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I had the privilege this year of being sponsored by The Teachers 

Registration Board of South Australia to attend the Australia and New 

Zealand Education Law Association Conference. I am extremely grateful 

for this opportunity as I am passionate about primary education and 

highly interested in any governmental decisions which affect the practice 

of teachers. I completed a Bachelor of Primary Education in 2004 and 

have since thoroughly enjoyed teaching Grade Five full-time. I have also 

taught a range of other year levels through relief work while being 

employed on leadership in another field, before embracing a season at 

home to have two children. I thoroughly enjoyed the experience of sitting 

amongst such influential people in our community and digesting current 

topics of interest. I have a plethora of notes on the valuable sessions I 

attended, but will condense them into summaries as best I can, and 

perhaps limit my review to the sessions which I found most thought 

provoking and impacting. 

 

Tertiary Session 

 

The first session I attended was a tertiary session that primarily focused 

on current issues relating to universities. I appreciated hearing about the 

other end of the education spectrum and further understood how 

unresolved issues in the lives of students and parents during primary and 

secondary years can be increasingly problematic throughout their tertiary 

years. One particular discussion I enjoyed was based on the notion that a 

significant issue for Australian universities is the amount of state 

regulation. There’s a sense of pride attached to each university owned by 

the state. However, some in power believe consistency throughout our 

nation would be beneficial. Included in this discussion was the idea to 

allow universities in each state the freedom to change fees as they please, 

as current university fees perhaps cause parents to avoid paying private 

education fees in primary and secondary years. Examples of universities 

in New Zealand and other nations who charge minimum fees reveal 

higher tertiary attendance, which greatly benefits the future of those 

civilizations. 

 

Another interesting thought during this session that greatly affects 

education staff in primary and secondary years was, “Are universities 



gatekeepers for professions?” It is assumed that if one completes a 

teaching degree, he or she will be capable to teach effectively according 

to the expectation of the school leadership. However, with an ever-

changing scope of ‘reasonable adjustment for students with disabilities’ 

within laws, there is the current dilemma of unfortunate circumstances of 

fair and unfair dismissal of staff. For example, a modified law previously 

stated that the minimum requirement of communication ability for a 

student desiring to be a teacher is ‘oral and written’. Yet due to this 

revised law, a woman who couldn’t speak was accepted and she now 

teaches through forms of sign language. Another man who is blind has 

been accepted to complete a teaching degree.  

 

Furthermore, another student with a high level of chronic fatigue was 

given a modified university course in order to become a teacher. This 

then raises the question of the success of students suffering from chronic 

fatigue, depression, mental illnesses and many other conditions 

significantly affecting their ability to study. Are universities actually 

doing these students a disfavour by allowing them altered standards, 

which will potentially lead to disappointment in future interviews and 

employment? Employers tend to make reasonable adjustments for 

employees; nonetheless there are examples of legal cases involving unfair 

dismissal that have cost schools great financial loss and extended 

emotional discomfort. 

 

Alternatively, a final topic I will mention from the tertiary session was 

based around students labeled gifted. It is difficult to access disability 

help for these students during high school years, yet incredibly easy at 

university. Students in fact have their own ‘disability officers’ in tertiary 

education. The Human Rights Commission has the dilemma of parents of 

gifted children seeking assistance at every level of education 

experiencing great inconsistency. In Australia today, 40,000 students are 

labeled ‘highly gifted’. Sadly, there are many cases of under-achievement 

amongst these students. Gifted students in primary years of education are 

not easily identified. Children who are ‘talented’ are high achieving, high 

performing students with obvious ability. Children who are ‘gifted’ have 

a high ability but aren’t necessarily high performing. Their giftedness is 

best seen on a standardized IQ test, as these students are sometimes 

misunderstood through their behavioural challenges. This is why parents 

are usually right if they believe their child is gifted, as staff can be 

mislead by a child’s apparent lack of interest in school, withdrawn 

persona or social and behavioural difficulties. In the words of the 

delegate presenting, these students require acceleration due to the “rich 

inner life of their minds”. If these students aren’t supported in primary 



years, they are forced to ‘self advocate’ in secondary education due to a 

lack of funding in this period. Also at this level is the ‘forced choice 

dilemma’ where students may have to choose between investing into their 

abilities or be socially accepted by peers. 

 

 

Our Multicultural Nation 

 

I thoroughly enjoyed hearing from His Excellency, Mr Hieu Van Le, the 

Governor of South Australia. He shared his most inspiring life story of 

arriving in Australia in 1977 as one of the ‘boat people’ from Vietnam. 

He has a unique experience and perspective on the nature and value of 

education, equality and multiculturalism. His journey through education 

as a migrant stayed with me during a later session that focused on the 

heightened racism issues at hand throughout our nation. Racism is not 

always understood or identified. It can hide within humour and be 

disguised as another issue, such as a socio-economic or a religious issue. 

Unfortunately, it has an enormous impact on school communities. Racism 

in schools is largely influenced by racism in politics and media. In 2012, 

it was stated that 1 in 5 Australians had experienced racism of some 

nature, including cyber racism. The effects of racism are long term within 

education, and as teachers we must not fail to intervene in circumstances 

of harassment, bullying and violence. In 2009, 80% of secondary students 

had reported that they had experienced racism; two thirds experienced 

this at school. In 2012, five primary schools and four secondary schools 

reported on accounts of direct racism. 20% of these children were told 

monthly by students that they did not belong in Australia. 14% were 

physically harmed. Less than half of the students in these schools had a 

positive approach to students from other countries or cultures. I found 

this research alarming. When there is oppression, there is also advantage 

to the other group. This may be why people don’t address issues of 

racism. 

 

Racism obviously affects the school attendance, confidence and self 

worth of the targeted students. There are laws around cultural safety and 

immigration law policies that would be of interest to staff in schools with 

racism issues. I believe the more teachers are aware of any 

discrimination, the more they can intentionally encourage classroom 

atmospheres of acceptance - which actually celebrate cultural diversity. 

We can counteract any negativity with strong themes of peace and unite 

students in their shared appreciation of the country we live in. A powerful 

quote during this session that has remained with me is, “If you want to 



know what our country will look like in the next 20-30 years, look within 

our schools”.  

 

Children are hugely impressionable. The influence of a teacher in the life 

of a student must not be understated. Sometimes, it’s not what is taught 

on these issues, it is what is caught. As educators, we demonstrate love 

and equality in our attitudes and persona toward all children. The 

ministry of teaching is powerful. To many students, we are remembered 

for our values, integrity and virtue perhaps more than curriculum we have 

effectively taught. We are role models who are consistent in student’s 

lives and must see the privilege of being able to powerfully and positively 

contribute to their worldviews.   

 

Child Protection Reforms 

 

This session was quite informative about the consequences of teachers 

ignorant to updated laws surrounding offences toward children and 

mandatory notification. There appears to be a huge need to constantly 

reinforce professional boundaries. For example, a current issue 

throughout all education is that of staff ‘befriending’ students. The 

boundary line may seem vague at times. Social media communication is 

off limits, however rules around staff working alone with students or for 

extended periods are abstract. Legal cases have surfaced with teachers 

facing allegations six months after events supposedly occurred. This is 

both frustrating and emotionally challenging for teachers forced to 

remember interactions with students that may not have seemed 

inappropriate at the time.  

 

‘Grooming’ is increasingly becoming a legal offence. This could involve 

any adult in a school community becoming inappropriately linked to a 

child or having motives of an inappropriate nature when interacting with 

the minor. The legal issues become awkward and somewhat devastating 

when predator behaviour can appear like that of teachers with the best 

intentions, so innocent staff are accused of wrongdoing. The discussion 

around mandatory notification involved an analysis of the process 

required. It was suggested that too much detail (legal requirement) could 

undermine the integrity of the system and take away from the 

straightforward issue unfolding. Pre-service and in-service training is 

intended to build confidence in the person reporting significant 

observations. There have been legal cases where staff members have 

needed to report on fellow staff members or well-known members of the 

school community and feel they are betraying them. However, educators 

are obligated by the government to trust the process, and not be 



influenced by whom the person is. Leaders also must fulfill government 

obligations by welcoming inquiries from staff of any nature in this realm 

of reporting. 

 

Hiring for Mission 

 

A topic I was particularly interested in focussed on employment of staff 

in faith-based schools. As a student, I thrived in Christian education 

through primary, secondary and tertiary years and have taught full-time at 

a Christian school. The term ‘faith-based’ indeed covers a wide range of 

religions and denominations of belief; some being far more specific in 

their employment criteria than others. However, the presentation was still 

eye opening. There have been cases of unfair dismissal of staff within 

faith-based school for a myriad of reasons. One is the question of 

consistency of character in a staff member’s life. If they appear in an 

interview to uphold values of the faith of the school, yet after 

employment they compromise or ignore practices held by the school, is a 

dismissal justified? One example of this is a case in which a staff member 

was seen consuming alcohol at the local pub after school hours. The 

school leadership found this highly inappropriate as their faith promoted 

abstaining from alcohol. There is an expectation that a staff member at a 

faith-based school will uphold the relevant values and appropriate 

behavior not only in school hours, but also as a lifestyle. In most cases 

such as this, the schools have won due to the employee signing a contract 

explaining the ethos of the school. If an employee agrees upon a clear 

contract requesting he or she lives out the ethos of the school, and is then 

inconsistent with the ethos, it is seen as disloyal and a breach of the 

contract. Churches have their own right to religious freedom and church 

schools have their own autonomy.  

 

Some have mentioned the Equal Opportunity Act 1984 as a possible 

support for disgruntled employees feeling a level of discrimination in 

these schools. Nevertheless, the Anti-Discrimination Act 1977 (NSW) 

states that ‘any act or practice of a body established to propagate 

religion that conforms to the doctrines of that religion or is necessary to 

avoid injury to the religious susceptibilities of the adherents of that 

religion’ is allowed and deemed appropriate. Furthermore, both the Sex 

Discrimination Act 1984 and the Age Discrimination Act 1984 both 

allow room for religious bodies making their own decisions based on 

their beliefs and protecting the future and integrity of their institutions. 

Again, the question was posed, “Can the Church determine its own 

destiny or is it subject to judicial supervision absent from formal 

government regulation?” English common law states that the common 



law courts should ‘keep out’, but Australia is different since we have no 

ecclesiastical courts. It was concluded that the resolution of this matter 

requires determination of ‘questions of ritual and ecclesiastical practice’, 

which are beyond common court law competence. Thus in order to avoid 

possible misunderstanding during an interview/employment process, it is 

vital that faith-based schools use contractual documentation involving a 

clear description about the school’s mission or vision and the importance 

of the employment role within the accomplishment of that mission or 

vision. 

 

A Cyber Generation 

 

The conference session I was most interested to attend focused on cyber 

issues. It involved a panel discussion comprising of a lawyer with a focus 

on intellectual property law and brand protection, technology law, media 

and entertainment law; a professor whose research interests and 

experience includes E-safety, school digital networks and risk, critical 

explorations of educational technology and digital rights; a senior lecturer 

from the University of SA who has made significant contributions to 

research into cyber bullying through her leadership on youth voice among 

countless other projects; and finally, a SA Police representative. Needless 

to say, it was an incredibly relevant, informative and captivating 

discussion. The microphone was passed through those in attendance and 

people raised questions not only on behalf of educators trying to adhere 

to current laws in place, but also as parents of students in this cyber 

dominating generation. It was clear to everyone that future projection is 

vital. It is difficult as educators to monitor the cyber world. I realized that 

school leadership and teachers are becoming increasingly responsible for 

children’s actions and state of well-being. Though students are only 

physically present at school eight hours a day, five days a week, we as 

educators are becoming increasingly responsible for children's lives 24 

hours a day, 7 days a week. One teacher pointed out that Mondays are 

generally spent ‘cleaning up’ after the weekend’s social media chaos. 

Whatever happens in the world of social media has consequences that are 

as significant had the actions taken place face to face between students. 

Social media problems are ‘real life’ problems, and adolescence is 

significantly being played out online. We are teachers of digital citizens.  

 

Some would believe it is vital to our Australian culture and to the next 

generation to strive to protect children from the world of social media and 

online activities. Others felt we need to embrace our changing world and 

instead of viewing technology as the ‘bad guy’, learn to work with it. 

Future projection involves educating students on their obligations. For 



example, the issue of consent concerning posted photos and sharing 

passwords is becoming more prevalent. It also involves informing 

teachers of the protective practices of staff and their interactions with 

students and associated restrictions on staff. It was stated that children’s 

rights will become more prevalent in the future. We also need to ensure 

that the reputation of schools is not compromised by unwise acts on 

social media, such as photos of illegal behaviour whilst in school 

uniforms or posts regarding teachers and fellow parents. Comments on 

these sites which are abusive, destructive or targeting one’s character 

have been linked to schools. 

 

The panel also discussed laws around intellectual property. If students 

bring their own laptops to school to create work on them, who owns the 

work/applications/information? Are there copyright issues? If viruses 

spread, who is responsible? If students have illegal content on their 

laptop, is the school somehow linked to this? This creates much food for 

thought. It is crucial that schools and universities have clarity on laws 

surrounding these issues.   

 

In conclusion, I found this conference extremely relevant for parents, 

teachers and leaders in the world of education and would strongly 

encourage the TRB to continue generously sponsoring a select group of 

educators to attend this annual meeting. I cannot emphasize enough the 

importance of keeping school communities up to date with current 

changes in law. I believe this knowledge is powerful in preventing 

unfortunate circumstances in our schools, which are otherwise 

unforeseeable. I also believe attending conferences and sharing this 

information equips staff and encourages them to take ownership of the 

current issues at hand. Although I am based at home raising two infants, I 

am still strongly connected to school communities through regular 

interaction with teachers and parents. Over the past two months, I have 

been in a local school on a weekly basis assisting teachers with school 

concert preparation and teaching dance choreography. I have discussed 

the content of this conference with a local school principal and may have 

the opportunity to share relevant points of discussion with staff from four 

different primary school campuses. Furthermore, I can inform many 

parents through my social network of the laws effecting education and 

current issues needing focus. I believe it is crucial that educators and 

parents unite in their vision and nurture of today’s youth. Well-informed 

staff members and parents contribute to school environments of order, 

peace and assertion. The culture of our nation is continuously changing 

with each generation of children, and it is vital that our schools 



intentionally protect their heritage, values and ethos while processing and 

accepting cultural shifts.  


