Ministerial Advisory Committee: Students with Disabilities 
(South Australia)

The Ministerial Advisory Committee: Students with Disabilities (MAC: SWD) would like to congratulate MCEECDYA on developing an Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft (2010-2014). The committee is particularly pleased to note that MCEECDYA will seek support from the Australian Health Ministers’ Conference and Community and Disability Services Ministers’ Conference to strengthen connections between these areas of responsibilities.

MAC: SWD has concerned itself with the care and education of Aboriginal children and students with a disability for a number of years and has provided several reports on this topic to the Minister for Education in South Australia, which can be accessed on our website www.macswd.sa.gov.au.

MAC: SWD has found in its investigations that there is a lack of culturally appropriate diagnostic tools for Aboriginal children and students and that some professionals are therefore reluctant to label Aboriginal children as having a disability. This in turn can lead to less support being made available to assist these children in early intervention programs, preschools and schools. Despite the lack of culturally appropriate tools, the percentage of Aboriginal students with a verified disability is about twice that of non-Aboriginal students. 

The high rate of middle ear infections and subsequent conductive hearing loss in Aboriginal children and students has been of particular interest to MAC: SWD. Hearing loss has a significant impact on language and literacy development, on education in general and future employment. The committee has found Aboriginal children with conductive hearing loss would benefit from early intervention approaches while they are developing language and before they start formalised education. In South Australia, Aboriginal children can start preschool at the age of 3 years. The committee has recommended that support is given to Aboriginal families to work with their children with—or at risk of developing—hearing loss before they start at preschool in order to develop listening and talking skills. 

In summary, MAC: SWD would recommend that the Draft Action Plan could be strengthened by 

· identifying Aboriginal children and students with a disability as a group that needs more targeted support 

· including and putting stronger emphasis on better connecting with Aboriginal families of children with a disability and working collaboratively with them to further their children’s development and education

· emphasising the importance of early intervention for Aboriginal children and students with a disability.

