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Legalities of practical work: While I know it is not ideal, is it illegal for a science class to 
undertake a practical if the regular classroom science teacher is absent? Or should this simply 
be decided on a case by case basis?
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Science ASSIST recommends that practical science activities involving chemicals, biological 
materials, specialist equipment or procedures should only be conducted by science trained 
teachers who have been trained in and have ongoing access to professional learning opportunities 
in the safe delivery of practical lessons.  Any non-trained science teachers using a science 
laboratory for a theory or non-science lesson should have induction training on the hazards and the 
required health and safety procedures in the science area.

Requirement to manage health and safety risks

Australian law is not prescriptive to this level of detail but focuses on general duties of care to provide safe 
workplaces. The Model Workplace Health and Safety (WHS) Act sets out the health and safety duties and 
the Model WHS Regulations set out more detail “to support the duties set out in the Model WHS Act”1. “
Model Codes of Practice are practical guides to achieving the standards of health and safety required under 
the model WHS Act and Regulations”1. Whilst these have more detail, they are still not prescriptive to an 
individual workplace.

However, all schools must manage health and safety risks, as required under workplace health and safety 
legislation. Schools have a duty of care to their workers as well as to their students.

The management of risk is usually set out in school policy documentation. This includes managing risk in all 
curriculum activities which includes safe practice in the delivery of science activities. Schools need to 
determine their own policy to determine the staff requirements for delivering safe practical science lessons 
and the Head of the Science department should monitor that these policies are adhered to.

Legal obligations

The Queensland Government articulate the legal obligations well by saying:

“Those responsible for any school curriculum activity have legal obligations and a common law 
duty of care to ensure the safety of all those involved in the activity through risk management. 
This requires that reasonably foreseeable risks are identified, assessed and effectively 
controlled.”2

The Association of Independent Schools of New South Wales states:

“While schools foster learning through practical activities, they must also meet work health and 
safety (WHS) obligations as a business.” (p3)3

“People: The poor behaviour of students can present a hazard. The nature of students, such 
as their maturity, age and skill, as well as medical conditions, such as allergies and disabilities, 
should be considered. The competency, knowledge and experience of the teacher who is 
supervising the practical should be acknowledged. A science practical with hazardous 
chemicals should only be undertaken by teachers if they understand the risks involved.” (p25)3

Schools should have a policy in place to state whether a practical science lesson should proceed in the 
event of the regular classroom science teacher being absent. A substitute teacher should be competent in 
the management of science specific risks if they are to conduct a practical science lesson. There are many 
safety aspects to consider:



The awareness of the teacher regarding the hazards and the required health and safety procedures 
in the science area. (e.g., laboratory rules and security due to additional hazards in the science 
laboratories: gas taps, equipment, chemicals).
The suitability of the science facilities and knowledge of the teacher regarding the correct use of 
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) and the operation of emergency shut offs and first-aid facilities.
The hazards of the actual practical activity and knowledge and application of strategies to control the 
risks (e.g., use of specialised equipment such as the Van de Graaff generator)
Some practical activities may require specific training (e.g., microbiology skills)
The skills, abilities and behaviour of the students.
The allergies or medical conditions of the students may determine the non-use of certain resources 
due to allergies e.g., peanuts, latex, specific plants or additional precautions due to disabilities or 
medical conditions e.g., risks associated with static electricity, strobe lights, or the use of 
microorganisms.

Managing health and safety risks

The Model Code of Practice for How to manage work health and safety risks sets out the Workplace Health 
and Safety requirements in detail and notes one of the requirements for controlling risk as:

“Up-to-date training and competency

Most control measures depend on workers and supervisors having the appropriate 
competencies to do the job safely. Training must be provided to maintain competencies and to 
ensure new workers are capable of working safely.” (p23)

Where hazardous chemicals are used there are additional requirements. These are set out in the Model 
Code of Practice for managing the risks of hazardous chemicals. In particular, see section 4.4. Providing 
information, training, instruction and supervision.

In brief:

“Workers must be trained and have the appropriate skills to carry out a particular task safely.” P47
“Information, training, instruction and supervision must be provided not only to workers but to other 
persons at the workplace such as visitors.” P48
“Records of training provided to workers should be kept, documenting who was trained, when and on 
what.” P48

We provide some further links that provide helpful information on this topic.
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