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Scope and purpose

The Disability Royal Commission is holding a public hearing in June about education
for students with disability.

Public hearing 24 will focus on the experiences of children and young people with
disability across different school settings, including special education settings.

The Royal Commission will hear from young people and their families about:

. how and why decisions are made about different education options
. the key transition points and pathways across their education
. the provision of support in different education settings.

What is the problem we are trying to solve?

When students with an intellectual disability go into a segregated school or learning
unit, they are put on a pathway to a lifetime of exclusion from the community. We
call this the polished pathway.

The polished pathway refers to the way people with an intellectual disability face
significantly fewer barriers to segregated environments compared with the high
barriers they dace to living a self-directed life. Segregated pathways from education
to housing and employment, such as Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs,
formerly known as sheltered workshops), become ‘polished’ as they are much
easier for people with an intellectual disability to go down.

At each stage in the life of a person with an intellectual disability, the barriers to an
included life must be removed.

People with an intellectual disability face an increased risk of violence, abuse,
neglect and exploitation when they are isolated from the community.

There are a number of key points on a student’s journey where families face difficult
decisions about education, and are often pushed towards more segregated options.

Students with an intellectual disability and their families face threats to their
enrolment status when issues arise, or support requested. Expulsion needs to be off
the table.

The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and education systems do not
work well together, and often don’t centre the needs of a student with an
intellectual disability.

There is a lack of independent information, advocacy and support for students with
an intellectual disability and families.
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What do people with an intellectual disability say?

About what it’s like at school

People with an intellectual disability have told us that their teachers and the school
culture make a big difference to their experiences at school. An inclusive school,
where people are supported to be themselves, helps students with disability have a
good experience and helps make the community more inclusive.

Penny, in her late 30s, works in open employment and lives independently. She was
educated in an institution until the age of 7.

She said:

‘When I came out, I couldn’t read or write, and my parents decided to place me into
a mainstream school. Now, I was very lucky that I had a teacher’s aide. She was
only funded to work with me for five hours a week, but she worked with me five
days a week, unpaid, and I believe that’s the only reason why I can read or write.
There’s not enough funding given to aides in schools. ... if I didn’t have that I
wouldn’t be where I am today.’

Penny said she experienced verbal and physical bullying ‘all the time” when she
moved into a mainstream high school and received minimal support from teachers.
She was placed in a segregated class set up to handle disruptive students. The class
was so bad, she said, the teachers’ aides refused to take her to the classroom and
kept her in their office. She said the school only took action when she was 16 and
threatened to drop out.

‘If you don’t have someone who’s very vocal on your side you kind of get left out
and subjected to lots of horrible stuff,” she said.

People with an intellectual disability say it is important that principals and teachers:

e know about disability
e have agood attitude to students with disability.

“Teachers need to be trained to be able to teach everyone”
“Teachers have to learn about disability”

“Having people with disabilities in higher ed will make sure other people are learning
about disability”
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Family members of people with an intellectual disability, and educators, have told
us similar things.

Wendy sent her daughter Kate — now in her 20s — to the only private secondary
school that accepted her after she was bullied in primary school.

She said:

‘T was told at the primary school not to send her to the local high school because
she wouldn’t survive. ... And you know what the problem is with the special school
system is that I just don’t think that they do enough [educating]. ... You need to be
able to read and write to the best of your ability for you to be able to make it in
society, and I don’t know if that’s what she would have got at a special school. ... In
terms of choice for children with a disability they really do need to ensure that
there’s more choices.’

At the private secondary school, Wendy said the staff behaved as though they were
doing ‘a big favour’ by letting Kate attend.

Vicky has worked in mainstream and special schools.

She said special school channelled people with disabilities into a lifetime of
segregation. Specialist settings were, she said, babysitting services rather than
educational services:

‘If all children went to mainstream schools and there wasn’t one curriculum for all,
everyone learns at their own abilities, they’d have grown up with diversity ... they’d
just be accepted in society’

One parent said:

‘There is a severe imbalance of power in favour of schools when negotiating and
keeping supports. Teachers and schools need to understand that they are not
experts in child development and accept that they may need to update and up-skill
in order to do their job well. Parents could definitely benefit from an advocacy
service that is on the side of the family and helps to fight the fight (because for
many of us, it is a constant fight).’

About education opportunities

People with an intellectual disability say that their time at school does not set them
up for adulthood or for getting a job.
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Calum, 22, said his maths went backwards after he was sent to a special school as a
teenager.

‘They would give me baby work,” he said.

Calum wanted help to become a cabinet maker but didn’t receive support at school
and became frustrated and angry.

He said:

‘They [the school] just used me for my funding for the money and they treated me
badly in high school and really did not listen.’

Calum said he wanted to study social work at TAFE but had been told he could only
access the course online, without support.

He said he was discouraged: ‘I do need somebody there with me.’

Nick, 32, lives and works independently despite his sub-standard education.
He said:

‘T was at special school. I went out of there when I was 18.1 couldn’t write. I
couldn’t read. It’s quite an amazing thing because, like, when I went to a special
school, they had a lot more focus on ... it was somewhere to go for people. They
didn’t actually teach us maths or life skills, if you know what I mean, and ... we
didn’t have years like from, say, grade one to, say, grade 12. Basically, they said,
“Well, you'll go to day service or a sheltered workshop. And that’s it.”

Nick said:

‘Many people with disabilities never get the opportunity to go to tertiary education
because they are not supported, or even told that university or TAFE is an option.
They’re very smart, but because they don’t have the knowledge around where to go
... they’re not told about disability liaison units, they’re not told about, you know,
you can get us a full support in the actual university. They’re not told this stuff, so
when they do, if they do want to go to university, they look and go, “It’s too hard.”
... Itis just not an encouraging environment for people with disabilities.’

Donna is in her 50s.
She said:

‘1 did not learn anything in the special school. I've taught myself how to read and
write. I have a dictionary. I write up words from the dictionary and learn how to do
things like that.’
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What needs to change

Inclusion Australia wants action to change the polished pathway and ensure
students with an intellectual disability don’t face a lifetime of segregation and
exclusion. We want the barriers to inclusion removed.

Mainstream schools need to have no choice about educating students with an
intellectual disability. Students with an intellectual disability and their families need
to feel secure to raise issues and solve problems without being pushed into
segregated education.

We support the work of Children and Young People with Disability Australia (CYDA)
and the Australian Coalition for Inclusive Education (ACIE) in leading this work and
developing their roadmap for achieving inclusive education, including the
development of a national inclusive education plan.

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) lays out a
blueprint for inclusion, including in education through Article 24. Australia is a
signatory to the CRPD, but our education system is in breach of the rights of
students with disability. The 2019 review of Australia’s compliance with the CRPD
again found that there was an increase in segregated education, in breach of the
CRPD, and recommended a national Action Plan for Inclusive Education.

General

We want mainstream primary and secondary schools to have more resources,
support and evidence-based learning information about how students with an
intellectual disability learn and thrive. We want them to have inclusion built into
everything they do.

o State and territory education legislation is reviewed and changed to comply
with the CRPD and to ensure full inclusion of students with an intellectual
disability.

e Specialist teams or branches established in every state and territory
education department. They will oversee curriculum implementation,
resource production, professional development for teachers, family
resources, and other state and territory education responsibilities for
students with an intellectual disability.

e These branches will become a site of expertise for the whole mainstream
education system and champions for inclusion. They will also include
teachers with specialist expertise in inclusive education, who can provide
support to mainstream schools across the state or territory.

e The branches will also have a dispute and complaints resolution function that
operates independently, with the goal of keeping students with an
intellectual disability enrolled in mainstream schools.
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e These branches will support education departments in monitoring school
performance on inclusion and ensure they are meeting their obligations.

e Specialist branch in the federal education department to oversee interface
with NDIS, NAPLAN, and other federal education responsibilities.

e Resources are made available, developed by people with an intellectual
disability and their families, to all mainstream schools and all students with
an intellectual disability, about supports, programs and strategies for
sustaining mainstream education.

We are almost 10 years into the NDIS roll-out in some places, but the NDIS and
state and territory education systems still haven’t resolved the different
responsibilities of each one. At the same time, these systems don’t work well
together in the best interests of the student with disability. This needs to change.

e A specific meeting on Education and Disability Ministers is held to resolve how
education interface issues are being implemented and commit to resolution
by the beginning of the school year in 2023 for primary students, and 2024
for secondary students. At all times, the wellbeing and educational
outcomes of students with an intellectual disability will be at the centre of
this work.

e An Education Targeted Action Plan under Australia’s Disability Strategy is
developed, that includes actions of federal, state and territory governments
to ensure students with disability can access an inclusive education.

An independent education advocacy service is established and funded in each state
and territory to provide support, resources, and information to students with an
intellectual disability and their families about education options, evidence and
rights.

e Peer education resources will be developed for families of students with an
intellectual disability about mainstream school options, their rights, using
NDIS supports for education and the polished pathway.

We understand that a move to an inclusive education system will require resources
and support for all involved, including teachers. A change in the community
attitudes towards people with an intellectual disability are vital to ensure inclusion is
possible.

e Teacher-led resources about evidence-based best practice for inclusive
education.

e Resources about the impacts of segregated education on the lives of people
with an intellectual disability.
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Sliding doors moments

There are four key sliding doors moments for students with intellectual disability
and their families during their educational experience. At each of these times,
young people with an intellectual disability and their families face decisions that,
under the current policy settings, push them towards segregated education
settings, such as special schools. People with an intellectual disability tell us
students need more support for these big changes.

These moments are:

e Starting primary school - aged 4-5

e Starting secondary school - aged 12-13

e Finishing Year 10 and starting Year 11 - aged 16-17

e The October cliff when finishing Year 12, before many work or post-school
programs begin

Each one of these moments offers opportunities to divert students with an
intellectual disability from segregated education and remove the barriers to
inclusive education.

Segregated education is the first part of the polished pathway, which then
continues into segregated housing (group homes) and segregated employment
(ADEs) and recreation (day programs and group outings).

When mainstream schools exclude a student with an intellectual disability, they will
almost never transition back to a mainstream school.

People with an intellectual disability need different pathways to being included in
the community.

Inclusion Australia will outline policy proposals that will change the polished
pathway into segregation and urge the Disability Royal Commission to adopt a
strong de-segregation agenda with their recommendations.

1. Starting primary school

After experiencing a mostly inclusive childcare, kindergarten and pre-school
environment, many children with an intellectual disability are diverted to special
schools when they enter prep. Mainstream primary schools often tell families that
students with an intellectual disability are not welcome and will not have the right
support available for their child, and that the special school is the right option.
Families may also be told that it is right to send their child to a special school for a
year or two, not knowing that there is little likelihood of a return to mainstream
education.
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Children with an intellectual disability who start special school in primary school do
not go on to mainstream high school or post-secondary education. They are also
likely to only be offered work in sheltered workshops, and will live at home, or in a
group home for the rest of their lives. They will have little choice or control over their
lives.

Many children with disability will receive supports from the NDIS, some focused on
intensive early intervention therapy. These therapies can be time consuming and
are often prioritised over educational outcomes, or put in conflict with them. The
NDIS and education systems have to work together more to ensure that children
with disability have the same opportunities to be with their peers as non-disabled
students in both educational and recreational settings.

Policy asks:

e By 2024, no child to enter special school, or special units in mainstream
school, in prep or Grade 1. State and territory governments commit to
progressive closure of special schools at primary level in the following five
years.

e Aseach year of primary special schools close, those resources are to be
transferred over to mainstream schools.

e Construction of any new mainstream schools, and retrofitting of old schools,
should be based on universal design principles. Funding models should
preference local schools with capital costs and student loadings, and support
universal design.

e Specific professional development for teachers in how students with an
intellectual disability learn in primary school is to be developed and
implemented for all primary teachers in mainstream schools.

e Accessible and appropriate learning materials are made available in
mainstream schools.

e Peer resources for families about mainstream education and the polished
pathway.

e Mainstream schools must be required to enrol, and not permitted to expel, all
students with disability.

2. Starting high school

For students with an intellectual disability who have been in a mainstream primary
school, the next sliding doors moment is when they enter high school.

The teaching and learning environment is very different from primary school, and
the transition to high school is not easy for many students. But for students with an
intellectual disability, there are very specific barriers.
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Mainstream schools may recommend to families that their child transition to a
segregated learning centre within a mainstream school, or a fully segregated
special school when they move from primary to secondary education.

Policy asks:

e Funded transition program for all students with an intellectual disability into
mainstream high schools that includes support for education and learning,
social, systems changes and for families.

e Specific professional development for teachers in how students with an
intellectual disability learn in secondary school. This needs to be tailored for
different subjects at school.

e Accessible and adaptive learning materials for each subject

e Investment in professional development for all secondary teachers tailored
to each subject

e Peerresources for students with an intellectual disability and families about
mainstream education

e State and territory governments commit to including all students with an
intellectual disability in secondary mainstream schools by 2028 at the latest,
including transferring resources from special schools to mainstream schools.

3. Finishing Year 10 and starting Year 11 - aged 16-17

For students with an intellectual disability in mainstream education, the next sliding
doors moment is at the end of Year 10. There is increasing emphasis on academic
outcomes, and all focus is on the Year 12 exams and results, with their peers
choosing more and more challenging subjects for their final years at school. The
needs of students with an intellectual disability are forgotten and not seen as equal
to students without disability.

Students with an intellectual disability often leave school with an incomplete
education at this point or move to a special school for their final years at school.
While many schools offer a Foundation Certificate of Applied Learning (CAL), again,
those classes can still be segregated from other CAL classes.

The Disability Royal Commission has heard from a number of large disability service
providers about how they visit special schools to advertise their day programs and
sheltered workshops to students in the final years of school. Students with an
intellectual disability do not have the same work experience or learning
opportunities as their peers in mainstream schools.

Policy asks:
e NDIS plan to be used to support transition to Year 11.
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e VCAL to focus on work experience, including NDIS support for work
experience.

e Students with an intellectual disability have access to high quality work
experience and on the job training in open and self-employment in all
mainstream schools and special schools and education resource units in
mainstream schools.

e Schools, students and families have access to high quality, evidence-based
information and resources about open and self-employment possibilities and
support.

e Students with intellectual disability will not complete any work experience or
on the job training or internships in ADEs or day programs or in groups larger
than two people

4. The October cliff

The final sliding doors moment at schools is called the October cliff and is the time
between the end of Year 12 and the start of many post-school programs, the
following year. For non-disabled peers at this transition, they would be considering a
range of options such as further study at TAFE or university, training through an
apprenticeship, finding employment, or even taking a gap year and travelling.

Young people with an intellectual disability and their families are generally not given
these options and often face up to six months with no support or activities, further
education, or employment.

This period can often lead to families making decisions to enter a day program or
sheltered workshop as they have programs and employment available from the
moment a young person with an intellectual disability finishes school in October.
Once a person with an intellectual disability enters a sheltered workshop, they face
little chance of transitioning to mainstream employment.

People with an intellectual disability also often enter a day program that is
marketed as training or community development but does neither.

“Education in high schools [we are] not getting what we need - not being taught to
be prepared for when you leave school - need certificates to say we are qualified to
get a job”

The current School Leavers Employment Support (SLES) from the NDIS does not use
evidence-based measures to support a young person with an intellectual disability
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into work. Instead, many SLES programs use classroom-based learning, and are run
by organisations that also run ADEs.

Further study is often ruled out for young people with an intellectual disability, but it
should be an option for those who want to.

Policy asks:

The NDIS develops an internal assessment of the risk of a person going into
segregated work or activity settings, then provide information and support
for them and their family about mainstream options. If an ADE is chosen,
then a vocational review/development process is completed before entering
ADE and annually afterwards.

No ADE or day program provider can register to provide NDIS employment
supports, including SLES, for open employment services.

SLES and other transition to employment supports to be evidence-based and
focused on open and self-employment such as on-the-job training in open
employment and self-employment options.

SLES should be reviewed to support a model where transition and
development plans initiate from Year 10 onwards, rather than at the end of
education. This model was trialled in West Australia prior to the SLES roll-out.
DSS and NDIA to jointly fund Inclusion Australia to develop specific resources
about using NDIS employment supports, including SLES, to access open and
self-employment.

Federal and state/territory governments set minimum standards for access
and inclusion support at universities and TAFEs, in line with the Disability
Standards for Education, including supports specifically for students with an
intellectual disability.

© Inclusion Australia - June 2022
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