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OPEN LETTER TO THE PREMIER THE HONOURABLE MARK McGOWAN
Hon. Mark McGowan BA LLB MLA

Dumas House, West Perth, WA

Dear Premier,

Physical restraint of children in WA Government schools
In my capacity as a parent, a child health advocate and a director of the Public Health Advocacy Organisation, Valued Voice, I write to you.  

As a fellow parent of young children, I’m sure you want to know (and for every parent in Western Australia to know) that their child is going 
to be safe and to feel safe at school.

I am writing this open letter to you as I have been unsuccessful in trying to communicate with Minister Ellery and yourself through your 
respective ministerial and constituency offices.

THERE IS A PROBLEM

I discovered this problem in the WA government school system as I have a young child labelled with ‘Autism’.  He now has a stress-
related illness caused almost certainly by his experiences at a local State Government primary school in 2014.

As a parent investigating how this illness arose I uncovered a 2013 Department of Education funding document (see page opposite) 
demonstrating there had been planning in a State Government primary school for the frequent physical restraint of my child 5 to 6 times 
a day by 2 people (in addition to the class teacher).  Despite this Department of Education document requiring confirmation that parents 
would be consulted on planned ‘adjustments’ to my child’s schooling neither I nor my wife were consulted about these plans.

Your official WA Department of Education policy (see internet search ‘Physical Contact with Students’) states that physical restraint 
‘should only be used in an emergency’ and ‘any physical contact or degree of force deemed unreasonable may actually be considered 
unlawful ’.  I consider it impossible to argue that planning for daily (and up to hourly) physical restraint of any child can constitute an 
emergency use of restraint and I’m sure that as a father you will agree this frequency of restraint on a daily basis is unreasonable.  
It is astonishing and alarming for the parents of Western Australia to know that systematic planning for daily and up to hourly physical 
restraint has occurred in our WA government school system.  

There are appropriate strategies to deal with children facing developmental challenges and the school system.  This frequency of 
restraint should not occur and is avoidable with a more flexible, empathetic (understanding) and compassionate (kind) i.e. Respectful 
approach to a child’s education, schooling and individual rights.  Our current WA Department of Education policies on management of 
children with developmental disability (and dealings with their families) are not sufficiently flexible to allow school principals and staff to 
safely manage all of the children with developmental disability that our State Government education system needs to support.

I have repeatedly requested that the Director General of Education and now successive Ministers for Education ask the Department of 
Education to release summary data (without personal identifiers) on the number of children (since January 2012) where at least daily 
physical restraint has been planned through this online funding documentation process.  My request for this data – which is likely to show 
the alarming use of planned physical restraint in our education system – has been ignored. 

I call on you now to show strong, compassionate leadership on this family issue, release the summary data and let our community 
(including the children and families affected) know the extent of this very serious human rights problem.

THERE IS A SOLUTION

Mr Stephen Breen, past President of the WA Primary Principals Association and other highly respected educators and health 
professionals (with input from children, families and advocacy groups) have developed a Flexible Child and Family Focused Education 
Policy Draft Framework (visit http://valuedvoiceaustralia.org)  This community driven policy Framework is an excellent first step to 
address this very serious human rights problem.  It requires no new funding.  Just a more flexible approach to the use of existing 
individual disability allocations and the promotion of a more empathetic (understanding) and compassionate (kind) i.e. Respectful culture 
within the Department of Education’s administration.

I call on you to show strong compassionate leadership in this area.  Ask your Ministers for Education, Health and Disability Services 
to work with their respective Departments to adopt this Flexible Child and Family Focused Education Policy Draft Framework and work 
with children, parents, teachers and community organisations to implement this policy within the realistic timeframes outlined.

Our children, their families and our teachers deserve to feel safe in our WA Government school system and WA parents deserve to know 
that the WA Government education system is respectful of their child.

Yours sincerely

Dr Michael Watson 
Parent, Child Health Advocate and Director, Valued Voice

Others reading this letter who want to find out more about the issue can visit 
http://valuedvoiceaustralia.org
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