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TTY: (02) 9687 6325
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19 April 2010
The Director
General Purpose Standing Committee No. 2
Parliament House
Macquarie St
Sydney  NSW  2000
Dear Director,
Re: Submission to the Inquiry into the provision of education to students with a disability or special needs
Please find enclosed the Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association’s response to the Inquiry into the provision of education to students with a disability or special needs.
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 faithfully
Diana Qian

Executive Director
Submission to the 

Inquiry into the provision of education to students with a disability or special needs
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April 2010
Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW

PO Box 9381 Harris Park 2150

Phone: 02-9891 6400  
Email: mdaa@mdaa.org.au

About MDAA 

MDAA is the peak advocacy body in New South Wales (NSW) for people from non-English speaking background (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 receive funding from Ageing, Disability and Home Care, Department of Human Services (ADHC) and the Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) to provide advocacy services.

MDAA is also a registered training organisation, providing support to government, non-government and private agencies to increase their cultural competence.  
Our Submission
This submission is based on MDAA’s experience of providing individual advocacy to people from NESB with disability and specific research into education.  In 2008-2009 we provided individual advocacy support to 399 people with all types of disability.  Education continues to be one of the top five issues for which advocacy assistance is sought and provided. 
In October 2005, MDAA published All I want is what’s best for my child (the School Report).  It documents the experiences of 25 families with students from NESB with disability in NSW schools.  Participants lived in both metropolitan and regional areas of NSW (Newcastle, Wollongong and Griffith).  It was initiated because of the lack of knowledge about the educational experiences of students from NESB with disability.  A summary and the full report are attached as appendices.
Our submission highlighted some of the findings of the School Report as well as a number of additional case studies arise from our recent advocacy work.  However, it is important that the Committee considers the full School Report as the issues raised are still current.  Please note that all identifying details in these case studies have been modified to preserve individual privacy.  
Comments on the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference

This submission focuses on Terms of Reference 1, 3, 4 and 6 of the Inquiry.

TOR One: The nature, level and adequacy of funding for the education of children with a disability
Low Expectations: Research informing the School Report indicates that despite concerns raised, many parents were simply delighted that their child was at school.  A child being given a place at school is seen by many as an achievement in itself, with many families not focusing on or expecting any substantial educational gains.  Approximately forty percent of those interviewed were happy with the situation and reported that they had no significant problems.  However, sixty percent of the parents interviewed, raised varying concerns about the quality and adequacy of their children’s education. 
Future Options: When asked what they believe the future holds for their children leaving school, parents’ responses varied depending on the level of support the student required.  Parents of students who attended a School for Specific Purpose (SSP) expected nothing more than an increase in the level of their child’s independence and hoped that after they completed school some other source of ‘respite care’ would be available.  Some parents of students who attended Support units or mainstream classrooms expressed a desire for their child to participate in further training or employment.  Families wanted to maximise their child’s capacity in the areas they enjoyed.  They either assumed the school would offer suggestions about ways to access further training or did not know what to do. 
Khalil’s mother did not know what he would do when he left school in a few weeks time but thought the school might tell her what would happen.  When asked how she thought he would spend his time she replied that, even though his spina bifida made it difficult, he liked working on the computer and was very good at it.  Maybe he could study the computer. (p.47)
For parents of students from NESB with disability, knowing what they can expect from the education system and beyond is critical to the educational and vocational outcomes of their children.  There are significant cultural and linguistic barriers in understanding what options are available and what those options mean yet there are no designated support made available to these families.  The parents who were happy with their child’s schooling did not indicate whether they were aware that there were other education options or whether they had received any assistance to make informed choice about what’s best for their child.  
Limited Regional Resources: In rural areas, access (or lack of access) to trained staff and resources appears to dictate the choices available.  The inability of the education sectors to provide the support needed can result in families relocating to larger urban centres.  Families were frustration to having to move and justify such disruptive moves as being the best option available.  They did not question the failure of the education sector to provide the resources the student needs to reach their learning capacity.
Alex’s mother explained that her son who has very high support needs had been integrated into a mainstream country school.  He was the only student who uses a wheelchair and who can’t communicate verbally.  The school did not have trained staff and ultimately the family moved so he could attend an SSP in a larger town, where there were trained staff and other students who had similar support needs. (p.48)
Funding: Parents interviewed expressed their concern with being required to apply for funding for support services every year for their child. The changing eligibility for funding was also raised.  Parents struggle to understand why funding for their child’s special education needs is constantly reviewed and, as in Hao’s story below, can suddenly change.  The criteria used to allocate funds are complicated in all sectors, especially when funds come from a variety of sources including both Commonwealth and State governments.  
TOR Three: The level and adequacy of current special education places within the education system
Finding the Right School: As indicated on page 50 of the report, a number of parents interviewed reported difficulty finding the right placement for their child.  In some cases this was because there were no appropriate facilities in the area where they lived.  Often their only educational choice was the local government school, where staff may lack the appropriate training and facilities were not accessible.  Their child might be the only child with high support needs in the school and there may not be any staff available to provide for the child’s personal care needs let alone their educational needs.
As the case study below highlights, families have difficulty finding a school which can provide the appropriate level of support to their children.

As a 3 year old Robert’s family moved to Canberra so he could access an early intervention program recommended for children with Cri-duchat syndrome.  The family moved again and Robert’s primary schooling was in a Support unit in a NSW north coast Public School but the staff did not have adequate training to meet his high support needs.

When the family moved to Sydney DET suggested a placement in a Support unit. The family did not believe the unit could provide the appropriate support.  They believed that the Principal also had doubts about the suitability of the placement.  Someone suggested that an SSP would be more appropriate as Robert is non-verbal, immobile and has epilepsy. The family had to persuade DET to offer him a place at an SSP that has a long waiting list, however, with the help of the DET District Office he was offered a place after 6 weeks. Robert’s mother believes that because she was educated in Australia and worked in the disability sector she knew what services were available and whom to contact to get what her son needed. (P. 51)
The Waiting Game: Many of the parents interviewed or surveyed for the School Report reported experiencing long periods of exclusion while waiting for an appropriate placement.  
Some families who have waited for a diagnosis then have to wait for a place in a suitable school.  Some also experience further delays waiting for transport arrangements.  Many families from NESB lack the knowledge and confidence to navigate the various eligibility criteria and waiting lists.  These periods of waiting can be extremely confusing for families.  For those with low levels of English language proficiency, each new piece of correspondence comes with angst and confusion as they have to wait for someone to translate the letters/documents. 

Cha initially attended a school for the blind.  His family were worried that he was not progressing but didn’t know how to alleviate their concerns.  Eventually the teachers suggested he be tested and only then was the extent of his intellectual disability realised.  With DET assistance an appropriate school placement was found but Cha had to wait for 6 months before he could start.  Cha also has physical disability and needs transport to and from school. It was another 6 weeks before the bus could start taking him to and from school. (p.51)
Limited Regional Resources: The following case study highlights the limited options available to students living in regional and rural areas. 
Six year old Isabella lives in regional NSW with her parents Alberto and Gabriela who migrated to Australia from Spain 15 years ago.  Isabella was diagnosed as having a speech and language disorder when she was four years old.  She has difficulty putting words in the right order when she speaks making it difficult for her to be understood by others.

After undergoing an assessment by a community health speech pathologist it was recommended that Isabella commence kindergarten in the language enrichment class at her local primary school.  Students in this class are taught by a trained teacher in special education and receive intensive speech therapy daily from kindergarten to year 2.  

At the end of last year, Alberto and Gabriela applied to DET for a place for Isabella in the Learning Assistance Program (Language Enrichment Class).  Students must apply yearly and be assessed for their eligibility for the Learning Assistance Program.  Isabella's parents were verbally informed by DET that they were not accepting any kindergarten enrolments for the Language Enrichment Class as it was viewed that the class would most likely be closed at some stage in 2010.  This was due to observations made by DET that children who complete kindergarten to year 2 in language enrichment classes often can not sustain the increased level of language skills that they acquire in those classes once they are placed in a mainstream class in year 3.  As a result of this change of direction by DET, Isabella’s application was rejected.  
Alberto and Gabriela were very disappointed that DET had made a decision which would have a significant impact on their child, without consulting parents; particularly as there are limited options for special school education in rural and regional areas.  

DET has offered Isabella 30 minutes support a day from a teacher’s aide in a mainstream classroom.  This person may or may not be trained in special education or speech therapy.  In addition, Isabella’s teacher would only be relieved two days per term to create a learning plan specifically for Isabella.  
Alberto and Gabriela are not satisfied with this offer as it will severely limit the level of intensive special education that their daughter receives and is likely to increase her disadvantage. 
TOR Four: The adequacy of integrated support services for children with a disability in mainstream settings, such as school classrooms
Support Available: A key theme throughout the report was the difficulty parents had in understanding the education system and the options available to their children.  Some families are not given any choice, or offered explanations about the differences between integration in a regular classroom and attending Support units. 
Some parents reported having to take the initiative to change classes when their children experienced difficulties and this was extremely difficult when language was a barrier to communication and cultural understanding was lacking on both sides.  Parents from NESB often rely on the experiences of other parents as a source of information to guide their own actions.

‘Recently the school told me that the funding for Hao’s teacher’s aide time has been cut for next year.  He has a language delay and mild autism but has been doing well so I want him to keep the funding so he continues to do well because after next year he goes to high school.  I tried to make an appointment to see the Principal but I couldn’t get in to see him.  I went home and rang the TIS (telephone interpreter service) and rang the school to speak to the Principal.  Through the interpreter I explained why I wanted to speak to him.  He said he knew and he couldn’t do anything about it.  He wouldn’t discuss it any more…I don’t understand why this is happening and who’s going to help him’. (P. 54)
TOR Six: Student and family access to professional support and services, such as speech therapy, occupational therapy, physio therapy and school counsellors
Cultural and linguistic Barriers: Parents acknowledged that they often lacked language skills and/or knowledge of the ‘system’.  They reported experiences of limited support and assistance from the education sector when trying to understand not only their child’s disability, but also the NSW education, health and disability systems, in an effort to make the best decisions for their child.  They found that officials lacked knowledge and understanding about their cultural background and language needs, and frequently lacked any understanding that many parents are alone when negotiating a system they do not understand.  Parents believe that their difficulty with communication means it takes extra time to solve problems and they worry that their child is missing out on a service they desperately need.  The high percentage of students from NESB in Support units (32.5% compared with the 26.2% of students from NESB in the total school population)
 indicates that one of the outcome of the system’s inability to deal with the diversity of its target population is that children from NESB with disability are more likely to receive lower quality or more restrictive education.

Recommendations

The recommendations listed below are drawn directly from the School Report.  Whilst the report was published in 2005, the recommendations still remain relevant for students from NESB with disability and their families.  If implemented they will greatly improve the access and quality of outcomes for families and students from NESB with disability in the school system.
Recommendation 1: All education systems appoint community based workers that are trained in cultural competence and disability awareness.  Their role would be to coordinate, facilitate and liaise with different service providers, agencies and families from NESB to ensure that services are accessed equitably by students from NESB with disability and their parents.
Recommendations: 2. All education systems provide cultural competence training for all staff to ensure that cultural competence is core business in practice and policies, in all schools, classrooms and within curricula.
Recommendations: 3. Funding criteria across all education sectors are consistent for providing support to students with disability and students from NESB.  The criteria for access to support services must be based on individual student needs, using assessment tools that are culturally and linguistically appropriate, and must take into account:

· the student’s migration/ refugee history;
· the student’s English language skills;
· the impact of the disability on the student’s learning;
· the student’s school results;
· the student’s geographical location;
· socio-economic indicators; and
· demographic profiles and trends.
Recommendation 4: Once a diagnosis is obtained, support funding is ongoing and does not require annual re-application.
Recommendation 5: All policy and procedural documents, school newsletters and correspondence are translated into relevant community languages and made available in print and electronic formats.  
Recommendation 6: Interpreters are made available to all schools and families.
Recommendation 7: Both the State and Federal governments provide ongoing funding to ensure adequate training in early identification, diagnosis, service provision and cultural competence for General Practitioners (GPs), specialist service providers, e.g. speech pathologists, trainee teachers and for the professional development of current teachers.
Recommendation 8: Government departments and non-government organisations develop (or continue) memorandums of understanding with each other, whole of government planning groups, professional networks and interagency protocols to ensure equitable access to education and training.
Recommendation 9: Education providers implement advice from organisations that raise specific issues from community groups such as the Parents and Citizens Association and multicultural community organisations.
Recommendation 10: Schools put in place mechanisms to:

· develop effective communication with families from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds;
· include parents in student review and reappraisal processes;
· deliver professional development that incorporates cultural diversity; the impact of immigration; anti-racism education; managing conflicts; the needs of refugee students; and communication with parents and community members from diverse backgrounds;
· deliver extensive training in disability education for teachers of students with disability integrated into regular classrooms;
· ensure adequate numbers of English as Second Language (ESL) teachers are available to provide language programs in all schools; and
· demonstrate for parents from NESB how policies are implemented and how families and students can comply with these policies.
Recommendation 11: Post school options are communicated to and discussed with students and parents before their final term at school.  This information must be provided in relevant languages, and opportunities made available for parents and students to ask questions.

� Note: these figures are based on 2003 enrolments see page 31-39 of ‘AlI want is what’s best for my child report’ for more information on how these figures were derived.






