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Committee Secretary
Senate Education and Employment Committee
PO Box 6100
Parliament House
Canberra ACT 2600

By email eec.sen@aph.gov.au
28 August 2015

Dear Committee

Re: Senate Inquiry into the current levels of access and attainment for students with disability in the school system, and the impact on students and families associated with inadequate levels of supports 
1. People with Disability Australia (PWDA) welcomes the current Inquiry, and the opportunity to consider how the participation of young people with disability in secondary schools, training and post-school employment can be increased through strengthened careers and transition planning in schools. This letter addresses concerns drawn from information received from our members, and Disability Rights Now, the civil society report to the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)
.
2. PWDA is a leading disability rights, advocacy and representative organisation of and for all people with disability. We are a national, cross-disability peak representative organisation and member of the Australian Cross-Disability Alliance. We represent the interests of people with all kinds of disability. We are a non-profit, non-government organisation. PWDA’s primary membership is made up of people with disability and organisations primarily constituted by people with disability. 
3. Our primary recommendation is for the Committee to strongly support inclusive mainstream education as the only model which is compliant with Article 24 of the CRPD, and the model that provides the most positive social, economic and personal outcomes for students with disability in school, further education and transitioning into employment. 
Failures to provide reasonable adjustment hinders the participation and attainment of children and young people with disability in education 
4. Available statistics from 2003 indicate that 29.6% of people with a reported disability completed Year 12 or equivalent compared to 49.3% of people with no reported disability.
 Further, only 24% of people aged 15-64 years with a ‘profound or severe’ core-activity limitation completed Year 12.
  In 2003, only 12.7% of people aged 15-64 years with a reported disability attained a Bachelor degree or above compared to 19.7% of people with no reported disability.
 Only 14% of people with a ‘profound or severe’ core-activity limitation had completed a diploma or post-secondary education as compared to 28% of persons without disability.
  
5. The educational needs of children and young people with disability have been a concern in Australia for some time, and previously provided the catalyst for the creation of the Disability Standards for Education (the Standards), which came into effect in August 2005. Despite the Standards drafted under the current Disability Discrimination Act (DDA), the education structure continues to fail to respond to the needs of secondary students with disability, leading to students lagging behind their mainstream peers without disability in a range of attainment indicators. These results are not a reflection on the ability of students but of the failure of the education system to meet individual needs through the provision of reasonable adjustments, and underlying assumptions that disability impairs learning.  Indeed in its Concluding Observations to Australia in 2013, the Committee to the CRPD noted its concern that:
“Despite the Disability Standards for Education established to ensure access to education on an equal basis, students with disabilities continue to be placed in special schools and that many of those who are in regular schools are largely confined to special classes or units.  It is further concerned that students with disabilities enrolled in regular schools receive a substandard education due to lack of reasonable accommodation. The Committee is also concerned that secondary school completion rates for students with disabilities are about half those for people without disability.”
6. All too often students with disability in mainstream secondary education are failing to receive adequate support due to lack of funding for disability supports, inaccessible classrooms and resources, or inadequate learning materials to support and enhance their learning. 
7. Although statistics show many students with disability are enrolled in mainstream schools, this does not reflect the successful inclusion of students with disability. Students with disability and their parents consistently report that inclusive education policies are little more than rhetoric when the education they receive is substandard and compromises their ability to lead independent and productive adult lives.
 
8. There are significant difficulties in obtaining a diagnostic assessment, which is necessary in order to qualify for integration or inclusion support funding.
 There is often no specified pathway to achieve a specific and formal diagnosis and support.
 Many children and young people with disability face lengthy periods out of school while awaiting a diagnosis because their particular impairment or condition is not recognised by funding policy.
 There may be long waiting lists to access services and often the costs of accessing expensive diagnostic services is covered by the families of students with disability.
9. Under CRPD Article 24(2), students with disability are entitled to individualised support measures and adjustments. However, modifications to curriculum delivery methods and modes, as well as an increase in the supply, implementation and maintenance of technologies to accommodate disability are generally not available.
 Whilst there are many resources specifying methods for modifying curriculum and teaching materials for students with diverse functional needs, teachers often do not feel adequately trained to do so.
 
10. School teaching materials and delivery are often not accessible to students. For example, students with vision impairment rarely have access to Braille or other accessible formats.
 Deaf students have limited access to Auslan interpreters, and there is little attention given to individualised ways of working with children with autism spectrum disorders.
11. Many students with disability are largely confined to ‘special classes or units’ within mainstream schools. Others are unable to participate in excursions or extra-curricular activities because buses, venues and facilities are inaccessible. Many students with disability wait significant periods of time for the allocation of a support person and either cannot attend school or do attend but without the support they need.

Case Studies

Australia announced a $1.2 billion national plan
 to provide grants to secondary schools to enable them to access digital equipment and technology. However, laptops being issued as part of the national plan are unable to support the adaptive technology used by students with vision impairment.
 
A student with vision impairment attends a school where students are provided with a computer that they may then keep after completing their final year of school under the Commonwealth’s school computer initiative. However, the computer on offer is not accessible to her.

Liz was expelled from her school due to poor grades after one term. The school failed to accommodate her access requirements throughout the term. They did not provide tests and worksheets in a readable format to cater for her vision impairment, but said they could provide her with access to a photocopier so she could enlarge the font herself. They refused to allow her to retake the tests, nor would they look at a medical certificate.

12. To enable students to receive appropriate supports teachers and other education professionals should receive mandatory training in disability including specialist skills in a specific area of disability. The following measures should be implemented to ensure the mainstream inclusion of students with disability: 
· increased training of teachers and teacher’s aides involving an emphasis on improving their knowledge and understanding of disability-related issues and suitable curriculum design, skills assessment, positive behaviour support and instructional strategies;

· all training courses and professional development programs for teachers and integration aides be subsidised and compulsory, undertaken regularly and incorporated into general education training rather than by way of separate disability–specific sessions; 
· increased resources to support teachers and teacher’s aides; and

· ensuring teaching programs include exposure to direct and structured interaction with students with disability in addition to formal instruction.
 
13. Implementation of these recommendations would work towards ensuring that all teachers and education professionals are equipped to deliver person centred approaches to learning, manage within the classroom and enhance the educational outcomes of all students. 
The impact of the National Disability Insurance Scheme
14. The Senate Inquiry is occurring at a time when the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) is mid-way through individual state trial-sites. In providing choice and control, flexibility, and person centred approaches in the delivery of specialist support for people with disability, the scheme should increase the opportunity for children and young people with disability to attend mainstream education.
15. However, unless considerable reforms and improvements are made, these young people with disability will still be confronted with an education system which remains inaccessible and creates barriers to their social participation and academic achievement.  The NDIS will not fund education specific supports, these will remain the responsibility of the education sector as will the obligation to provide reasonable adjustments in line with the DDA. 
16. Funding for disability support in education remains a matter needing significant attention.  Currently, schools receive inadequate funding and resources to meet the needs of students with disability. This undermines the ability of schools to implement measures that would underpin inclusion, including modifying curricula to meet the particular needs of different students; increasing the staff to student ratio; and providing adaptive equipment and technology, accessible transport, universally designed environments and accessible social and extra-curricular activities.
 
17. There are barriers and inequity in the way funding is allocated to students with disability across primary, secondary and vocational education and training, including: 
· funding for each student with disability being based on the primary disability that most affects the student’s quality of life and learning. No additional funding is given to students with multiple support needs, which results in inadequate funding to support the needs of students;
 
· a significant number of students with disability missing out on funding and support because they don’t meet existing eligibility criteria, and because there is a lack of emphasis on the individual support needs of students as opposed to a specific diagnosis or ‘label’;
 
· levels of funding and support being insufficient and varying across States and Territories for particular students with disability, such as students with Asperger’s Syndrome;
 and

· new applications for funding needing be lodged each time a student with disability moves school. This results in the student having to wait for funding without any support, assistance or access to the curriculum for that period of time.

18. However, the NDIS is an opportunity to focus attention on school and desired educational outcomes in the development of individual plans, including supporting pathways to post-secondary education, training or into employment.  The idea of loading for disability supports as per the Gonski reforms is an excellent model which would benefit students with disability by addressing their individual needs.
19. Similar to the NDIS model, all students with disability should have access to individualised, portable funding and supports that links to an agreed individual plan outlining their needs, goals and aspirations within an education context. NDIS eligible students with disability should have their NDIS plan developed in conjunction with their education plan to interlink participation support and education outcomes.
Barriers to post-secondary education options
20. As a result of inadequate primary and secondary education many students with a disability are not reaching their academic potential and are not adequately prepared for life after school. Consequently, many students with disability miss out on the opportunity to explore post-secondary education options including traineeships, apprenticeships and the prospect of TAFE and university.  One of the reasons for this is the lack of an adequate mechanism to support this transition which ensures that students with disability are equipped to enter the workforce and retain employment.
21. In short, the education system is seriously failing students with disability not only leading to reduced educational outcomes but also limited employment opportunities in adult life. Job prospects for people with disability are dramatically lower than for other people in Australia. According to the ABS 4102.0 Australian Social Trends, March Quarter 2012 Report, the labour force participation rate for those aged 15-64 years with disability in 2009 was 54%, much lower than that for those without disability (83%), and the most recent OECD ranking placed Australia 21st out of 29 OECD countries for employment participation of people with disability.  Our accumulated short comings mean that 45% of people with disability in Australia live near or below the poverty line with Australia currently ranking 26 out of 27 OECD countries for the percentage of people with disability living in poverty. 
22. The potential employability and economic security of people with disability starts with their education, and it is imperative that the Committee makes strong recommendations to support the inclusion of children and young people in mainstream education through the provision of adequate funding and provision of reasonable adjustments. 
People with Disability Australia thanks the Committee for the opportunity to make this submission and would welcome further engagement on any of the issues raised.
Yours faithfully
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Therese Sands 
Co-CEO
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Our vision is of a socially just, accessible and inclusive community, in which the human rights, 
citizenship, contribution and potential of people with disability are respected and celebrated.
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