
© Adam Green - Institute of Teacher Aide Courses V1.0 January 2022  

Fact sheet 60 - WHS laws, regulations and policies for 

school staff 

A guide for teachers, teacher aides, teacher assistants, SSOs, LSOs and 

integration aides in Australia. 

 

Safety is a big deal for TAs like this ITAC student, especially now that many are rostered for 'duty' (supervising students at 
lunch or other breaks, as well as on excursions). TAs are given many more responsibilities than they were in the past. 

Work can be a very dangerous place. We spend a great deal of time at work and 

regularly engage in activities that expose us to a plethora of risks. Tasks can be either 

repetitive or novel – but both could hurt us in some way or another. Seemingly innocent 

tasks can easily lead to personal injury or even death, and a single moment of 

inattention is all it takes.  

Schools are particularly dangerous places because they are so bustling – hundreds of 

people of varying abilities and maturity engage in a multitude of different tasks each 

and every day. Through sheer weight of numbers, someone will get hurt at some point, 

so it’s important to do your best to ensure that it doesn’t happen on your watch. 

No one wants to injure themselves at work or cause another person to be injured – not 

only for moral and ethical reasons, but legal reasons as well. While rare, failure to take 
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adequate steps to prevent a child from becoming injured could lead to an investigation, 

your employment being terminated and even criminal charges in some extreme cases.  

From a school perspective, workplace injuries are expensive, challenging and 

disruptive. An injured worker means lost productivity and a disruption to students’ 

learning and progress. 

For these reasons, work health and safety has become an integral part of our working 

lives. It’s so integral that we refer to it as a ‘way of work’, alluding to the fact that WHS 

should always be at the forefront of your mind when you’re at work. It applies to 

everyone, at all times, and in all situations – this includes your very first day. The 

purpose of WHS is very simple: to keep you (an employee), your students, school 

visitors, your managers and your colleagues as safe as possible while engaged in 

work-related tasks.  

But what exactly is work health and safety? WHS is all about working in a safe manner. 

It means undertaking tasks in a way that keeps yourself and others as safe as possible. 

This includes adequate planning and forethought, keeping an eye on potential hazards 

and risks, making appropriate decisions and generally doing what is reasonably 

necessary to minimise the risk of harm.  

You can’t prevent or foresee every single eventuality (and injuries will happen), but 

you can try to predict what could go wrong and take steps to minimise the chances of 

it eventuating.  

WHS laws and regulations 

As a TA, you don’t need to worry too much about the specifics of laws and regulations; 

you do however need to know that they exist and have a general understanding of 

their purpose.  

Very few TAs, teachers or even principals could tell you the title of the WHS legislation 

in their State or Territory – they will all however tell you that duty of care is an 

important concept and that all staff need to take reasonable steps to ensure the safety 

of everyone who participates in the school community. 

What you need to know: 
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• Each State and Territory has their own WHS laws and regulations. 

• ‘Model WHS laws’ have been developed at the Commonwealth (national) level 

with the aim of having consistent WHS laws in each State or Territory. All 

jurisdictions except WA and Victoria have enacted the model WHS laws.  

• For the purposes of working as a TA, WHS laws are pretty much the same, 

regardless of State or Territory. 

• WHS laws are designed primarily to ensure that workplaces are as safe as 

possible. These laws require employers to implement systems that minimise 

the risk of injury or death to members of the school community. Employees 

(such as yourself) have a responsibility to work safely and to report any safety 

issues to the appropriate person.  

• WHS regulators in each State/Territory (e.g., WorkSafe in WA) are responsible 

for promoting safety in the workplace, developing codes and guides, and for 

regulatory tasks such as inspections and investigations.  

• Learn the title of the main safety Act in your State or Territory (outlined in the 

following table). 

Linking laws with work practices 

 

Laws trickle down into policies which become processes and finally practices. 

Why do TAs need to learn about (or at least know about) WHS laws and regulations? 

First, your WHS responsibilities are not mere suggestions or recommendations – they 

are the law. Second, school and classroom rules and policies are constructed within 

the requirements of the broader legal framework.  

Laws and 
regulations

Organisation-
wide policies

School-wide 
processes

Work practices 
(class rules 

and routines)
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The State government makes WHS laws; to comply with these laws, the DOE 

(Department of Education) make safety and health-related policies for all schools to 

follow; to comply with these policies, an individual school makes their own policies and 

processes; and finally, teachers implement work practices such as rules, routines and 

instructions. 

This means that failing to enforce a classroom rule (whether intentionally or not) is 

potentially a breach of your responsibilities at all levels (classroom, school, employer 

and State level). For example, imagine you are supervising 6 students and there is a 

rule that students are not permitted to run in class.  

The students play a game to pass the time and begin chasing each other around the 

room. Today you’re feeling tired so you decide not to bother telling them to stop – 

there’s only a few minutes until the siren sounds anyway. Suddenly, a student slips on 

the carpet, hits her head on the side of a desk and is knocked unconscious.  

In this example, you have overseen the breaching of a class rule (no running inside) 

as well as at least one school policy (e.g., your failure to provide adequate 

supervision). As the school’s policy is based on the Department of Education’s policy, 

which is in turn based on State laws, you may have breached these as well. 

Departmental policies 

The ‘Department’ as it is often called (short for the Department of Education or similar), 

publishes a set of broad policies that all schools must follow. These can be found on 

their website under a ‘policies page’ or a similarly named section.  

The Department is part of the State or Territory government and is typically the largest 

educational employer in each jurisdiction. For those in the non-government sector, 

such as faith-based and independent schools, policies are usually available on the 

relevant organisation’s website (e.g., Catholic Schools NSW).  

These policies are not laws per se, but they are very important. Unfortunately, 

research has shown that the majority of TAs have a very poor understanding of the 

policies relevant to them (Butt, 2016a) – but this doesn’t have to be the case. While 

you don’t need to study these documents in depth, having an idea of which policies 

apply to you and what they are about is important. 
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Policies are typically shorter than legislation and they are written for staff to easily 

understand – many even include examples. However, like legislation and regulations, 

these policies include lots of information that isn’t relevant to you. Simply skip these 

sections and only read the parts that you think are important (which is quite often only 

a page or so).  

School policies 

Schools make policies to guide staff, students and parents on matters specific to the 

school’s operation. These policies are usually individually found on the school’s 

website or in other documents such as an orientation manual or student handbook. 

School policies are made for everyone in the school to follow (e.g., a homework policy) 

but they typically include a degree of flexibility so school staff can make professional 

judgements based on the situation. Some policies are vigorously enforced, while 

others are more like strong recommendations that apply to most situations. If you are 

not sure whether a school policy applies in a particular situation, speak with your 

teacher.  

Below is part of a typical policy that you would find on a school’s website or handbook. 

By reading this policy you would learn what is expected of you and students. If a 

student forgot to bring something to class for example, you might remind them of rule 

4. 

 

Excerpt from the DOE WA’s Duty of Care for Public School Students Policy and Procedures. For this entire policy, these 2 
short sections are all that you need to read.  

 

POLICY STATEMENT 

The Department is committed to achieving a balance between protecting students 

from an unreasonable risk of harm and encouraging students’ independence and 

maximising their educational opportunities. 

All Department of Education (the Department) employees have a duty of care to 

protect students from risk of harm that can reasonably be foreseen when students 

are involved in all school activities, whether on or off the Department site. 
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Classroom Expectations 

1. Arrive at least 5 minutes early to class (10 minutes for staff). 

2. Switch off your phone and put it in your bag. 

3. Wear the school uniform at all times. 

4. Be organised and prepared. 

5. Follow the teacher’s instructions. 

6. Always be safe and help others to stay safe. 

7. Help others, be kind and respectful. 

8. Ask questions and seek help when needed. 

9. Do your best and have a growth mindset. 

10. Set and work towards goals. 


