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Multicultural Disability Advocacy

Association of NSW

PO Box 9381, HARRIS PARK NSW 2150

40 Albion Street, Harris Park

Telephone: (02) 9891 6400

Toll Free: 1800 629 072

TTY: (02) 9687 6325

Facsimile: (02) 9635 5355

E-mail: mdaa@mdaa.org.au

ABN: 60 737 946 674

15 August 2008

AMEP Review Team

Department of Immigration and Citizenship

PO Box 25

Belconnen  ACT  2616

Re: Review of the Adult Migrant English Program 
The Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW (MDAA) is the peak advocacy body representing the rights and interests of people from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) with disability and their families and carers in NSW.
MDAA’s response to the Review of the Adult Migrant English Program follows.  Our comments are informed by our individual advocacy with people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on these issues. If you require further information about this submission, please contact me on (02) 9891 6400 or email diana.qian@mdaa.org.au
Yours sincerely

Ms Diana Qian

Executive Director

MDAA response to the
Review of the Adult Migrant English Program
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About MDAA 

MDAA is the peak advocacy body in New South Wales (NSW) for people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.  It is the only advocacy service in NSW available specifically to people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.
Our aim is to promote, protect and secure the rights of people from NESB with disability, their families and carers in NSW.  We work to ensure fair access to services and fair policies in the government and non-government sectors.
We provide a range of advocacy services, including individual advocacy to over 400 people per year.  We receive funding from the NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care (DADHC) and the Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) to provide these advocacy services.
Our Comments

MDAA welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Review of the Adult Migrant English Program. 

The Adult Migrant English Program is a great opportunity for new Australians to learn the English language. In its current form, however, MDAA believes that people from NESB with disability are not effectively being catered for in the delivery of the program and are consequently being excluded from opportunities. MDAA strongly urges the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) to introduce and maintain socially inclusive practices in the delivery of the AMEP, which incorporate the needs of all eligible students, not just those without disability.
MDAA has worked with various AMEP providers throughout NSW and we acknowledge they provide an important community service. However from our experience, many of the AMEP providers appear to have limited understanding of disability and cultural issues, people’s needs and/ or specifically the effects of disability on learning. 
We provide the following comments in response to the review of the AMEP. Our comments below are based on the experience of our advocates as well as our consumers in their dealings with these services.  
‘There are hardly any people from NESB with disability in Australia, because they are not allowed into the country’ 

An often perpetuated myth is that, due to the restrictions in Australia’s migration policy, people with disability do not migrate to Australia. Whilst this might be true in many instances, MDAA has ample evidence which illustrates that despite restrictive immigration policies, people with disability (intellectual, sensory, physical, psychiatric, brain injury, etc) continue to enter Australia. 
The National Ethnic Disability Alliance (2001) estimates that one in four people  living in Australia with disability is from a NESB
 (being either born in a non-English speaking country or having one or both parents who were born in a non-English speaking country).
Suggested reasons for this include:
· the concentration of many NESB migrants in jobs and industries (unskilled or semi-skilled labourers) where the incidence of industrial accidents is high;
· potential for post-traumatic stress disorder and other psychiatric and physical disabilities resulting from the refugee / migration experience;
· the higher incidence of marriage between relatives in some communities which increases the risk of genetically-based disability;
· unfamiliar and inaccessible health systems and early intervention programs, resulting in late diagnosis and delayed treatment of children with disability, increasing the likelihood of a condition deteriorating.
MDAA emphasises that it is important for AMEP administrators, providers and teachers to acknowledge the inaccuracy of the aforementioned myth, as it limits both the opportunities and/or support that is made available to people with disability.
Further, the structuring, planning and delivery of classes by AMEP providers should cater for the needs of people with disability. Often, newly arrived people from NESB with disability, have had limited access to health care and education, resulting in late diagnosis of disability. This late diagnosis is further complicated as migrants and humanitarian entrants fear being returned to countries of origin, if the relevant authorities become aware of their disability (which they may or may not have been aware of before entry to Australia). 
Disability and Cultural Awareness

With Australia, having a very diverse population (22.2% were born overseas and 21% speaking a language other than English at home
), it is critical for all government department staff to enhance their capacity to respond to and operate well within this diversity. In MDAA’s experience and that of our consumers, there is an ongoing need to enhance AMEP providers’ awareness of culture, disability and its interaction. One way of enhancing the skills and knowledge of staff is through ongoing training.  

The AMEP is aimed at assisting recently arrived migrants or humanitarian entrants to develop English language skills
. MDAA strongly encourages the Department of Immigration and Citizenship when awarding tenders to prospective AMEP providers to require all relevant staff and volunteers receive training in cultural competency and the interaction with disability through Disability Awareness training. This would better prepare teachers to work with students from diverse backgrounds who may or may not have a disability.
Supporting Students with Disability
Cultural Competence Training and Disability Awareness Training are suggested as only minimal first steps. A truly inclusive provision of the AMEP, would respond to the needs of students with disability, removing barriers which limit their choices and opportunities to participate. The key role for AMEP providers, particularly teachers when assessing English language ability, even within classrooms, would be to identify possible disability related issues and learning difficulties, and make the appropriate referrals for further assessment and support by the relevant agencies (for example health services, education and disability). 
This stage is crucial, particularly if the AMEP provider has limited knowledge, resources or skills to teach a student with a disability (e.g. vision impairment, cognitive disability etc). Moreover, in MDDA’s experience individuals with disability, their families and carers from NESB, particularly those that have recently arrived in Australia, often have limited knowledge and expertise in accessing information. This is compounded if carers of individuals with disability have low levels of English language proficiency, and have difficulty communicating with disability services, particularly where the service is unwilling to use a professional interpreter.  AMEP providers would therefore have a crucial role in facilitating contact between different service sectors, such as health, education and disability on behalf of the person with disability.
Case Study (of an MDAA consumer):

A woman with vision impairment who has tertiary qualifications, but poor English language proficiency, was recommended to attend English classes by Centrelink. She required a higher level of English tuition, than the level offered by the AMEP provided. She also required class material to be in large print due to her disability. Her request for large print was ignored. Frustrated with the level of teaching and lack of consideration of her disability, she stopped attending the class. 
Learning Options

The structuring, planning and delivery of classes by AMEP providers must cater for the needs of a student with disability, if the AMEP is to meet the Governments’ broader policy agenda of social inclusion. For example, in cases where availability of child care is limited, options should be explored such as the Home Tutor Scheme or, for those who it is appropriate, Distance Learning. 
MDAA is concerned, however that the Home Tutor Scheme (HTS) is reliant on volunteers. Whilst volunteers might have the necessary skills, consistent delivery of the HTS is not necessarily guaranteed. 
More meaningful and experiential activities can also be incorporated into the learning curriculum: (for example: practical activities such as using aids to better communicate with services (such as use of compic) or consulting or working with disability organisations in teaching Braille, Auslan or other ways/means of communication). Inclusion of such activities in the curriculum for people with disability would enhance their ability.
Increase Allocated Hours

MDAA requests a review of the allocated 510 hours for AMEP, particularly as individuals with learning difficulties may require more time to learn English, due to their disability. Co-ordination and clear referral pathways with other English language learning programs is needed, such as the Language, Literacy and Numeracy Program offered through the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, as they target and specialise in teaching English to people with disability.
Conclusion

The AMEP is a great opportunity for migrants and humanitarian entrants to learn English. The opportunity however, for people with disability to participate in this program is in many cases limited. AMEP providers should make concerted efforts to identify and support students with disability, and train staff in cultural competence and disability awareness. 
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