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4 November 2003

Dear Dr Refshauge,

Proposal to Restructure the Department of Education and Training

On behalf of the Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW (MDAA), the peak body for people from a non-English speaking background (NESB) with disability and their families and carers in NSW, I urge you to reconsider the implementation of the proposed restructure of the Department of Education and Training. MDAA recognises that changes are necessary in order to improve access and equity and the achievement of highest possible educational outcomes for the people of NSW with the resources available, but we believe this needs to be done after greater consultation with DET teaching and support staff and the community. We would be very interested to be part of such a process.

Education is a critical factor to the realisation of many rights of people with disability. In particular, MDAA is committed to working towards an educational system that aims to provide people with disability the skills and opportunities to:

· gain employment

· live as independently as possible

· contribute financially and socially to community life

· contribute meaningfully to society.

For people with disability, most of these skills and educational opportunities are provided by public schools and TAFE NSW, in particular vocational educational and training courses at TAFE NSW. 

Our aim is to promote, protect and secure the rights and interests of people from a NESB with disability and their families and carers. Our comments on the proposal to restructure the Department of Education and Training (the Department) are made in that context.

Number of students from a NESB with disability affected by restructure

From the Department’s 2002 Ethnic Affairs Priorities Statement (EAPS) Report,
 data collected between 2000 and 2002 indicates that NSW Public Schools continued to enrol increased numbers of students from language backgrounds other than English (in 2002 n = 190,845). Similarly, data collected from TAFE NSW reflects increasing numbers of students from a NESB (in 2002 n = 92,715). Data collected in 2001 by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and the NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care (DADHC) indicated that 80,900 students with disability aged between 5-19 years attended school (7% of the school population).
  From these figures, MDAA estimates that:

· 13 359 students from a NESB with disability attended a NSW public school in 2002; and

· 19 616 students from a NESB with disability attended a NSW TAFE institute in 2002.

That is, a minimum 32 975 students from a NESB with disability were enrolled at NSW public schools and TAFE institutes in 2002.

Additionally, data from the NSW Department of Education and Training Annual Report 2002 indicated a fivefold increase in enrolments in vocational education and training (VET) courses at TAFE NSW from 2000 to 2002.

If these enrolment figures continue to increase as they have in the past, the Department will need to ensure that not only are current support levels maintained but that additional resources and support will be available in the future to guarantee access and equity for students from a NESB with disability so that they may achieve their maximum potential as members of the community. 

IMPACT OF THE PROPOSED RESTRUCTURE

MDAA is concerned about the current proposal to restructure the Department and the consequent impacts on public schools and TAFE NSW to deliver quality education to students from a NESB with disability. The current proposal seeks to decrease the level of support available to students by decreasing the level of expertise and capacity within the Department. Given that current staffing and support levels are struggling to meet the needs of students and teachers and that enrolment levels are likely to continue to rise, the proposed restructure is of serious concern.
Disability Programs Unit

MDAA is concerned about the proposed cuts and restructure of the Disability Programs Unit.  While the proposed cuts do not appear to affect the delivery of educational support to students enrolled in NSW Public Schools severely, we are very concerned about the impact on services and support to students enrolled in TAFE NSW. MDAA believes this will severely restrict the opportunities for people from a NESB with disability to gain the necessary educational qualifications essential to finding and maintaining employment. 
MDAA is particularly concerned about the loss of disability specific expertise to support students with disability by the elimination of three positions and restructuring of portfolios within the Unit.  Specifically, the restructure proposes to reduce the number of Senior Education Officers (SEO) from five to four and more importantly reclassifies the portfolios of the four SEOs under broad umbrella categories.  The restructure results in a change from the provision of specialist support in the following areas:

· deafness and hearing impairment

· vision impairment

· physical disability

· intellectual disability

· psychiatric and neurological disabilities

to:

· VET initiatives of significance 

· sensory impairments and technology

· institute support

· planning and reporting

MDAA generally applauds reforms that have the potential to address systemic issues that apply to people with disability.  For people from a NESB with disability, these initiatives are critical in the development of solutions that aim to remove barriers or address gaps in service provision that target both disability and ethnicity.  It appears that such systemic issues have the potential to be addressed by the current restructure.  MDAA does not support the current proposal, however, as these initiatives would be achieved with considerable loss of essential expertise required to support students with disability.  In particular, the loss of a psychiatric and neurological disabilities teacher consultant is of serious concern due to the increasing number of students being identified with this disability at school.  This increasing number of students will require increased support at TAFE.   MDAA would, however, support the retention of the current disability specialist positions plus the proposed positions with the ‘sensory impairments and technology’ position being changed to ‘technology support’.  This would strengthen the Department’s ability to identify gaps and barriers, optimise use of current resources and plan for future needs.

Multicultural Education Unit

MDAA is also concerned about the proposed cuts to the Multicultural Education Unit especially as the current EAPS Report compiled by the Department indicates that the number of students enrolled from a NESB is rising both in public schools and TAFE NSW. 

MDAA is concerned about the expertise and support that will be lost if the proposed restructure proceeds: 

· In the state office, support to schools will be reduced from 12 positions to 9 (loss of SEO2 Multicultural Programs; SEO2 Community Relations; and Clerk 9/10 Program Support and Coordination);
· In the state office, support to TAFE NSW will be reduced from 12 positions to 4 (loss of SEO Education Provisions and New Initiatives; SEO Operational Policy Support; SEO Multicultural Education and Training; SEO; Executive Officer Vocational Education and Training Programs Officer; Executive Officer English for Special Purposes Coordinator; Librarian; and a Library Technician);
· In the state office, clerical/administrative support will be reduced from 11.5 positions to 5 (loss of Clerk 5/6, Office Manager; Clerk 3/4, Interpreters for Schools; Clerk 1/2, Finance Officer; Clerical Officer 1/2 x 2; Graphic Designer; Website Control Officer (0.5); and 
· In the Districts, Multicultural/English as a Second Language consultants have been reduced from 13 to 11. The reduction and proposed redistribution means that both of these positions have been taken from the Sydney region, leaving 1 consultant in an area currently served by 4.
For students from a NESB with disability lack of access to support that deals with cultural and linguistic barriers can have disastrous consequences for educational outcomes, school retention rates, ability to make informed choices, employment opportunities and access to information.  The proposed cuts target service provision and support that impact on all these areas.  More specifically, the proposed cuts will inhibit the delivery of culturally competent services.  This situation is surprising given the number of policies that exist on both a federal and state level to ensure the delivery of culturally competent government services.  For example, The Charter of Public Service in a Culturally Diverse Society (Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, 1998) summarises seven principles (access, equity, communication, responsiveness, effectiveness, efficiency and accountability) which are seen to be central in the delivery of all services and aims to ensure that all government services are delivered in a way that is sensitive to the language and cultural needs of all Australians. This Charter was endorsed by Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments to ensure a consistent, national approach. 

For these reasons, MDAA does not support the current proposal as these cuts will result in the considerable loss of essential expertise and support services for students from a NESB with disability.
ATLAS Review and Reform Project 

The proposed restructure of the Department will not only significantly restrict the number of opportunities and support for people from a NESB with disability to gain educational qualifications which could flow on to better work opportunities, but also be at odds with current efforts by DADHC to improve support and services during the transition from school to employment for people in NSW with disability.  DADHC is currently undertaking an extensive review of Adult Training, Learning and Support (ATLAS), including an examination of DADHC and other state and commonwealth programs that contribute to the transition of people with disability from school to work.  By their nature, education and training provided by public schools and TAFE NSW to people with disability play a significant role in this process of transition.  In particular, the TAFE VET sector is critical in providing students with disability the necessary skills and experience essential for employment opportunities.  The aims of the ATLAS Review and Reform Project will be thwarted if the proposed cuts to those educational supports necessary for students from a NESB with disability, both in the public schools and TAFE NSW institutes, are implemented.

Disability Standards in Education
The proposed restructure and loss of staff, services and support for students with disability is also of concern as it will seriously impede the Department’s ability to implement the Disability Standards in Education.  These Standards have been developed in accordance with s31 of the Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992.  As all the States and Territories argued against the introduction of the Standards in their present state in July due to concerns of lack of staff and budget to implement and adhere to the Standards, any attempt to decrease the Department’s current capacity and expertise would further hinder the successful implementation of the Standards.

Conclusion

If we ask the question, does the current proposed restructure of the Department ensure a framework of rights and improve support to allow people from a NESB with disability to maximise their capabilities and realise their rights, the answer is ‘no’. 

Due to cultural and linguistic barriers, lack of access to information and the lack of culturally competent service delivery, MDAA has found that 3 out of 4 people from a NESB with disability miss out on essential government funded services and the majority have been unable to acquire the necessary qualifications to gain employment.  The proposed restructure of the Department will exacerbate these gaps in service provision and lead to decreased access and equity for students from a NESB with disability by decreasing the expertise and capacity in both the Disability Programs Unit and Multicultural Education Unit.  Furthermore, the proposed restructure seems to be at odds with the supports and services necessary for the forthcoming implementation of the Disability Standards in Education and DADHC’s review of ATLAS to improve transition from school to work for people with disability. 

MDAA urges you to reconsider the implementation of the proposed restructure of the Department as it fails to remove current barriers or address gaps in service provision and decreases access and equity for students from a NESB with disability. 

We are happy to provide you with further details and contribute to a community consultation process which seeks to improve outcomes for all students with disability.

Yours sincerely

Maureen Kingshott

Assistant Director
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