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A national voice for families of children with a disability




www.aafcd.org.au
The Australian Association for Families of Children with a Disability (AAFCD) is a national organisation representing children with disability and their families and is funded through the Department of Families, Housing, Communities and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA). We are a non-profit, community-based organisation. We work alongside families of children and young people with disability. Our organisation is changing its name in May 2010 to Children with Disability Australia.  

VISION

The vision of AAFCD is to provide children with disability the opportunity to live meaningful and fulfilling lives within safe, supportive and appropriate environments.  As part of this vision AAFCD acknowledges the critical role that families play in providing the necessary care and support to children with disability and recognises their need to be supported in this role. AAFCD will achieve this vision by:

1. Educating national public policy-makers and the broader community about the needs of children with disability and their families.

2. Advocating on behalf of children with disability to ensure individual choices and the best possible support and services are available to them from government and the community.

3. Informing families about the rights and entitlements of the child with disability to services and support.

4. Celebrating the successes and achievements of children with disability.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES

The principles that guide the work of AAFCD are:

Children the priority: that the safety and well-being of children with disability is paramount and consistent with Australia’s obligations under the international Convention on the Rights of the Child and the International Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Respect: for the views and interests of children with disability and their families.

Recognition: for contributions made by families to ensure the safety and well being of children with disability.

Inclusion: to ensure that children with all types of disability, from all cultural and religious backgrounds and from different family structures are supported by the work of AAFCD.

Responsiveness: to ensure that full advantage is taken of strategic opportunities that arise from the political and social policy environment that benefit children with disability. 

Collaboration: with relevant non-government, government and private sector partners to promote the interests of children with disability.

Transparency: within AAFCD’s governance structures, decision-making processes, financial expenditure and reporting activities.

AAFCD welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, (MCEETYA) on the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft 2010-2014.

AAFCD has a passionate commitment to advocate for the provision of high quality education for children with disability.  Every child with disability should be provided with an education where they have the opportunity to realise their full potential and to be greatly enriched through the process. 

The 2008 report ‘Making Progress: the health and development of Australia’s Children and Young People’ states that in 2003, 440,300 (8%) young people aged 0-19 had a disability.  Over 250,000 (6% of 5 –19 yr olds) were categorised as having schooling restrictions.  This term refers to children and adolescents with disability who may experience schooling restrictions that result in needing special assistance, arrangements or equipment at school, attending special classes or a special school, needing frequent time off school or having difficulty with aspects of schoolwork or the school environment. 

It has been difficult to obtain statistics on the prevalence of disability in indigenous children and young people.  The Australian Bureau of Statistics report in ‘The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander Peoples’ (2008) states that “among Australian children aged 0-14 years in 2006, indigenous children were 1.3 times as likely as non-indigenous children to need assistance (i.e. more that would usually be required for a children of their age) with self care, mobility or communication.”  These are the areas or “core activities” used when identifying and measuring disability. 

Earlier statistics relating to prevalence of disability in indigenous Australians have not included younger age groups.  The report of ‘Disability rates among Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander People’ provides rates from 2002 where 2.9% of indigenous young people aged 15-19 had severe or profound core activity limitation, i.e. those sometimes or always needing assistance to perform core activities.  Data for less severe disability was not reported.

The statistics, although limited, which are available regarding the prevalence of disability in indigenous children and young people indicate that there is a significant cohort of indigenous children with disability i.e. over 10%.  All children with disability have specific and diverse needs.  It is unclear how the specific educational needs of indigenous children with disability will be identified and met under the Indigenous Education Action Strategy proposed.

It is believed that indigenous children with disability would be even more at risk of disadvantage than indigenous children without disability as they would also face the additional barriers presently confronting children with disability and their families in the education system.  
Education is one of the most significant issues of concern for children with disability and their families.  Many families of children with disability report that, through their educational experiences, their children are subjected to limited opportunities, low 
expectations, exclusion, bullying, discrimination, assault and violation of human rights.
A common concern for families of children with disability is that their child is denied opportunities within education settings due to a focus on their perceived lack of ability thus creating unnecessarily low expectations.  The situation must be prevented where low expectations are based on presumptions of a child’s inability to achieve, due solely to the perception that the presence of an impairment is prohibitive.
The 2008 report ‘Making Progress: the health and development of Australia’s Children and Young People’ further reported that “overall, people with disability achieve lower educational qualifications than people without disability, and often have poorer labour market outcomes.  However, because the experience of disability stems from the interaction of individual and external factors, it is possible to reduce the impact of disability on the person’s participation in all aspects of life through early intervention, and environmental and societal modifications.”  Education has a key role to play in breaking down the barriers which still exist in regard to disability.

In addition, education, at all levels from early childhood to tertiary, has a vital role to play in achieving “inclusion”.  Education institutions are in a unique position to set the scene for a new generation of Australians.  They should be communities where students with disability have their rights acknowledged in regard to equal access to education, and authentic inclusion flourishes.  This vision involves students with disability being appropriately supported to enable them to make unique contributions to individual communities and in turn the wider society.  It is the view of AAFCD that communities are greatly enriched through the active participation of children with disability.  

Additional consideration should be given to the following issues for children with disability in the relevant sections of the proposed Indigenous Education Action Plan:

Readiness for School
Considerations

· Identification of developmental difference or disability.

· Availability, accessibility and appropriateness of early intervention.

· Obtaining of appropriate levels of inclusion support to enable access and inclusion to early childhood education.
· The individual and varied needs of children with disability need to be a specific focus.
· Adequate resources for children with disability need to be available.
· Staff need to receive appropriate and adequate training in relation to disability.
Engagement and connections
Considerations

· Cultural understandings and attitudes to children with disability.
· Children with disability often have different learning pathways which would make some identified performance indicators irrelevant, e.g. grade progression ratios.

· Issues of accountability when personalised learning plans are in place as generic curriculum inappropriate for an individual student.

Attendance
Considerations

· Do specific benchmarks and goals need to be established for children with disability?  Families are often directly told that their child is unable to attend a school because of the child’s disability or they are left with a feeling that their child would be such an inordinate burden on a particular school that they seek other options.  Another common occurrence is that funding only allows a student to attend part-time. 

The reality for many students with disability is that they cannot go to their local school because the school cannot meet their needs or they don’t want them.  Parents often feel they have no option but to send their child to a specialist disability school.  The inability to obtain adequate funding to support children with disability is a significant factor contributing to this situation.
Literacy and numeracy
Considerations

· The issue of accountability and the specific monitoring of the educational progress of individual students is an area of significant concern for families of children with disability.  There is limited accountability under the education system for children with disability.  Many students have individual educational plans but these contain goals that are established, implemented and evaluated by schools.  There is a prevailing concern that there is limited or no objective input into this process.  
Specific consideration to ensuring that appropriate curriculum and assessment are available to children with disability is important.  Specific attention must be given to ensuring the manner in which children with disability are educated can be accurately measured.
· The Naplan assessment is not an appropriate measure of educational progress for many students with disability so it is unclear of the value and relevance of this assessment tool for that cohort of students.

· The other concern is that schools are inappropriately gaining exemptions for students with disability because of a concern that they will negatively impact on total school performance.
Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development
Considerations 

· There are no national compulsory standards for qualifications for teachers or aides working with students with disability.  Many educational providers have no formal training in disability which is extremely problematic.
· The issue of recruitment and retaining of teachers is viewed as particularly problematic in the area of disability.  Families of children with disabilities often report frequent staff turnover, lack of expertise in the area of working alongside their children and staff shortages within schools and other early childhood education settings.  These issues are equally applicable to support staff in education i.e. integration aides and allied health professionals, who are essential to a team approach in achieving quality education for children with disabilities.  
· Aides are notoriously lowly paid despite their positions often being very demanding and requiring a high skill level. 
Pathways to real post-school options

Considerations

· Young people with disability have a right to access a range of post secondary options.  Adequate information and support to transition from the secondary system into tertiary or other post secondary options is regarded as a key component to successful youth transition.
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this strategy. 

Stephanie Gotlib
Executive Officer

