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1. Introduction
 
Vision Australia welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Australian Government Department of Education in relation to the 2025 Review of the Disability Standards for Education (the Standards) (the Review).

This submission addresses Topics 1 and 2 in the Discussion Paper relevant to the Review (the Discussion Paper), as they relate to students who are blind or have low vision.   
2. Context 
Education is a fundamental human right.  Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities recognises the right of people with disabilities to be able to access education without discrimination and on an equal basis with others.

The importance of inclusive education for students with disability cannot be overstated.  It was a considerable focus of the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability (the DRC).  In Volume 7 of its Final Report, the DRC stated:

“An inclusive education is vital because it shapes the self-esteem and aspirations of students with disability.  It also maximises students’ ability to gain rewarding employment, participate fully in the community and lead a fulfilling life… School education is perhaps the most important opportunity to shape attitudes and social norms relevant to people with disability.  An inclusive education fosters respect and embraces the differences, diversity and inherent dignity of people with disability.  These attitudes and values are critical in preventing violence against, and the abuse, neglect and exploitation of, people with disability…

An inclusive schooling system should aim to ensure that students with disability access and participate in learning and extracurricular activities to the greatest extent they can and on an equal basis with their peers…”

For Australians who are blind or have low vision, quality and inclusive education at all levels is vital to enabling later participation in the civil, political, economic, social, and cultural spheres of society on the same basis as other members of the community. 
 
There is a particularly strong link between a quality education and the subsequent gaining of meaningful employment.  Vision Australia research has shown that 75% of people who are blind or have low vision that also have a tertiary education are employed. Given the otherwise low employment rates for the blind and low vision community[footnoteRef:1], it is clear that an education system that is inclusive and accessible and allows access to tertiary education is critical to improving employment and economic outcomes for this cohort.  [1:  A report conducted by Vision Australia in 2012 showed that 58% of the blind and low vision community were not working.  Furthermore, a 2018 research study conducted by CNIB Foundation (Canada), Vision Australia and the Blind Foundation of New Zealand found that people with a vision impairment were significantly less likely to be employed than their sighted counterparts.  ] 


3. Recommendations

We make the following recommendations in relation to the Review (further details in respect of which are set out in the submission):
· The Department of Education make it a compulsory and reportable requirement for educational institutions to provide the Standards (and information explaining the Standards) to all students and parents at the point of an application for enrolment, in a form which is accessible.
· State and Territory governments be encouraged to adopt enrolment provisions similar to those in clause 7 of the recently passed Education and Children’s Services (Inclusive Education) Amendment Bill 2025 (SA). 
· Independent enforcement bodies be established in each jurisdiction, having the power to conduct specific and random audits with the aim of monitoring and improving compliance with the Standards, particularly in relation to educational adjustments.
· Formal principles be incorporated in the Standards relevant to consultation, issues resolution and complaint handling, and education providers be required to comply with these principles.
· As suggested by the DRC, the creation or expansion of complaint management offices within educational authorities which are at arm’s length from schools, particularly for the purpose of addressing complaints about students with disability.
· As suggested by the DRC, the embedding of complaint handling duties and measures in registration requirements for schools as a means of enforcing compliance with those duties.
  
4. Survey 
To inform this submission, Vision Australia conducted a survey of students, and parents and supporters of those students, about their educational experiences or the educational experiences of their children (the VA Survey).  The VA survey was designed to capture information about students aged from 5 to 25 years old. It asked questions regarding awareness and usefulness of the Standards, as well as experiences in relation to enrolment, educational adjustments, individual education plans, visiting teachers, braille, general supports, consultation and complaints. We received 70 complete responses to the VA Survey, which was open to respondents for a period of approximately two weeks.  The VA Survey was distributed via email, and was also promoted on social media and through client newsletters.



Responses to the VA Survey regarding demographics showed that:
· 36% of respondents live in NSW, 27% live in Victoria, 33% live in Queensland, 3% live in the ACT, and 1% live in South Australia.  
· 54% of respondents live in a major city or metropolitan area, 30% in a regional city or large town, 14% in a regional or rural area and 1% in a remote or very remote area.
· 81% of the respondents to the survey are parents or supporters of students, and 19% are students themselves.
· 54% of students attend primary school, 34% are high school students and 11% are undertaking vocational or higher education.
· Of the school aged students, 61% attend public schools, 18% attend Catholic schools, 13% attend Independent schools, and 8% attend other types of schools, including specialist schools and homeschools.
· Of the students engaged in vocational or higher education, 75% attend University, 13% attend TAFE, and 12% attend other institutions.
· 10% of students are totally blind, 37% of students are legally blind (a category based on visual acuity that is used as an eligibility criterion for various State/Territory and Commonwealth benefits), 47% of students have low vision, and 6% of students have other types of vision impairment.
· 41% of students had disabilities additional to blindness or low vision.  This included autism, hearing impairment, cerebral palsy, ADHD, intellectual impairment, epilepsy and global development delay.

Findings from the VA Survey are discussed throughout this submission, but the overriding theme is that the Standards are simply not working to deliver educational equity to students who are blind or have low vision at any level of education.

Quotes from respondents to the VA Survey are included in the submission to support arguments and recommendations made regarding the Standards.  
	
Data from a survey conducted by Vision Australia in response to the 2020 Review of the Disability Standards for Education (the 2020 Survey) will also be referenced to compare changes in the level of awareness of the Standards between 2020 and now.  The 2020 Survey was directed at students aged between 5 and 19, and their parents and supporters.  It received 87 complete responses.

5. Topic One – Effective Implementation of the Standards

The Discussion Paper recognises that further action is needed to ensure that staff within the education sector are meeting their responsibilities under the Standards, noting that students are still having experiences at educational institutions that are inconsistent with the intent of the Standards.  The Discussion Paper poses the following questions:

1. Before this Review, how much did you know about the Standards?
2. Before this Review, were you aware of the free online resources that are available to help you to understand the Standards and advocate for your rights?
3. What have your experiences been with how the Standards have been put into practice so that you, or the student(s) you support, can access and participate in education?
4. What further support or guidance would help you to access and participate in your education?
5.1. Knowledge of the Standards and Information Resources

It is undoubtedly the case that if students with disability and their parents and supporters are not aware of the Standards and their rights under them, the likelihood of the Standards being effective is significantly diminished.  

The VA Survey specifically asked respondents whether they had heard of the Standards.  Alarmingly, 59% of respondents answered ‘No’.  This is a significant increase from the answer to this same question in the 2020 Survey which showed a negative response from 44% of respondents.  Further, of the respondents to the VA Survey who were aware of the Standards:
· Only 24% had knowledge of the Standards prior to enrolment, with 38% becoming aware of them after they or their child had already commenced school or studies.  
· The majority did not fully understand the Standards, with 7% answering that the Standards were not clear at all, 68% answering that they were somewhat clear (in that they understood some parts of the Standards but other parts were confusing), and 24% answering that they were very clear.
· 45% did not believe that the Standards were helping them or their child to access education on the same basis as other students.

The VA Survey also asked respondents whether they had heard of the information resources to help students with disability and their caregivers understand their rights under the Standards.  In a similar vein, 77% of respondents answered ‘No’ to this question.  Although, of those respondents who were aware of the information resources, 69% had used the resources to help them understand their rights or their children’s rights under the Standards, or to advocate for those rights (showing a genuine desire by students and parents to understand their educational rights when information is available to them).

It is extremely concerning that despite being in force for 20 years, knowledge and awareness of the Standards is not only low, but according to data for our cohort, lower than 5 years ago  Educational equality for students with disability is far from attainable in these circumstances.  

One respondent to the VA Survey commented:

“Overall, my learning experience for the last 13 years has been positive.  There is support when I need it but I have never been very informed about what I had rights to ask for…”
	 
This is an unacceptable situation, which requires positive action to rectify. Without adequate knowledge of the Standards, students and parents simply do not know what to reasonably expect, which can lead to a student not being properly supported. Accordingly, there needs to be a strong focus on raising awareness of the Standards.

In our view, to ensure that students with disability and their parents and supporters have knowledge of the Standards, there needs to be a structured framework through which information about the Standards is provided.  It is open to the Department to make it a compulsory and reportable requirement for educational institutions to provide the Standards (and information explaining the Standards) to all students and parents at the point of an application for enrolment, in a form which is accessible.  It is clear that  explicit action is needed so that the situation which has existed for the last 20 years does not continue, and the intent of the Standards can be fully realised.  
5.2. Experiences in accessing and participating in education

To assess the practical application of the Standards for students who are blind or have low vision, the VA Survey canvassed the experiences of students, and their parents and supporters, on different aspects of the educational process, namely enrolment, educational adjustments, individual education plans, visiting teachers, braille and general supports.  Questions were also asked about the extent to which the Standards were referenced at particular points of the process.  More specific information about each of these areas is set out below.

On a broad level, the responses to the VA Survey showed that there is significant disparity between the experiences of students who are blind or have low vision with educational institutions. They also showed that the extent to which the Standards are being referenced by students, parents and supporters and educational institutions is very low. This is consistent with our general experience over many years.  For students who are blind or have low vision, educational support and assistance has seemed to depend on what school or institution they attend, the teaching staff allocated, and the extent to which students, or parents and supporters on their behalf, are able to advocate.

It is unacceptable that students with similar needs should be receiving different levels of educational support, and having different experiences, where there is overarching and long standing legislation and Standards designed to ensure that all students with disability have the necessary supports to learn and participate on the same basis as their peers.  It suggests that where positive educational outcomes are being experienced by students, it is because of subjective factors, and not necessarily because of the effectiveness of the Standards. 

Some general comments from respondents about their educational experiences included: 

“My daughter hasn’t had any recognition or support from school since she started 3 years ago.”

“I feel she is just surviving not thriving.”

“Through no fault of my child, the learning gap is getting bigger and no clear way to reduce the learning gap.

“My educational experience would have been improved had I received the same access as my peers.”

5.2.1. The VA Survey - Enrolment

The VA Survey asked respondents to rate their enrolment experiences, from extremely easy to extremely difficult.  For school aged students, this question was asked of parents and supporters.  For students engaged in vocational or higher education, the students themselves were questioned.  

For school aged students, 30% of parents and supporters rated the enrolment experience as extremely difficult or somewhat difficult, 26% rated it as neither difficult nor easy, and 44% rated it as extremely easy or somewhat easy.  It was also reported:
· By 30% of respondents that staff at their child’s school did not consult with them about their child’s vision impairment during the enrolment process.
· By 91% of respondents that they did not themselves refer to the Standards during the enrolment process.
· By 84% of respondents that their child’s school did not refer to the Standards during the enrolment process.

For students engaged in vocational or higher education, 25% rated the enrolment experience as somewhat difficult, 13% rated it as neither difficult nor easy, and 62% rated it as extremely easy or somewhat easy.  It was also reported:
· By 88% of students that the enrolment process was accessible.
· By 25% of students that staff at the educational institution did not consult with them about their vision impairment during the enrolment process.
· By 88% of students that they did not themselves refer to the Standards during the enrolment process.
· By 63% of students that their educational institution did not refer to the Standards during the enrolment process.

Of the respondents to the VA Survey, 20% also noted that they or their child had been refused enrolment at an educational institution because of their vision impairment.  Many of the educational institutions cited lack of capacity or resources as the reason for refusal. Often practical educational strategies and adjustments for students who are blind or have low vision are readily available and within the knowledge of the student, parent or service providers delivering vision specific supports.  It is regularly the case, however, that students are discouraged from continuing with enrolment applications before meaningful discussions can be held as to what educational adjustments may be appropriate for them. 

Some of the comments from respondents around enrolment refusal were:

“Originally wanted to enrol my daughter in the local catholic school but upon enrolment and submitting paperwork they said they couldn’t accommodate her vision needs.”
	
”They did not believe I would be able to cope with their institution, believing I would be too difficult to deal with.”

	“School is not set up to deal with her disability and low vision.”

The South Australian government has recently passed the Education and Children’s Services (Inclusive Education) Amendment Bill 2025.  Clause 7 of that Bill will introduce a provision into the Education and Children’s Services Act 2019 stating that a child must not be refused enrolment at a school on the basis of the child having a disability unless the enrolment would cause unjustifiable hardship to the school.  It will also introduce provisions requiring Principals to report on matters around enrolment of children with disability, including the number of children that were refused enrolment because of unjustifiable hardship.  We would urge the Department to encourage other State and Territory governments to adopt provisions similar to those in South Australia as a means of providing fair and transparent enrolment processes for students with disability.

5.2.2. The VA Survey – What educational adjustments are being made?

Of the respondents to the VA survey, 80% said that their educational institution had made adjustments to make it easier for the student to learn, and 70% said that their educational institution had made adjustments to make it easier for the student to participate in the educational setting.   

There were a range of adjustments listed by respondents, which can be broadly categorised as:
1. Provision of material in an alternative format, including digital, large print and Braille.
2. Access to assistive technology.
3. Alternate seating arrangements in the classroom, and screen mirroring for devices.
4. Additional time for assessments, and provision of scribes.
5. Adjustments to the built environment, such as contrast lines, and measures to reduce glare.
6. Provision of low vision and tactile aids.
7. Access to support teachers.
8. Support for sporting lessons and excursions.

5.2.3. The VA Survey – Consistency and Satisfaction with Educational Adjustments

Whilst it is pleasing that some of the students the subject of the VA Survey are receiving appropriate educational adjustments, the provision and extent of adjustments was inconsistent amongst the respondents.  In this respect, we note that responses to the VA survey showed that:
1. 20% of the subject students were receiving no adjustments at all in relation to their learning.
2. 30% of the subject students were receiving no adjustments at all to assist with their participation in the education setting.
3. 34% of respondents were either somewhat dissatisfied or extremely dissatisfied with their educational supports.

One of the respondents made the comment: 
“[Name] feels like he doesn’t fit anywhere.  He can’t do music, sports, kitchen, can’t access the oval, play areas, many parts of the school including the front door.  We have never seen a visiting teacher and the ES staff change endlessly at high school and aren’t trained.”

Another respondent said:

“To not be felt like what I was asking for was a burden for them to do – making the changes that I mentioned took years to put into place and only when my mother made comments about the disability act and discrimination act did they finally do something.”

A further respondent said:
	
“The school did not modify any resources for her, and she was completely unable to access the curriculum for all of Term 1, and part of Term 2 until I pulled her out of school.  They gave her colouring in to do, and an iPad to play toddler games on.”

Another respondent commented that [they would like]:

“Fully accessible online educational resources that are compatible with screen readers.  Lesson format that is compatible with screen readers.  Better educated and empathetic teachers who will listen to the student rather than say “use your eyes” or “I can access it so you can too”.”

Other respondents said:

“I do not require any additional supports, but instead require the promised supports to be delivered/provided in a timely manner and in accordance with what was discussed in my initial consult.  Failure of the university to deliver these supports means that I often receive learning materials several weeks after my peers, cannot access assessments/exams and have to work harder than my peers as a result.”

“Make the system accessible to everyone – make us feel like we can be in mainstream school.”

“Visiting teacher came twice, then discontinued the support.  School hasn’t contacted us about supporting my daughter at all.”

“They’re trying to help him however they don’t get as much funding.  So they painted lines etc throughout the school but couldn’t put blinds in all high school classes.  They also struggle to know how they can assist him with adjusting learning materials with most teachers thinking digital copy he can magnify is good enough.  He’s also labelled as disorganised as he finds it difficult to navigate Canvas.”

“I would like to have all her resources for learning prepped and brailled before commencement of each term.  There have been times where she did not receive brailled resources whilst other students started learning.  Someone specific to Braille certain things that format library are unable to do.  Someone who is proficient with brailling within the school.  Teacher aides and relief teachers to not put her to one side to draw pictures etc … while other students are given a task.”

“The school made some changes in learning material electronic text under extreme duress and made sure my child knew it was hard work for them.”

“They have made some changes to provide braille resources, though some subjects have done a rather terrible job of it, and I’m missing a lot of resources.”

“We have been incredibly let down by the education system since the day [Name] started.  We tried an on-site public school.  We attempted an on-site private school. And when [Name’s] vision suddenly and severely dropped, we tried VSV.  The … system needs to support all children if we want them to be great adults.”

In contrast, other respondents commented:

“I am satisfied.”

“I believe we are super lucky because we have hit the jackpot with the teachers and the particular school that my child attends.  Everyone is so caring and wants to go above and beyond for my child because they genuinely care for my child.”

“Whilst I am extremely satisfied with the supports that are in place for my child, I recognise that this is largely a result of the willingness of the staff at the school to engage with me, and my knowledge of my child’s rights in the education setting.”

“They are doing their best with the knowledge they have.”

“My child always has a 1:1 support teacher with him which aids him in any learning activity or excursion he is doing.  The school has also provided me with a dedicated carparking spot for school drop off and pick up so that my child can learn to navigate himself to and from his classroom from the moment he is dropped off at school to the moment he is collected from school.  The carparking spot never changes.”

The responses to the VA Survey make it clear that some students are well supported, but others are moderately or poorly supported.  It should not be the case that students ultimately receive different life outcomes because of the way in which legislative obligations are implemented by their educational institution, or not implemented, as the case may be.  All students with disability deserve to have equal educational opportunity.  Students should not need to rely on being ‘lucky’, finding the ‘right school’ or being allocated the ‘right teacher’.  Steps must be taken to ensure that the Standards are applied consistently and fairly.

One respondent summed this up by saying:

“My daughter’s primary school experience was great.  The high school experience was atrocious.  Outcomes seem to depend entirely upon which teachers are at which school, and there is no consistency across the school system, or recourse for parents when things are not going well.”

5.2.4. The VA Survey – Consultation about Educational Adjustments

Of the respondents to the VA Survey, 86% reported that their educational institution had consulted about changes or adjustments for them or their child, but only 48% of those institutions had a process in place which set out how the consultation would work.

There was a commonality amongst respondents to the VA Survey of needing to advocate to ensure the provision of supports and adjustments by educational providers.  16% said that it was neither easy nor difficult to ask their educational institutions for adjustments, 15% said it was somewhat difficult and 20% said it was extremely difficult.   The balance of respondents found it either somewhat easy or extremely easy to undertake this process.

One respondent commented: 

“…there is never proactive engagement or support unless I strongly advocate for in class support at start of each year for an Individual Support Plan.  This is not reviewed 6 monthly…”

Another respondent commented:	

“I would like to discuss how they can support and make changes to my daughter to have better and effective learning environment.”

It was also reported:
· By 87% of respondents that they did not themselves refer to the Standards during any consultation for adjustments.
· By 82% of respondents that their educational institution did not refer to the Standards during any consultation for adjustments.

5.2.5. The VA Survey – Individual Education Plans

Individual Education Plans (IEPs) are used in education systems across Australia for school aged students with disability.  Although the specifics may differ between jurisdictions, these plans generally set out the learning goals for a student and how the school will assist to achieve these goals, including any educational adjustments that will be made for the student.  IEPs are designed to be made in collaboration with students with disability or their parents and supporters.

We surveyed respondents to the VA Survey about IEPs.  Of the respondents with school aged students, 76% had heard of IEPs, but only 60% had an IEP in place.  Of those respondents with an IEP in place, the responses about the adequacy and practical application of the plans was mixed:-
· 84% reported that the IEP had been made in consultation with them.
· 16% reported that they were somewhat dissatisfied or extremely dissatisfied with what was included in the IEP, 13% reported that they were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, and 71% reported that they were somewhat satisfied or extremely satisfied with what was included in the IEP.
· 73% reported that the IEP was regularly reviewed to ensure that it was working.

The most concerning aspect of the findings from the VA Survey is that 40% of respondents did not have an IEP in place.  These plans are the most common method of collaboration between students/parents and schools about educational adjustments.  Given that students who are blind or have low vision tend to require extensive adjustments (both to access the curriculum and to participate in educational experiences), the fact that there is not a formal process in place for 40% of students to communicate, record or review these adjustments is troubling.  It again shows the lack of consistency in educational supports and services being provided to students who are blind or have low vision. 

5.2.6. The VA Survey – General Supports

Many general supports are offered to students by educational institutions, including career advisory services, IT support, library services, counselling and career guidance.  The VA Survey asked respondents about their access to general supports.  63% of respondents said that they had access to general supports, and 17% indicated that this was not relevant to them.  Respondents noted some supports they would like to receive, additional to those listed, including:
· Support in choosing accessible subjects
· Self-advocacy training
· Increased knowledge of the needs of vision impaired students in the provision of career advisory services
· Allied health supports
· IT support for screen readers

5.2.7. The VA Survey – Visiting Teachers

Specialist vision teachers are necessary for teaching the concepts, skills and knowledge which a school aged student who is blind or has low vision is unlikely to acquire in the same manner as their sighted peers.  These include braille literacy, adaptive technology training, orientation and mobility, compensatory skills training, independent living skills, social skills and career counselling.  Given the specialised nature of these areas, specialist vision teachers are in the best position to assist students who are blind or low vision in this respect.  These teachers are also vital in training classroom teachers and other staff in the strategies and adjustments which will assist students who are blind or have low vision in the classroom and in the broader school environment.  

Of the respondents to the VA survey, however, only 58% reported having access to a specialist vision teacher, and only 53% of respondents said that their school consulted with them about access to a specialist vision teacher.  For those who had a specialist teacher, the majority were satisfied with the effectiveness of the support from the teacher (19% rated the support as extremely effective, 28% as very effective and 31% as moderately effective).

It is not acceptable that specialist vision teachers are not consistently available.  It is of the utmost importance for education providers to ensure that specialist vision teachers are engaged for all students who are blind or have low vision, and that these teachers are engaged on a basis which will meet the needs of the students they support.  They need to be treated as an essential component of supports for students in the education system who are blind or have low vision. To properly fulfill their roles, visiting teachers should also be given access to high quality training. 

5.2.8. The VA Survey - Braille

Braille is key to literacy for people who are blind.  It is of fundamental importance that braille skills are incorporated into school programs for all students who are blind or have a level of vision which means they are unable to use print effectively.  Braille training should also be offered to children whose vision is likely to further deteriorate in the future.  The results from the VA Survey though are consistent with prior experiences of Vision Australia clients, where Braille instruction has either been delayed or not taught at all.

Of the respondents to the VA Survey, 21% learnt Braille at school (of which 84% were satisfied with the quality of the braille teaching).  Of the remaining respondents to the survey, though, 29% reported wanting their child to learn Braille at school, but none of those respondents had been offered that opportunity.  Further, 74% of respondents reported that their school had not consulted with them about braille instruction at school.

Braille is necessary to provide direct access to the core elements of literacy and numeracy for certain students.  Braille will remain essential for people who are blind or have low vision for so long as print is essential to the sighted population.  Braille must be offered to students who are blind or have low vision where those students fall within the indicated parameters.  A failure to do so results in a disadvantage to these students in comparison to their sighted peers.  It is disappointing that the Standards are still not ensuring that Braille instruction is provided to students on an as needed basis.

5.3.	Further Support and Guidance

The Standards are designed to promote a full and equitable education for students with a disability. However, it is obvious that they are not currently fulfilling this purpose.  For students who are blind or have low vision, it is clear from the VA Survey results that there are widespread deficiencies in supports and adjustments, with much of the onus falling to parents and students to continually advocate for basic entitlements.

The Discussion Paper seeks views on what further support or guidance would help students to access and participate in education.  When asked this question in the VA Survey, rather than nominating guidance materials, many respondents cited commonly recognised adjustments for students are who are blind or have low vision, as well as training and resources for teachers and staff (including about the Standards).

In our view, what this shows is that there is a major issue in the consistent implementation of the Standards across educational institutions. Sometimes this inconsistency may be caused by a lack of understanding of the Standards within educational institutions, but it also often arises due to attitudinal issues. Given the long-standing nature of this issue, a significantly different approach is needed to promote change. It is our recommendation that to improve educational experiences for students with disability,  enforcement mechanisms must be established.  Other means of remedying the ineffectiveness of the Standards have been exhausted or failed. These enforcement mechanisms should be implemented in each jurisdiction by bodies independent of the relevant educational institutions.  These bodies should have the power to conduct specific and random audits with the aim of monitoring and improving compliance with the Standards, particularly in relation to the provision of educational adjustments.
6. Topic Two – Inclusive decision making

The Discussion Paper notes that:
· The Standards include a requirement to consult with students with disability or an associate of the student before making any adjustments, as well as examples of compliance, but do not include principles for consultation, complaints handling and issues resolution.
· The 2020 Review and the Final Report of the DRC recommended changes to the Standards to improve how students are consulted and how complaints are handled.  A draft set of principles has been developed for this purpose.

The Discussion Paper poses the following questions:

1. Can you tell us about the experiences you or the student/s you support have had in relying on the Standards to solve a problem with consultation, access or participation in education?
2. Do you support the principles at Attachment B in the Standards?
3. If principles are included in the Standards how would you like this to be done?
a. To guide best practice, the principles would be included as an example of  a measure that an education provider may take to help them to comply with the Standards – no requirements to follow the principles.
b. Require education providers to develop and comply with policies that are consistent with the principles and to make those policies publicly available, publish, implement and comply with those policies – requirement for education providers to have consistent policies that are publicly available.
c. Require education providers to follow the principles when they consult, handle complaints and resolve issues.
4. If you do not support including new principles within the Standards, is there a different way we could improve inclusive decision making?
5. Does further work need to be done to improve consultation and support a more transparent and accessible complaints process?

6.1. Experiences with consultation and complaints

To assess the experiences of students who are blind or have low vision in using the Standards, the VA Survey asked students, and their parents and supporters, about the extent and quality of consultation processes across various areas, as well as complaints more specifically.  Questions were also asked about whether the Standards were referenced at particular points of the process.  More specific information about each of these areas is set out below.

6.1.1. The VA Survey – Consultation 

As noted above, the extent of consultation with students and their parents and supporters in the areas of enrolment (section 5.2.1), adjustments (section 5.2.4), IEPs (section 5.2.5), visiting teachers (section 5.2.7) and Braille (section 5.2.8) was very mixed (and in some areas, quite low).  The quality of that consultation also varied.  Of particular relevance to this Review was that a considerably low proportion of parents, students and educational institutions referenced the Standards during consultations.  This indicates that the Standards are not front of mind for stakeholders when dealing with the needs of students with disability in the education sector.  For students and parents and supporters, some of this is likely explained by the considerably low level of awareness of the Standards.

6.1.2. The VA Survey – Complaints processes

We are generally aware that complaints systems within the education sector can be difficult to navigate and that families often feel deterred from making complaints about educational providers.  

Of the respondents to the VA Survey, 33% had made a complaint about a school or educational institution.  The majority of these complaints related to a lack of adjustments or supports, failure to make changes to the built environment, discrimination, bullying and exclusion.  Most of the complaints had been made to the school or institution directly, or to the relevant education department, or diocese office.  Three of the complainants had referred their complaints to an Education Minister, and two complainants had approached the Australian Human Rights Commission.  Concerningly:
· 26% of complaints were not even acknowledged.
· 35% of the people to whom complaints were made did not consult with the complainant.
· Of those who were consulted, the Standards were not referred to in 80% of those consultations.
· 39% of complainants said that it was extremely difficult to make the complaint, 22% said that it was somewhat difficult to make the complaint, 18% said that it was neither difficult nor easy, 4% said it was somewhat easy, and 17% said it was extremely easy.

Of further concern was that for 74% of respondents the complaint was not resolved to their satisfaction, with some of the comments regarding these matters including:

	“It was ignored.”

	“No one contacted or replied an email.”

	“I changed schools for my child.”

“The university made excuses as to why adjustments could not be delivered in a timely manner.  These included being under-resourced, having to support many students, delays in external organisations producing my learning materials and that other blind students faced similar disadvantage at that particular university and others.  The complaint and subsequent consultation resulted in no change and continued disadvantage.”

 “The institution saying they would do better and so far having not particularly done    
 so.”

“Nothing, department is still working on it three years later.”

Of the remaining respondents to the VA survey, 40% said that they had wanted to make a complaint but had not gone ahead with it.  In terms of the reasons for this, 43% reported feeling that it was not going to make a difference, 32% had a fear of retribution, 7% did not know how to complain and 15% felt it was too time consuming.

Some of the general comments regarding the complaints processes for schools were:

“You are always fighting a losing battle against the department of education making a complaint.  For what I have heard from a number of people, they always side with their own (teachers and principals) when it is those people that need to be held accountable in many instances.”

“It’s not a straightforward process.”

“The experiences I have had are completely unacceptable and need to change for future students.”

“Previous feedback has indicated that it is a lengthy process and very little can be done to change the systems in place for supporting a child in the public school system.”

“It feels like a waste of time.  At the end of the day, the teachers and staff go home and live their lives.  [Name] is the one who has lost.  He is about to turn [age], has no education and no prospects.  The system has failed him completely.”

Altogether, for students who are blind or have low vision, complaints about educational providers appear difficult to make, and are generally not resolved to the satisfaction of complainants, or are warranted but not pursued.  The reported difficulty in making complaints and achieving outcomes from those complaints undoubtedly contributes to a lack of adherence by educational providers to their obligations under the Standards.  

6.2. Draft Consultation Principles and Further Measures

Given the marked inconsistency in consultation, issues resolution and complaint handling under the Standards for students who are blind or have low vision, we support the inclusion of formal principles in the Standards relevant to these areas. For the same reasons set out in section 5.3 above regarding the implementation of enforcement mechanisms, it would be our preference that the principles be incorporated in line with Option 3 in the Discussion Paper. That is, that education providers be required to follow the principles when applying the Standards.  

We would also recommend going a step further to improve processes for students and their parents or supporters when issues do arise.  In its Final Report, the DRC recognised the challenges around complaints in the education sector, recommending the creation or expansion of complaint management offices within educational authorities which are at arm’s length from schools, particularly for the purpose of addressing complaints about students with disability (refer recommendation 7.10).  The DRC also recommended embedding complaint handling duties and measures in registration requirements for schools as a means of enforcing compliance with those duties (refer recommendation 7.10).  We support both of those recommendations, and would urge their adoption.  Respondents to the VA Survey who have made complaints also recognised the usefulness of such measures, stating:

“A third party that is impartial and prevents the reasons for not complaining directly would be helpful.”

“Very hard, need neutral person, parents have no hope.”

Timely resolutions to education issues for students with disability must be prioritised.  Educational institutions must have oversight and be made accountable for decisions that they make regarding students with disability, as well as for their overall compliance with their obligations under the Standards.

7. Conclusion

Vision Australia thanks the Department for the opportunity to provide this submission. We would be happy to provide additional information about any of the matters raised in this paper. We believe that the measures we have highlighted in this submission are necessary to foster meaningful outcomes around inclusive education for students who are blind or have low vision, and students with disability more generally. It is only genuine change and the introduction of reasonable enforcement measures which will ensure that students with disability are empowered to achieve their educational and life goals.
  

About Vision Australia 
Vision Australia is the largest national provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision. We are formed through the merger of several of Australia’s most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies, celebrating our 150th year of operation in 2017. 
  
Our vision is that people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision will increasingly be able to choose to participate fully in every facet of community life. To help realise this goal, we provide high-quality services to the community of people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability, and their families.  
  
Vision Australia service delivery areas include: 
· Allied Health and Therapy services, and registered provider of specialist supports for the NDIS and My Aged Care 
· Aids and Equipment, and Assistive/Adaptive Technology training and support 
· Seeing Eye Dogs 
· National Library Services 
· Early childhood and education services, and Felix Library for 0-7 year olds 
· Employment services, including National Disability Employment Services  
· Accessible information, and Alternate Format Production 
· Vision Australia Radio network, and national partnership with Radio for the Print Handicapped 
· Spectacles Program for the NSW Government 
· Advocacy and Engagement, working collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers our clients face in making life choices and fully exercising rights as Australian citizens. 
  
Vision Australia has gained unrivalled knowledge and experience through constant interaction with clients and their families. We provide services to more than 26,000 people each year, and also through the direct involvement of people who are blind or have low vision at all levels of the Organisation. Vision Australia is therefore well placed to provide advice to governments, business and the community on the challenges faced by people who are blind or have low vision fully participating in community life.  
  
We have a vibrant Client Reference Group, with people who are blind or have low vision representing the voice and needs of clients of the Organisation to the Board and Management. Vision Australia is also a significant employer of people who are blind or have low vision, with 15% of total staff having vision impairment. 
  
We also operate Memorandums of Understanding with Australian Hearing, and the Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Community Health Service. 
 

image1.jpeg
m Vision
Australia

Blindness. Low Vision.Opportunity.




