor Lance Twomey. In its infancy, the task force floated the idea that we are moving towards, particularly in rural and remote areas, more online teaching; that is, distance education teaching. As I said yesterday, I do not have a problem with the quality of education being delivered by the Schools of Isolated and Distance Education or the flexible learning in schools program. However, if we choose that option as a soft option, as opposed to having teachers in classrooms, we are going down the wrong path. 

Hon Barbara Scott: That further disadvantages country children. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It does. As I have said on several occasions, it creates a void between the educational delivery in metropolitan and country areas. 

The government’s next strategy, which was announced on 21 February 2007, was to recruit overseas teachers. The Minister for Education and Training’s media statement about recruiting teachers from overseas reads - 

The State Government will embark on an ambitious teacher recruitment campaign in the United Kingdom as part of a wider strategy to attract more teachers to country Western Australia. 

Education and Training Minister Mark McGowan said the Government would be looking to recruit teaching students from England, Scotland and Ireland due to complete their studies in June 2007.

As a result of that initiative - there is nothing wrong with it - 32 overseas teachers have been recruited and of those 27 have remained. Five of the 32 overseas teachers stayed for a short time and then left. It is all well and good to put a body in front of a classroom. However, we must make sure that we do not set up international teachers for a fall. That has been occurring, which is a shame. If we create a program to recruit teachers from overseas solely to reduce the teacher shortage number, we are doing it for the wrong reasons. We must ensure that overseas teachers are adequately qualified and prepared for the situation in Australia. Are teachers from overseas prepared for our curriculum and, more importantly, are they prepared for the conditions in our state? During a trip to Kalgoorlie, I visited a school and met with a number of teachers who told me about two Irish teachers who had come to Kalgoorlie as a result of the government’s program. They told me that the Irish teachers lasted only a couple of weeks because they had been led to believe from the paraphernalia that they had been provided with - 

Hon Bruce Donaldson: This is not an Irish joke, is it? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It is almost amusing, but it is not an Irish joke. It would be amusing if it were not so serious. Two Irish teachers - 

Several members interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: How can I word it? Two teachers from Ireland were recruited under this program and posted to Kalgoorlie. The teachers were laughing when they told me this story - a story that was reinforced by the school principal. The teachers from Ireland were led to believe that Kalgoorlie is, dare I say it, an oasis of grass and water, and that from Kalgoorlie they could go fishing in Esperance and windsurfing in Geraldton. This is a true story. When they got to Kalgoorlie, they got the shock of their lives. I am Kalgoorlie born and bred; I love the place. However, the two teachers from Ireland who came to teach at Kalgoorlie-Boulder Community High School got the shock of their lives when they found out that they could not get in their kombi after school to drive to Esperance to go fishing or to Geraldton to go windsurfing. They promptly resigned their commission and left. As I said, that is not an isolated incident. A number of such incidents have been reported in the media. It is all well and good to recruit teachers from the United Kingdom etc to reduce the number of teacher vacancies. However, if we are going to do so to the detriment of those teachers and to the detriment of the students whose education is seriously disrupted, we are doing a disservice to all involved. I like to think that we can improve in that area. I do not have a problem with the government’s attempt to reduce the extent of teacher shortages. 

Another government initiative was the $4 200 bonus given to overworked teachers. I am not quite sure what criteria was used to determine which teachers are overworked teachers, but essentially the government chose the areas that were hit hardest by the teacher shortage. An article in The West Australian of 28 April 2007 reads - 

Teachers at country schools hardest hit by the growing teacher shortage will receive a $4200 sweetener this year, the Education Department said yesterday in a bid to ease the crisis. 

Acting director-general Sharyn O’Neill said a $2.5 million package thrashed out with the State School Teachers Union was aimed at compensating 420 teachers at 11 country schools who had been “doing it tough” because of extra workloads. 

The schools include three in the Goldfields, Mt Magnet District High School and Carnarvon, Merredin, Northam, Narrogin, Tom Price, Newman and Hedland Senior High Schools. 

But shadow education minister . . . said it was divisive and discriminatory for some teachers to receive compensation over others. 

“If you’re going to start paying teachers based upon the premise that some are under more pressure than others you suffer the very real possibility of destroying the collegiate nature of the profession,” he said. 

“Every teacher in WA classrooms is under significant pressure.”

I could not have said it better myself! I do not mean to be the spoiler in this instance. I and most people acknowledge that teachers in the abovementioned schools are well deserving of the recognition they received. However, the government would be naive to assume that they are the only schools under pressure. This initiative caused a considerable amount of backlash from the teaching fraternity. The unions spoke to me about a number of complaints, and I also received complaints from a broad cross-section of the teaching fraternity who had a “What about us?” mentality because they are also under pressure. The schools at which the teacher shortage was biting most received some compensation in terms of workload, which is a positive step forward. 

Another government initiative was announced on 5 July 2007. The Minister for Education and Training’s media release reads - 

The State Government today launched a comprehensive package including higher pay, flexible working arrangements and superannuation incentives to attract retired teachers back into classrooms. 

Education and Training Minister Mark McGowan said the new flexi package would pay retired teachers up to $74,275 in 2007 and $76,132 in 2008 and give them the option to salary package up to 100 per cent into superannuation. 

“There are also regional allowances of up to $8,500, remote allowances up to $15,000 pro rata, and subsidised accommodation available to eligible teachers. 

The Minister said there was a pool of up to 1,000 experienced teachers who over the last few years may have retired or left the profession for a variety of reasons. 

“We could see teachers taking up positions as early as August,” the Minister said.

I do not have a problem with that initiative at all; in fact, I think it is good. Western Australia has a number of recently retired experienced teachers who have left the profession over the past three to five years. Those teachers have a wealth of experience, and it was a good initiative to get them back into the classroom to get WA over this crisis. Unfortunately, to date, only three recently retired teachers have taken up that offer. 

Hon Barbara Scott: What do those numbers say? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I would say that those numbers are an indictment of the low morale that currently permeates the teaching profession, which is a shame. A whole culture change needs to be created within the profession, so that, once again, teaching will be perceived in the community as a sought after profession. Only three recently retired teachers have taken up that quite attractive offer. A recently retired teacher would still have all the valid skills to be in the classroom, and can be paid up to $76 000, 100 per cent of which can be put into superannuation. I do not have a problem with that initiative at all. As I said, it is a sad reflection on the profession of teaching that only three people have taken up that offer. I thought this initiative may have resulted in anything up to 100 recently retired teachers going back into the profession. 

Another government initiative was implemented for new graduate teachers. This initiative was announced on 4 October 2007 - 

Western Australia’s graduate teachers will receive a $50,000 starting salary from 2008, making them among the highest paid graduate teachers in Australia. 

“This means new graduates will receive nearly $3,500 extra, independent of any increases negotiated as part of the current or new enterprise bargaining agreement (EBA), which is expected to be finalised later this year,” he said. 

“This new pay increase will see Western Australia’s graduate teachers earning $50,000 per annum, ahead of the other States and roughly on a par with New South Wales and the ACT. 

“If teachers choose to work at selected country and remote schools, they can earn up to an additional $19,800 in location allowances, meaning some first year graduates could earn close to $70,000 per year.

Again, I am very supportive of that initiative. If teaching is going to be competitive with other professions, it is absolutely essential that the salary issue be addressed. That is absolutely essential for new graduates. Of course, the government will have to now look at an across-the-board increase for teachers, because new graduates are now earning the equivalent of, or even more than, teachers who have been in the classroom for up to 10 years. The government will have to look at that issue. The graduate teacher initiative has created, yet again, a void, which is inevitable, but I like to think the government will see the light in this area and look at an across-the-board increase in teachers’ salaries. 

The final initiative I will address is the government’s attempt to get teachers from interstate that was announced on 7 October 2007 - 

Education and Training Minister Mark McGowan will fly to Victoria today on a mission to lure interstate teachers to Western Australian public school classrooms. 

The Minister’s visit, which will also take in Tasmania, will coincide with an unprecedented $80,000 advertising campaign in a series of interstate and New Zealand newspapers.

Again, that is a good idea. First, teaching must be marketed as a very, very attractive career option, and, second, Western Australia must be marketed as a very attractive place in which to live and teach. 

I have a problem with the actual marketing campaign. It is a shame that I cannot put this advertisement into Hansard, but members might like to see it. This advertisement, in a campaign launched in the eastern states, shows a young man leaning against his convertible BMW. I taught for a quarter of a century and not too many of my colleagues had convertible BMWs. The man in the advertisement, who is from Ireland and is a deputy principal, might have a convertible BMW because he is a former robotics engineer, and he certainly did not make his money from teaching. The impression conveyed in this advertising campaign, of course, is that an abundance of wealth is to be gained - 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders.


Wednesday, 14 November 2007 


THE PRESIDENT (Hon Nick Griffiths) took the chair at 4.00 pm, and read prayers. 


PAPERS TABLED

Papers were tabled and ordered to lie upon the table of the house. 


TEACHER SHORTAGE 

Motion

Resumed from 25 October on the following motion moved by Hon Peter Collier - 

That this house expresses its grave concern at the recent revelation of the Department of Education and Training that there will be a shortage of 3 000 teachers in Western Australia in five years unless some serious action is taken to remedy this significant problem.

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan) [3.04 pm]: I have almost come to the conclusion of my introductory comments. 

Last week I was commenting in précis form on the issues surrounding the problems with the teacher shortage crisis. There is obviously a teacher shortage crisis in Western Australia, as there is across the nation. It is absolutely essential that we make some very bold decisions in an attempt to ensure that the teacher shortage crisis currently gripping the state with regard to providing a teacher for every classroom does not get worse. As I mentioned last week, on a number of occasions the government was warned of the crisis, but at the beginning of this year there was a teacher shortage in primary and secondary schools of approximately 264 teachers. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: How many? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: There were 264. 

I went through a raft of issues last week so I will not touch on them again, suffice to say that I concluded my comments last week by acknowledging a number of initiatives the government has undertaken, particularly over the past six to eight months. Some have had limited success and some have had more success, and we are still waiting to see the outcome of the others. I was talking about one of the most recent government initiatives to attract teachers from interstate; namely, the advertising campaign that the Western Australian government is running in the eastern states. I referred to a photograph of a young man who was crouched next to a convertible BMW with the implication that teachers should go west for money. I was making the point that, quite frankly, such a campaign was sending out an ambiguous and incorrect message to teachers in the eastern states. As I mentioned last week, I imagine that very few teachers could earn a salary that would enable them to buy a convertible BMW. I referred also to a couple who were living in squalor in Warburton and the problems they have had to deal with in the past few months. Fortunately, the issues that couple faced appear to have been resolved or are certainly on the way to resolution. Nonetheless, I will draw from an interview with the woman involved on 720 ABC radio on Thursday, 18 October. The introductory comments state - 

Samantha . . . 


· With her partner Jason (who had taken on a role at the Warburton Remote Community School), the couple moved from Victoria, and spent the first six weeks at the Warburton roadhouse. 

· Their first house was in a “less than absolutely appalling state. You wouldn’t see such conditions in a pig pen.” 

· Jason spent three hours chiselling faecal matter of the toilet bowl. 

· The second house was “in total disrepair”. 

· Now with a six-week-old premature son, the family is sleeping on the floor of a colleague’s house in Warburton because no alternative accommodation had been offered. 

· . . . 

· In describing the whole experience, Sam said: 


- “You can come out here and you were promised the world (as the adverts suggest).” 

- “The extra money doesn’t mean anything because you end up spending that money anyway with the price of food, and the fact that you have to buy water because half the time the water out of the tap is not acceptable - you can’t drink it, it’s not potable. It’s either contaminated with nitrates or faecal matter.”


· At the end of the school year, the couple plan to return to Victoria: 


- “Due to our experience this year, we have been completely put off Western Australia.” . 

- “People should not have to endure what we have endured . . . there’s no reasoning for any of this except for that fact that you are put out here and treated like a dirty little secret.” 

- “Teachers out here more or less have to put up with Third World conditions, so you might have a house, but that’s about it really.” 

I compare that with some other photographs - it is a shame that Hansard cannot record them - of a couple on a mattress on the floor of a lounge room at their friend’s place and another with their six-week old child on the floor of the friend’s place in Warburton, compared to the young man squatting next to a convertible BMW. The distinction is quite profound. 

I mentioned also another couple yesterday whom I heard from approximately two weeks ago. I emphasise that their situation has been resolved. However, that was only after they had mentioned to the Department of Education and Training that they had consulted me and that I intended to pursue the matter. Within 24 hours their situation had been resolved. It is a shame that it has taken negative publicity and the shadow Minister for Education to highlight an issue before the Department of Education and Training would actually do something about it. It is a sad reflection of where we are at. I will repeat a couple of the comments of this couple to emphasise just how bad is the situation for some couples, bearing in mind the conditions that the couple I have just mentioned have had to endure. 

I turn now to an email headed, “More disgraceful treatment of Eastern States teachers by WA Department of Ed”. The email states - 

Hi Peter, 

I thought you might find this interesting. After reading about another Victorian couple’s WA Department of Education disaster in Melbourne’s Age recently, I had to send in our story. 

My partner and I are both Victorian teachers who decided to come to WA because of the chronic shortage we were reading about almost every day. While we were happy in the “cold, dreary depressed place” (Mark McGowan, Sunday Times) that is apparently the Eastern States, we had taken a year off for a working holiday, and the promise (and desperation) of WA sounded so great that we decided to commit a full six months here, to a school nearly 600km from Perth that is apparently one of the “difficult to staff” schools. Well we now know why the whole state is difficult to staff. We are teachers experienced in a wide variety of schools (and state departments) and we have never, ever come across such a lack of professionalism, bullying and disregard. It is phenomenal that there are any schools at all operating in the light of such an amateur administration. 

The email states further down - 

Mark McGowan is so smug in boasting about “poaching” Eastern States teachers. We think he will find the greater problem will lay in keeping them here. We will certainly be warning our colleagues in both NSW and Victoria against coming here, and encouraging our new WA colleagues to leave. Furthermore, though no amount of money could possibly keep us at the school we are at, some support for staff - and in particular those you are trying to lure from interstate with false promises and withdrawn agreements - might go some way towards keeping us here. We, among many others, are great teachers, with great references and professional standards. The Department does not meet these same standards. We came here expecting to get treated really well, because that’s what a department that is short of teachers needs to do. Living in “an exciting, booming state” has certainly lost it’s “appeal”. 

That is another example of the reality that our teaching staff in a lot of country towns and rural and remote areas need to endure. As I emphasised yesterday, it is little wonder that these country towns, which are struggling as it is with one vote, one value, and which are struggling with the lack of services, are now struggling because of the teacher shortage. The educational delivery in these towns is deteriorating. 

I have also had regular contact with teachers across the state, again mostly in rural and remote areas, who are complaining about their treatment by the Department of Education and Training. Over the past week I have dealt with two teachers, one from Roebourne, and one from a remote Aboriginal school, who are desperate to stay at their schools. However, they can get no confirmation or clarification from DET. They talk to a different person each day. They just want to know where they will be when the school year finishes in one month. All they want is some certainty. These two teachers want be at these two schools, but they cannot get confirmation. I am working on that with the Department of Education and Training. However, again, I should not be the one who has to do this. Frankly, this should just be ticked off. This is a no-brainer, for goodness’ sake! These people should be confirmed for those positions for 2008. I must say that the young man who has not been offered a position at that remote Aboriginal school is applying for jobs in the private sector. The department is about to lose a graduate in his second year in the profession, just because the department cannot pull its finger out and get its act together and treat these people with a bit of respect. That is the reality of the situation - not a convertible BMW! 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Why can’t the department get the postings out in September of the previous year? Is that so hard? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I wish I knew! If there was a change of government, there would be no problem. I can guarantee that. 

I want to deal now with the recent announcement by the Minister for Education and Training about the new enterprise bargaining agreement for teachers. A couple of weeks ago, I was telephoned by a journalist who told me that the minister has come out with an innovative new plan to pay teachers $100 000 per annum. I was absolutely delighted to hear that. I have been calling for that for the past two years. I appreciate that we cannot afford to pay every teacher in this state $100 000 per annum. However, we need to be able to give teachers the incentive that if they have been in the classroom for 15 or 20 years, they will be able to attract a sizeable salary. A salary of $100 000 for the top teachers is certainly something that teachers should be able to work towards. However, when the journalist mentioned that to me, I immediately asked how many teachers would be eligible for that payment of $100 000 a year. The headline of an article that appeared in The West Australian the next day, 3 November 2007, was, “New plan to pay teachers $100,000”. The article states in part - 

Elite teachers will earn more than $100,000 a year under a radical plan by the Carpenter Government to tackle the teacher shortage in the public school system. 

Education Minister Mark McGowan will this morning reveal an executive teacher rate as part of a $600 million four-year Enterprise Bargaining Agreement approved by Cabinet on Monday and presented to the State School Teachers Union yesterday. 

The devil really was in the detail with this offer, because it means that only those at the top end of the teaching scale - that is, level 3 teachers - will be eligible for this payment. This has been a bone of contention for me for the past two years. Of the 20 000 practising classroom teachers employed by DET, there are only about 500 level 3 classroom teachers. These are the only teachers who will be eligible for this payment. However, it is even worse than that. For the duration of this EBA agreement, only 100 teachers - or 50 teachers per annum - will be eligible to be paid that $100 000. Of course, the devil is in the detail, as I have said. 

Hon Barbara Scott: How many teachers? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: One hundred. 

Hon Barbara Scott: Out of how many? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Out of 20 000. 

The union responded accordingly. An article in The West Australian of 8 November 2007, headed “Union no to elite teacher deal”, states - 

The teachers’ union yesterday rejected a State Government pay offer that would see elite teachers earning more than $100,000 a year by 2011. State School Teachers Union vice-president Anne Gisborne said last night the union’s committee would not even put the offer to teachers. 

“Effectively, the offer is not providing any financial remuneration to more than two-thirds of the teaching workforce until 2009,” she said. “In the context of attempting to deal with the teacher shortage, attraction and retention, we think this is not the right move. There are a significant number of people who have been doing the hard yards and they have been left on the shelf for another 12 months.” 

Ms Gisborne said the union would continue to call for salary rises for all teachers to make them the highest paid in the country by the end of the next agreement. NSW teachers at the top level of automatic progression on the pay scale earn $75,000 a year compared with $67,000 in WA.

I would like to think that we can work towards parity with New South Wales across the board. I have no problems with taking steps to improve career progression for teachers. I have been calling for that for many years. I would like to think that we can provide a significant pay increase for our entire teacher workforce, and that we can also provide significant career progression incentives for all teachers. That is the only way that we will retain teachers in the classroom. At the moment, more and more teachers are looking for alternative occupations that are more lucrative from a financial perspective. In saying that, I do not want to demean teachers or suggest that their motivation is entirely dependent upon money, because it is not. Most classroom teachers are very altruistic in their endeavours. They are in the classroom because they get an enormous amount of satisfaction and reward from being in the classroom. However, at the same time, when they are faced with enormous pressures, and with significant changes in a raft of areas in the teaching portfolio, they feel to some degree alienated in terms of reward. Therefore, yes, teachers do get an enormous amount of personal satisfaction from teaching. However, that needs to be supplemented by an increase in salary. That is what we need to look at. I have acknowledged in my comments today, and also last week, that some incentives have been provided by the government. However, those incentives are to some degree limited in their impact to particular teachers or groups of teachers. These incentives will have a negligible impact on a sizeable proportion of the teaching fraternity in this state. Therefore, as I keep saying, if we are to retain our teachers, and if we are to present teaching as a viable career, we need to look at providing a significant salary increase, and more career options. 

Another issue that has really undermined the morale of the teaching fraternity over the last three years has been the Western Australian College of Teaching. In isolation, the issues with WACOT probably would not be sufficient to alienate teachers, but they are almost like the straw that broke the camel’s back. Teachers acknowledge the potential benefits of WACOT, but they do not see any tangible rewards after three years. They really do not. Teachers are paying their $70 a year registration fee and they feel they are not getting anything in return. 

That feeling has come through loud and clear, particularly over the past 12 months, because there has been delay after delay after delay in teacher representation on the WACOT board. I have made numerous speeches on this issue, so I will not go into depth about it; suffice to say, I understand why teachers feel disenchanted with WACOT at the moment. They feel they are paying their $70 and getting nothing in the way of an improvement in their professional status, which is what WACOT is meant to provide. Teachers feel disenchanted that they have not got any representation on the board. As I have said in the past, the WACOT board should include 10 elected teacher representatives: seven from the public sector, two from Catholic education and one from the independent sector. At this stage there are no elected teacher representatives; there are only ministerial appointments. WACOT is making decisions for teachers, but teachers have no representation, and they feel cynical. 

What made it worse - this did not help at all - was the letter from Keith Newton, Acting Deputy Director General of Schools, about cancelling teacher membership. The letter, which was sent to all school principals, states - 

The Western Australian College of Teaching (WACOT) has recently advised the Department of Education and Training that the College Board will meet on 

26 October 2007 to cancel the membership of teachers who have not paid their $70 membership fee. To maintain teacher registration teachers are required to pay the annual WACOT membership fee.

The letter continues - 

If teachers fail to comply with this requirement, the Department will have no alternative but to comply with the legislation and terminate the contracts of employment of unregistered teachers on the basis that they have repudiated their employment contract. As soon as a teacher’s name is removed from the WACOT Register of Teachers the principal will need to notify the payroll section so that payment to the teacher can be ceased from the date of cancellation of WACOT membership and registration to teach. 

It is important for schools and districts to consider contingency plans where a teacher may be deregistered. 

Please complete the attached proforma during week one of Term 4 and forward to your District Office no later than Friday, 19 October 2007 highlighting the number of teachers who may be subject to deregistration and if required, the contingency plans you have in place to manage the situation if deregistration occurs. 

Thank you for your cooperation in this very important matter.

That is a very inflammatory letter and, dare I say, unnecessarily so. It would be very interesting to know under whose authority Mr Newton wrote that letter. If the director general or the minister authorised the letter, they are seriously out of touch with how teachers perceive this WACOT issue. That was a letter informing schools that once teachers were deregistered, they had to be out of the classroom. This letter was sent three days before the commencement of the tertiary entrance exams, so there would have been pandemonium in Western Australian schools had this directive been instituted. All the letter did was to create a further divide between WACOT and the teaching fraternity, and it should not be so. WACOT should be representative of the teaching fraternity, and teachers and WACOT should be working side by side in cooperation, supporting each other for the benefit of the teaching fraternity and ultimately, of course, education in this state. 

There was significant public and teacher backlash over this directive. It created anger and very few teachers signed up; that is, 1 800 teachers had not paid their registration fees, and very few of them subsequently, after this directive, signed up. The Department of Education and Training and the minister backed off and said, “No, we will hold off”, which was to their credit. It was an inappropriate directive in the first place and all it did was cause further resentment and anxiety in the teaching fraternity. I urged WACOT and the minister to back off. I said, “Don’t do this. Don’t take it down to the wire. Don’t confront teachers in this fashion because you will create a great division between the administrators in schools” - that is, principals and deputy principals - “who have to actually enforce this directive, and teachers themselves. You will have great divisions in the school fraternity and more than likely there will be mass walkouts.” This directive came at a time when schools could least afford to have mass walkouts, as if they ever could, when thousands of 17-year-olds were about to take a very important step by sitting the TEE. The minister and WACOT did back off. 

Ultimately, teachers will have to face the reality that they need to pay the WACOT registration fee. However, teachers will always be reluctant to pay a fee to a board on which they have no representation. Until they get that representation, that reluctance will remain, which is what I said when this blew up a month or so ago: “Wait until you have elected teacher representation on the board and then decide what to do.” The teachers’ representatives, all 10 of them, will sit at the board meeting and say, “This is what we need to do.” Teachers will then be much more sympathetic and receptive to any future directions. 

The unelected WACOT board will meet again on 5 December. At that board meeting the unelected board will once again make the decision to deregister any teacher that has not paid his or her fees, and WA will be faced with exactly the same situation. I am informed that WACOT will send that directive out to all schools, and teachers will have two days to pay their fees. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: What are they going to do if they do not? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Precisely. There will be two weeks of the school term left and it will be very interesting. 

The results of the election will come down on 12 December, which is a week later. Reason needs to prevail here. The government needs to wait until the teacher representatives have been elected, and then decide what is going to happen about the deregistration of teachers. I am very confident that most teachers, if not all of them, will pay the registration fee once they have that representation on the board. Regardless, the whole WACOT issue, which has been a constant negative for teachers, has done nothing to enhance the profession in the eyes of teachers and potential teachers. It has provided negative publicity for teachers for the last three years, which is a shame. What should have been a positive, career-promoting body is now seen in a very negative light by teachers, and WACOT has a lot of ground to make up. 

Another issue I will touch on is the Department of Education and Training. The perception of DET, again, is somewhat negative among teachers, and as I mentioned in yesterday’s urgency motion, there is a sort of “them versus us” mentality. The culture of bureaucracy that exists within the department does not help to create harmonious relationships with teachers. One issue is the organisational structure of DET. There have been problems with the complaints management unit, the staffing component, and a raft of other sub-departments within the department and its relationship with teachers. As shadow education minister, one of the biggest issues that I faced at the beginning of the year with the teacher shortage was the ridiculous situation where WA had hundreds of classrooms without teachers in front of them, whilst I was being inundated by dozens and dozens of qualified teachers wanting to teach but who could not because they could not get their registration through DET. 

I asked on 4 April 2007 how many teachers were waiting for registration through the Department of Education and Training and how many are waiting for registration through the Western Australian College of Teaching. That question was asked on the last week of term one. The response from the minister was 207 from DET and 139 from WACOT, so 346 teachers were waiting for registration. That is a ridiculous situation. Hundreds of teachers were still not in the classrooms and there were registration problems. Over the next two weeks, as a result of publicity arising from this question, the Department of Education and Training reduced that figure to 40. The department registered 300 teachers in two weeks, yet it had previously taken the department months and months to process very few teachers. That was another issue that was causing anxiety in the teaching fraternity. 

I draw on a couple of letters from newspapers, which reinforce this issue of this almost them versus us mentality existing with the Department of Education and Training. The first was in The West Australian on 20 July 2007. The heading is “Education bureaucrats have defeated me”. It reads - 

With dismay and sheer frustration I have been following the recent disconcerting reports and letters published about the “critical” shortage of teachers in WA schools. Consequently, I am perplexed about why, at the start of the 2007 school year, with more than 20 years of teaching experience in WA, I had not received a call or any form of correspondence about a teaching post. 

My teaching portfolio contains excellent references and recommendations from principals, colleagues and parents of students I have worked with in the past. 

However, I am still considered to be a “temporary” teacher by the Department of Education. Contracts range from a term to one year, my reward for loyalty and commitment being termination of employment with absolutely no guarantee of an ongoing teaching position, despite, in many instances, vacancies at the same school I have been teaching at. A big proportion of experienced teachers are classified by this temporary status and have difficulty attaining permanency within the department. 

Positions are being allocated to less-qualified teachers lacking suitable experience, preference being given to male teachers and schools bypassing the merit system when appointing staff. The same scenario is being played out in schools across the State. 

The irrevocable decision has now been made to change career paths. I feel defeated, constantly having to battle the bureaucracy with the Department of Education and will endeavour to use talents and skills gained through many years of teaching in another field - as a valued and respected employee. 

Numerous, inherent problems need to be addressed with the utmost urgency if our Department of Education is deemed to be serious in its attempts to attract new teachers and retain experienced personnel in a currently substandard, malfunctioning education system that necessitates a major overhaul. 

Education is one of the Government’s fundamental responsibilities. It is little wonder dedicated, proficient professionals, who once truly believed they had the opportunity and ability to create an impact on the education of our future generations, are now leaving the system in droves, demoralised and disillusioned. Have you spoken to a teacher who is “happy” with their job recently? 

I believe this letter will further vindicate and impede my already tenuous situation with the Department of Education, hence I have requested my name and address be withheld.

The next letter is from The West Australian of 8 April 2007 and is headed “Teaching gets harder”. It reads - 

After reading Tony Rutherford’s column (Teachers’ pay fails the test of fairness, 4/4) I felt I should reinforce and add to his thoughts. 

I am one of those teachers looking at alternative professions, despite my status as a senior primary school teacher with 18 years of experience. 

All of that time has been spent in the country - with four years in a remote Aboriginal community in the Kimberley. Although I enjoyed those years greatly, reluctantly I had to apply for a transfer to the metro area in 2005 due to family responsibilities. 

I have not had much support from the department in obtaining the transfer, other than to be appointed to fixed-term placements on a yearly basis. 

One of the many frustrations for teachers is the lack of resources. Since being in Perth, the two schools in which I have worked are so low in resources it is a joke. The staff members are excellent but the restrictions on resources at my current school include: working within 4000-page photocopy budget a year (four a student a week) or having only one tricycle in the pre-primary for the children to use. 

I even had to provide my own chair because the one they offered was ergonomically inappropriate for a modern-day teacher. We are told constantly to be inventive, due to the lack of resources, with how we present lessons in class. We shouldn’t have to do this - our children are too important to have to scrimp on resource materials. 

Furthermore, our school is very tired looking (more than 30 years old) and I think my classroom still has the original paint on the walls. We are regularly encouraged to have students take responsibility for and pride in their school, their actions and their abilities. However, the state of the some schools does not reflect this goal. This problem is not necessarily at the school level but rather as a result of “Carpenterism” (most teachers still remember the days when he was the education minister). 

Staff rooms are exactly how Rutherford described them. Many staff members talk of how they wait for the day when they can “get out of teaching”, but for many this means waiting for retirement. Because the average age for teachers in my school would be in the 50s, this might be very soon. 

Yes, it gets harder every year with no respite from the Education Department. I am thinking that perhaps I should head back to the country and drive trucks for a mining company, where I can earn more money and not have, to quote Rutherford, “the thought of another year coping with unruly kids, aggressive parents and unsympathetic principals and deputies”. 

Please withhold my name and address as the department does not take kindly to these sorts of letters.

I quote just briefly from a Western Teacher article by former president of the Teachers Union Mike Keely of March 2007. He writes - 

Teacher shortages, teacher stress and teacher resignations are all very avoidable. All that is required is for the Government to give a damn . . . 

Surprise, surprise, we have a teacher shortage! 

We can’t simply turn back the clock to the good old days, but when “economic rationalism” takes control of the education of our young people, someone needs to be a little concerned. 

In the 1960s the then Education Department was concerned about educational standards and was doing something about it. 

Something that made sense. 

Something that showed a real concern about education and competent forward planning. 

Every year the department made moves to attract the top students from right across Western Australia. 

Students knew that if they did well in their Year 12 exams, they could expect “an offer” to become a teacher. 

The offer was that the department would train you to become a teacher, free-of-charge, and pay you a stipend while you were being trained. In exchange you had to teach in any school the department sent you to for three years. 

For students who came in from the country areas there was no need to get a part-time job to support themselves. Full board and meals at Currie Hall were available for around 60 per cent of the amount the department paid you each week. 

This ensured that there was a regular supply of teachers who were born and raised in rural areas and certainly had no apprehension about being sent “to the bush”. 

And in almost every situation, GEHA housing was available in country towns. 

The intake into the teachers training program was adjusted annually in line with the anticipated future demands. 

There were no teacher shortages. More importantly, teachers earned good salaries, were treated with respect, and won support from the communities they served. 

Oh how things have changed! 

We now have a situation where DET is spending its money trying to steal teachers from the UK and Irish education systems to come to Western Australia to teach: a scandalous admission that its planning and recruitment systems are in chaos and our students are suffering. 

At the time of writing, students in Port Hedland were learning science by correspondence and those in Jerramungup had to use the same system to learn maths. 

The system is still around 100 teachers short but we cant be sure how many of the places that have been filled were filled by moving teachers from important programs. 

If you want to be a teacher now, you find a part-time job to support yourself through university, finish up with a huge HECS debt, find money for your WACOT registration and still have to teach in the country for two years to get your permanency. 

And the wages being paid are such that some teachers arriving in mining areas remain teachers only long enough to get their first job offer from a mining company - and leave the profession.

It goes on, and that is from Mike Keely. The final letter to which I refer was published just the other day on 5 November 2007 and appeared in The West Australian. It reads - 

My sister taught in regional and metropolitan Education Department schools for seven years and then took maternity leave to start a family. Now some four years later she had tried to get back into a regional primary school in a town that has more than six public primary schools. 

She has jumped through all the department hoops with application forms etc being tediously completed and numerous phone calls to try to sort out a job in any of the schools for next year. 

She is a brilliant teacher who loves the job. The department has still not be able to confirm a position for her after more than 10 weeks of communication and so now she has given up and taken a job in a private school. There goes another one. 

Name and address supplied.

That is fairly indicative of the void between what is happening in “Silver City” and what is happening in classrooms. I have no doubt that “Silver City” tries to do what it feels is best for teachers in the classroom, but there seems to almost be a brick wall between it and rational thinking in many instances. Some of the examples I have dealt with over the past two years beggar belief. All it takes for a matter to be resolved is a call from me to the minister’s office or a letter to the minister, but it quite frankly should not have to go that far. Teachers should not have to ring the shadow minister or the media about issues that could be dealt with within half an hour. 

I return to the registration process. After the matter received a considerable amount of publicity, all of a sudden all the stops came out, the director general poured a couple of dozen extra people into the registration process, and within two weeks there were an extra 300 teachers registered in classrooms. It just seems so logical. The Department of Education and Training has a long way to go before the teaching fraternity can feel confident in its capacity to manage the portfolio. The void between teachers and pen pushers in “Silver City” is very real. The cynicism that classroom teachers have towards “Silver City” is massive. It should not be that way; teachers should feel happy about going to school every day. They should feel happy that they have the support of their department, their representative bodies and the Western Australian College of Teaching. Considering what I have said over the past 20 minutes, is it any wonder that they do not? Is it any wonder that they feel cynical and negative and are leaving the profession? I reckon I would be very accurate in saying that most teachers who have left the profession in recent years genuinely did not want to leave. They have almost been forced out of the profession. That is a shame. I alluded to one of the Minister for Education and Training’s initiatives last week. He tried to get recently retired teachers back in the classroom, and I applauded that move because I thought it was a very good initiative. There was a response from three teachers; three retired teachers came back to the profession. The newspapers were full of letters from retired teachers saying, “No way! Why would I go back to same old, same old?” They do not want to do it because the experience of having to deal with the bureaucracy at “Silver City” during their time as teachers was so negative that they could not think of anything worse than going back to teaching, and that is a shame. 

It is a heart-warming experience to visit staffrooms around the state, sit with teachers and listen to them engage in communication about students. Teachers draw an enormous amount of satisfaction from helping kids, including kids with special needs, who are abundantly talented in a particular area and who have enormous strengths, and who only need to be nurtured. The people in those staffrooms do that. It is terrible that these people are leaving the profession not because of disenchantment with the energy they can put into teaching their students, but because they are almost forced into the situation through disengagement with the Department of Education and Training and WACOT, and the plethora of other issues I have identified over the past two weeks. We must stem that tide and make teaching an enjoyable profession across the board. 

The next issue I will deal with relates to the Twomey task force. I mentioned this earlier. I have met Professor Twomey. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: A very nice man. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: He is, and I hold him in very high regard. I think he was a very good choice for the role, but I really wonder why we needed the task force. That is not in any way to diminish the role of Professor Twomey; I just think we did not need another task force to tell us what the issues in teaching are. I would be interested to know how many hundreds of thousands of dollars this will cost the state, because the issues surrounding the teaching fraternity are blatantly obvious. Last week I mentioned three reports that the government has received over the past seven years. The reports were quite clear. I have no doubt whatsoever that the Twomey task force will report the same issues. The government should pay me! 

Hon Sue Ellery: The government does pay you. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I am not saying that this is the gospel according to Pete, but if the government gave me the money, I would give it back to teachers. I will tell members what the Twomey task force report will say. It will say that salaries and the lack of career advancement and opportunities are big issues. It will say that there are behavioural issues in our classrooms, and that teachers are detached from the Department of Education and Training and WACOT. I will be staggered if the Twomey task force, for which the government paid hundreds of thousands of dollars, does not identify those four issues. I will stand corrected, but I will be staggered if it does not. We really do not need a task force; we have had many task forces and think tanks over the past three or four years, in spite of the fact that the issues are blatantly obvious. To reinforce that, WACOT, in its submission to the Twomey task force, has identified the concerns of hundreds of teachers. I will outline a couple of the concerns identified in the submission. 

The submission states - 

Respondents raised a range of issues which they believed have contributed to a generally poor image of teachers and teaching. These included a lack of prestige and respect; a lack of professionalism (perceived or real by teachers themselves and others), poor and unfair treatments by the media, by governments (state and federal), by their unions, by WACOT, by parents and by students, occasional bullying by colleagues, discouragement to others to enter the profession, a perceived lowering of tertiary entry scores for education, and the increased feminisation of the work force. 

. . . 

First and foremost amongst the issues affecting the entire sector of school education was the question of pay. While the single most often repeated request was for ‘more pay’ (from about half of the respondents), they also raised concerns about salaries generally, entry level salaries, the problems and benefits of merit pay, the absence of differential payment for the work and skill level required, for higher qualifications, for working in difficult schools, for extra duties and for relief teachers. They made suggestions about improvements to salary packaging, retirement benefits and procedures and for the funding of new teachers. However, several also warned that pay is not the only reason for the current teacher shortage and made suggestions about other rewards and support. 

. . . 

Many respondents addressed issues to do with the job of teaching and commented on a perceived increase in workload, a growing sense of lack of control, the increasing expectations of them by all stakeholders, a lack of resources, an increase in paperwork, feelings of isolation and inequities and/or inadequacies in the allocation of DOTT.

That is duties other than teaching. The submission continues - 

System issues - primarily DET 

Well over half of the comments were about teachers’ concerns with DET. The interface of teachers with the central and district offices of DET is of great concern to many teachers. There was far too much evidence from respondents for this to be an aberration, a position confirmed by the recent Gerard Daniels’ report, A Review of Teacher Recruitment Practices. It is a system problem that needs to be managed at a system level by the revision of policies, procedures and training of people - not a personal issue with individual staff, either at office level or school level. It is, however, such a long standing problem that what is being sought is a cultural shift. The matters raised by respondents were about poor customer service, a seemingly uncaring and unresponsive bureaucracy and centralised decision making. 

Staffing issues raised included problems with DET employment processes generally, the appointment of temporary teachers, merit selection and promotion, being expected to teach outside one’s subject area, the lack of recognition of service, the need for more long-service leave and the employment of more clerical, para-professional and professional support staff as well as a more responsive and flexible approach to staffing generally. 

The still poor conditions of school buildings and a lack of teaching resources were also of concern to some. 

Country teaching and associated problems was a major topic for many respondents. Better pay (in a variety of formats) and housing as well as a range of other incentives were suggested as ways of attracting and retaining teachers in rural and remote areas. However other respondents dealt with issues to do with the notification of appointment, the problems for new graduates in rural and remote areas, the need for rural and remote student practicum programs and traineeships and the vexed issue of returning to the city. 

. . . 

As one respondent explained, teachers should be leading the development of new strategies for attracting, employing and retaining teachers.

That is what I said; teachers really do feel completely disengaged from the decision-making process. These issues have been identified, and I have repeated them over and over to the government. We do not need another task force; it would just repeat the same valid issues. The submission continues - 

Salaries 

. . . 

Teachers stated that more pay was needed. 

· Teachers are paid less than many other professionals with similar lengths of training such as accountants, lawyers and doctors. Not all other professional people are paid more highly, and nurses and police are often paid poorly as well. 

· Currently many people without university training can, in some areas of the state, attract very much higher salaries than teachers . . . 

· Teachers in most other states are paid more. 

· Teachers in other countries (England and Hong Kong were cited) are paid more. 

· Some 30+ years ago teachers salaries were linked to that of back bench politicians which are currently receiving in excess of $100,000 (this was quoted many times). 

· Teachers’ workloads have increased in recent years with the introduction of more comprehensive assessment and reporting requirements.

I must say that workload is a big issue; particularly with the changes to the curriculum in recent years; expectations placed on teachers have increased significantly. The reporting procedures in terms of preparation have increased enormously, particularly in the past five years. Sticking with the workload issue, the submission continues - 

It is hard not to be convinced that the job of teaching has become more difficult for teachers in recent years. Many seem to feel they are being assailed on all sides - by students, school administration, curriculum changes, DET, the media and governments. They are feeling change fatigue - and many just want that to stop. But like all other issues explored in this report, below the surface are many fine-grained aspects that need to be heard and understood before solutions are proposed. 

Workload 

. . . 

Whatever the reasons, a number of teachers report working 55-60 hour weeks, exhaustion by the time of school holidays, and increased stress. While these sorts of reports are not new, it was difficult to not be convinced from the responses that many teachers are feeling overloaded and have decided that they cannot continue. Certainly a number of them reported having transferred to relief teaching, taken early retirement or quit teaching altogether due to the increased workloads - especially when they did not feel that there was adequate financial recompense, or support. There are other suggestions teachers made for lightening their load. Some felt that the addition of various sorts of staff to schools (more on this topic later) would help to reduce this burden as would changes to the organisation of the curriculum, including the abolition of OBE and/or standardised testing. 

. . . 

Behaviour management 

. . . 

The concerns range from teachers being the regular recipients of swearing and abuse to cases of physical assault. They overlap with the problems many teachers are facing in effectively integrating students with special needs into their mainstream classes, with or without assistants. A real concern was for the effects of disruptions from difficult students on the learning environment for others. It seemed to be particularly difficult for teachers who felt, for whatever reason, that they did not receive adequate support from the school administration or district. Some seemed to believe that the promotional opportunities for deputies and principals were damaged if principals reported such difficulties in their school and so teachers were left to manage them on their own. Whatever the cause, the stress that teachers felt from this was obvious. 

. . . 

The problems of dealing with difficult students is acknowledged as a major contributor to the attrition of teachers and efforts to find solutions must be continued to be made . . . Especially in government schools there . . . often seems to be a sense that teachers are waiting for someone else to come up with a solution. Schools and teachers, like anyone else, need encouragement to be bold and creative in solving problems.

Again, as I mentioned earlier, behaviour management is a massive issue that really is getting worse, because we are dealing now with a host of global issues in terms of adolescents’ expectations. We have mass communication techniques, mobile phones, the Internet etc, which are having an impact on the expectations of adolescents in particular and are therefore having an impact on behaviour patterns in schools. We really must look at developing much more comprehensive and effective pastoral care strategies in the public education system. We must be able to support children of single parents and children whose parents have substance abuse problems and a raft of issues. We must support children who go into the classroom and treat privileges as rights. It is their right. Teachers feel this. They do feel alienated in that no-one is there for them. A comprehensive pastoral care system, whether it be in a vertical sense or a horizontal sense through year levels, is absolutely essential. Most schools would have some form of year coordinator; however, quite frankly, a year coordinator for what may be 200 to 300 students is hopelessly inadequate. That, coupled with one school psychologist for 2 000 students, is hardly supportive. What we must do is admit that we have a problem with behaviour management. I acknowledge that the minister has established three behaviour centres, but they are for high-order recalcitrant students. We are talking about everyday behavioural issues with which teachers are faced. 

I have said in the past that it is really draining for anyone to go into a workplace and have a conflict with a workmate or employer and that it has a negative impact on the capacity of employees to effectively perform their role. Many teachers in schools have up to 10 conflicts every day, and some of these conflicts are significant. That impacts on their attitude towards the profession and we must support them. They have to feel when they go into the classroom and are sworn at, hit or abused that they are in fact supported. We must do that. Behaviour management is a massive issue in schools, and teachers desperately need support. The submission continues - 

Curriculum 

. . . 

It seemed that many teachers were confused as to what was and what was not part of OBE and what the current situation is, given all the changes that have been made in response to concerns about OBE and the imposition of various tests and requirements from the federal government. Most teachers seemed to lump all changes in the last several years into one basket which they believed all emanated from the Curriculum Council aided and abetted by DET and the Union and sometimes also by WACOT. Most people just seemed to want some certainty and clarity about the future of curriculum in WA and a reduction of anything that added to their workloads. . . . 

Outcomes based education (OBE) 

. . . 

- The OBE documents for lower school and primary are a joke, no-one has to teach anything any more, they are vague and allow for teachers to get away with teaching very little. The poor beginning teachers are left to wave in the wind and try to work out what to teach. 

- The ongoing debate over the OBE just won’t go away. 

- Get rid of unworkable OBE which is causing huge stress and overwork. Let teachers concentrate on teaching, not developing curriculum or wasting time trying to interpret wordy outcomes in order to assign a task to meet the outcome. 

- OBE in its current form is a mess and should be abandoned in all levels of schooling. 

These were comments from teachers. The submission continues - 

Implementation of OBE 

. . . 

- The curriculum framework shemozzle lost a lot of teachers and for very good reasons. 

. . . 

- As a result of government meddling, making policy on the run and minority groups pushing their own agendas, the Curriculum Council has made a mess of the introduction of the new courses of study. It has come to the stage that no one reads the latest policies as they know they will change by the end of the week. Politicians -

Hon Barry House interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I thought Hon Barry House was laughing at me. That was a very good question. The submission continues - 

Politicians putting through legislation and creating policy based on their own perceptions of schooling from their own days at school, instead of on research and the needs of modern students.

. . . 

- Many teachers favour a National Curriculum simply to take curriculum matters in Western Australia out of the hands of the Curriculum Council.

That would be a bit of a shame. I certainly could not support that. We should not get rid of the Curriculum Council just because the current government has so manifestly mishandled it. Finally, the submission continues - 

System Issues - Primarily DET 

. . . 

Service Issues 

This section details issues to do with the interface of teachers with the central and district offices of DET and some of the suggestions to improve this. As noted in the discussion about WACOT, if customers are greeted rudely, are not able to get answers to their enquiries, are ‘treated like a number’ this will inevitably lead to dissatisfaction. There were too many comments of this sort by respondents to suggest that this was an aberration -

That is what I said - 

and the Gerard Daniels’ report confirms this. This is a system problem that needs to be managed at system level by the revision of policies, procedures and training of people - not a personal issue with individual staff at office or school level. It is a long standing problem that what is being sought is a cultural shift - not easy to achieve, but absolutely necessary. 

That is the Western Australian College of Teaching issue. As I have said, the issues identified in teachers’ responses in the WACOT submission are nothing new; indeed, they have been around for the past few years, and until we address them we will continue to experience a teacher shortage. 

I acknowledge, as I have said in the past, the government’s initiatives and its attempt to overcome the teacher shortage. However, with all due respect, to a degree the horse has already bolted. It is a shame that the government waited until the beginning of the year, when we were virtually in crisis mode, before it contemplated instituting any pre-emptive strategies. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

TEACHER SHORTAGE 

Motion

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan) [5.43 pm]: I was just about to conclude my introductory comments; I will bring them to a conclusion. As I mentioned at the beginning of my speech, I moved the motion because the Department of Education and Training acknowledged that Western Australia would be potentially 3 000 teachers short in its classrooms within five years. It is a matter of serious concern and an issue that we need to address as a matter of urgency. Over the past two weeks I have identified a number of issues and areas of concern for the teaching fraternity, a number of initiatives on the government’s part, some problem areas with policy direction of the government and I have offered some solutions. As far as the opposition is concerned, over the next 12 months we will be providing some alternative policy directions for overcoming the teacher shortage. We will definitely be looking at salaries and providing an alternative policy direction. As I have kept mentioning during my comments, career opportunities will be dealt with in a comprehensive fashion through some very innovative and bold policies. Behaviour will also be addressed, particularly in the area of pastoral care, which I have mentioned today. As I see it, as a former educator, pastoral care is an essential component of providing assistance to teachers for behaviour management. We will also be looking at the management issue; that is, the interface between DET and teachers, to ensure that the interests of teachers are paramount in classrooms. We will announce a number of initiatives in that area. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders.

Thursday, 15 November 2007 


THE PRESIDENT (Hon Nick Griffiths) took the chair at 11.00 am, and read prayers. 


PAPERS TABLED

Papers were tabled and ordered to lie upon the table of the house. 


TEACHER SHORTAGE 

Motion

Resumed from 14 November on the following motion moved by Hon Peter Collier - 

That this house expresses its grave concern at the recent revelation of the Department of Education and Training that there will be a shortage of 3 000 teachers in Western Australia in five years unless some serious action is taken to remedy this significant problem.

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan) [11.03 am]: I am nearing the conclusion of my comments on this motion. I encourage members to support the motion. I want to comment on an article that appeared in today’s The West Australian about the teacher shortage, an issue that has received a fair amount of media coverage. The article is headed “State to be short of 600 teachers in 2008: union” and reads - 

WA is facing a shortfall of 600 teachers at the start of next year and a pay dispute with the Government is one of the reasons for the crisis, the teachers’ union warned yesterday. 

The State School Teachers Union president Mike Keely said teachers were becoming more despondent, with many considering early retirement to take advantage of superannuation changes. He said this year’s graduate intake of more than 1000 had to be greatly surpassed next year to cope with the expected exodus. 

Union vice-president Anne Gisborne said the crisis had been made worse because teachers would not get a pay rise until 2009 under the current offer, which the union has rejected. 

“It (the pay offer) will not encourage people who’ve got choices about continuing teaching or retiring to say ‘This looks good, I’ll hang in for another year’,” she said. 

The 2007 school year started with a shortage of 264 teachers. 

“It’s significantly alarming if you consider there are about 750 schools,” Ms Gisborne said. “That’s almost one person for every school and you know from the experience that we’ve had in 2007 that unfortunately it’s not a sharing of one person per school, which we could probably all manage, it ends up being 10, 11 or 12 in one particular school.” 

She said knowing what was ahead would make teachers depressed before the school year even began. The Government’s “pie-in-the-sky, fairyland” strategies such as the $100,000 a year for the profession’s elite teachers had deepened teachers’ cynicism. The union believes all teachers need to be up to $8000 a year better off under the next pay deal. 

Education Minister Mark McGowan was quizzed on the union’s estimate in Parliament yesterday, but avoided being drawn on a shortfall figure. He said it was too soon to project next year’s deficit and he was not aware of the union’s claim. 

“It’s often not until closer to the day that we actually know exactly where we stand,” he said. Several weeks out from the end of the school year, WA is still 60 teachers short. 

I will make a couple of comments in response to that article. First, I fully endorse the criticism of the enterprise bargaining agreement offer, because it is an unjust offer that will not disperse a salary increase to teachers across the board. When the EBA was announced by the Minister for Education and Training, it was accompanied by a headline-grabbing statement that the state’s top teachers would receive $100 000. However, in effect most teachers will be marginally better off. If the government had really acknowledged the teacher shortage, it would have offered a significant pay increase to all teachers, and not just those at the periphery or those graduating teachers. Rather, it has said that 50 teachers will receive $100 00 next year and a further 50 the year after that. The government must consider a pay increase for the vast majority of teachers in our classrooms, because they are the ones who are walking away from the profession for the very reasons that I articulated yesterday. For the minister to suggest a matter of weeks before the end of the year that the department still does not know how many teachers it will be short next year is naive in the extreme. The Department of Education and Training’s failure to have a fairly accurate idea of what the teacher shortage will be in 2008 at the end of the academic year reinforces the concerns I mentioned yesterday about the management of DET. Either that, or the minister and the department are not revealing the truth. It is important that the Legislative Council pass this motion to reflect members’ concerns about the teacher shortage. 

The second point I will mention about the pay rise is the fact that a number of practising teachers are seeking early retirement, which is a shame. I mentioned that yesterday and that has been reinforced in today’s The West Australian article. They do not want to leave the profession, but they have not been given any reason to continue teaching. The government must be bold; it must do something visionary as opposed to making headline-grabbing decisions that, in effect, impact upon a miniscule proportion of teachers. The government must acknowledge that there is an endemic problem with teachers’ morale. When the government announced its decision to pay the state’s top teachers $100 000, it did so on a Saturday, the day on which The West Australian’s achieves its highest circulation figure. The devil of that plan was in the detail and it took less than half a day for it to all unravel. We are better than that. 
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We are better than that. We have a better education system than that. Surely we have a better minister than one who, with all due respect, shows contempt for the intelligence of the community and contempt for the intelligence of the teaching fraternity if he thinks that is going to suck them in. The minister needs to acknowledge that this EBA was rubbish and go back to the drawing board. He should listen to the teachers at the coalface and understand that unless teachers get a significant pay rise across the board, the 3 000-teacher shortage, which is the basis of this motion and which the Department of Education and Training itself has acknowledged is a possibility, will, in fact, eventuate. That is what we have to look at. 

As I mentioned yesterday, I have not stood here for two and a half hours complaining; I have offered some very real solutions and I would like to reinforce them. As a party, we will be offering some visionary and bold policy options over the next 12 months. We will be looking at issues such as salaries and career opportunities. We have a very good proposal for career opportunities that will provide great incentives and satisfaction for the teaching fraternity. We will be looking at behaviour management, which is a vital component of disenchantment in the teaching fraternity. We will be offering some viable and attractive options. We will also look at management issues; that is, once again, the interface between the Department of Education and Training and the teaching fraternity, which is represented by the everyday classroom teacher who feels disengaged from the decision makers. We will also look at infrastructure issues. For example, I was on the steps of Parliament House this morning with my parliamentary colleague Katie Hodson-Thomas, the member for Carine, and we listened to the very real concerns of the students and parents from Deanmore Primary School. If anyone has been to Deanmore Primary School, he or she will know that it is probably on a par with Governor Stirling Senior High School: it looks like a penitentiary and is infested with asbestos and mould. Eight rooms in the school had been closed due to a horrific odour that permeates the school. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Which suburb is it in? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It is in Karrinyup, which is in Katie’s electorate. Essentially, it needs an enormous injection of funds. Infrastructure issues are becoming increasingly prevalent. Hon Robyn McSweeney mentioned the issue about Mt Barker yesterday. To digress for a moment, there was meant to be an educational precinct at Mt Barker. That would have been a very, very good initiative. The government decided that its priorities had changed. The government has decided that it will not put the years 1 to 3 students on the same campus as the rest of the school; it will keep them at the original site and the new campus will be for years 4 to 7 combined with the secondary school. It would have been a perfect opportunity to provide very good quality educational services to the people of Mt Barker and the students and parents in the surrounding areas. Again, it was a decision made and based entirely on finances. I asked a parliamentary question on this, and I know that Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm asked a similar question of the director general at the budget estimates hearing. We have really got to question our priorities if we are making decisions like that based on finance. We are not talking about exorbitant amounts of money; we are talking about a couple of million dollars, certainly in the case of Mt Barker. Funding for Deanmore and Governor Stirling schools is essential; it is a necessity. Those schools are in an appalling state of disrepair and they desperately need a massive injection of funds to rectify the problem. Quite frankly, I think we have gone beyond that. I think we need to demolish the pair of them and start again. 

Having said that, for those reasons I feel that it is absolutely essential we address the teacher shortage as a matter of urgency. I encourage members to support the motion as an indication to the community that the house is cognisant of the seriousness of the situation and the implications of having nothing less than immediate and drastic policy decisions. 

