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About Blind Citizens Australia
Blind Citizens Australia is the peak national consumer body of and for people who are blind or vision impaired. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs. As the national peak body, we have over 3100 individual members, 16 branches nationwide; in metropolitan, regional and rural locations. Blind Citizens Australia is also affiliated with 13 other organisations that represent the interests of Australians who are blind or vision impaired. 

Blind Citizens Australia has and continues to be a strong advocate on issues relating to the education of children who are blind or vision impaired, including the importance of Braille literacy. In 2009, Blind Citizens Australia re-released our Education Policy which is attached as Appendix A. This document outlines the pertinent issues which relate to the education of people who are blind or vision impaired. We recommend that the Department view our Education Policy in conjunction with this submission.  
Comments regarding the Emerging Issues Paper 

Blind Citizens Australia has viewed the Emerging Issues Paper and concurs with a number of comments. Key areas of agreement include:

The prevalence of multi-layered disadvantage experienced by some students
Students who are blind or vision impaired living in regional and rural areas have less timely access to visiting teacher services and to adaptive equipment support, training and maintenance. Multi layered disadvantage also extends to newly arrived migrant children. A visiting teacher recently recounted a story of two young African brothers who were attending a secondary school setting. Due to cultural sensitivities around disability, neither brother publicly acknowledged their vision impairment. Three months passed before it became evident to the classroom teacher that both boys were unable to read the standard print materials that were being provided to them. The visiting teacher noted that this key need was overlooked as the boys were polite and very well behaved, drawing less attention to themselves as compared to other students in the classroom. It is clear that the current system of funding/level of funding does not adequately address multi layered disadvantage.
A consistent mechanism must be developed to calculate funding for students experiencing disadvantage to ensure more equitable access across states and territories
At present, there are four significant disparities existing in funding allocation. The funding between government schools for students differs from state to state. The funding also differs markedly between government and non-government run educational institutions. This creates a significant strain for parents in choosing a school where their child will be best supported. The creation of a nationally agreed definition of disability would also help, as this will ensure that all states consistently apply the same criteria and can recognise disabilities that require additional assistance. 
The insufficient level of current funding does not enable schools to adequately support students with disabilities
Students who are vision impaired (rather than blind) often miss out on the funding needed to meet their full range of learning needs. Anecdotal evidence suggests that often children are not ‘blind enough’ to qualify for funding support or their needs are under-assessed. An example of the underassessment of needs is the provision of materials in e-text or audio formats to students whose first reading preference is Braille. This decision is made due to the cost savings gained by the production of material in audio or e-text formats, but the decision ignores the impact this has on a child’s ability to read, comprehend and spell. The lack of Braille education, combined with a resistance to the production of Braille, markedly increases the child’s potential to develop a further print disability. In recent years, Blind Citizens Australia has seen an increase in young people who are blind who display poor literacy and spelling. Words are often spelt phonetically and as the student is unable to ‘see’ the word, poor spelling continues to be reinforced. 
This has significant implications on a young person’s employability and in turn, impacts on their self esteem. It also significantly increases the social cost of disability, increasing the potential for young people who are blind to be unemployable. The economic consequences of this cannot be accurately forecast when taking into account the costs of depression as a result of disability and unemployability.  
The insufficient level of funding also prohibits schools from exploring innovative and socially inclusive strategies to include students with disabilities. As an example, an appropriately resourced school could invest in technology (such as computers with screen reading technology and Braille output) and resources (such as large print and audio books for non Braille readers) which are accessible to both students with disability and those without a disability. In comparison, the current situation for children with a vision impairment often includes waiting a significant period of time to access a piece of equipment necessary to enable their learning. Once the equipment has arrived, more time is likely to pass before the child can access the training and support they need to use the equipment and access the curriculum. 
There is a need for targeted needs based funding to support educationally disadvantaged students
Blind Citizens Australia concurs with the suggestion that targeted funding should be available to supplement a common level of funding for all students. However, it is imperative that the allocation is determined by an assessment of the student’s specific needs to address the disadvantage, rather than solely reviewing the needs of the school and its student population as has been recommended in the issues paper.  

Issues experienced by students who are blind or vision impaired

There are a number of issues which are specific to students who are blind or vision impaired. We have listed a number of these below:
Eligibility of funding is often determined by medical criteria; largely the level of sight that a student has remaining, rather than an assessment of the supports which could benefit a student to reach their educational potential. This current model does not reflect a social model of disability and does not take into account the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which Australia has ratified. 

Students often experience delays in accessing necessary equipment and services – if a child needs to wait for an accessible laptop, this means that school materials, homework and all learning is essentially inaccessible to the student, putting them at a further disadvantage to their peers. 

Parents are often required to find additional funds out of their own pocket to meet the costs of equipment or rely on charitable donations from local clubs, such as Rotary or Lions. It is disconcerting that this is the solution which is expected of parents in the 21st century in Australia. As one parent put it, ‘I have to prioritise my daughter’s needs so that she has a chance of getting a job. My son who doesn’t have a disability tends to miss out because we have to prioritise where our money goes’. 

There is a real fear amongst parents of children who are blind or vision impaired about their child’s future employability. A report undertaken by Vision Australia in 2007 indicated that 63% of people who are blind or vision impaired are unemployed or underemployed; a staggering figure compared to the general population without disabilities. Parents are rightfully concerned that the current system of inadequate and under funded education could lead to unemployability and skill deficits for their children once they reach workforce age. 
Transparency and portability of funding for students with disability

One of the biggest frustrations raised by parents is the lack of transparency of the spending of student specific disability funding by schools. Most of this concern could be alleviated through better and clearer communication between schools, education departments and parents. 
Blind Citizens Australia provides an individual advocacy service for students and parents. Through our direct advocacy on behalf of parents, we are aware of a number of schools who have taken the line that a student’s funding can be used by the school as they see fit, as long as there is benefit to the student. Communication about how the funding is spent has often been viewed as an optional extra. 
Consultation is an important component of the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (Cth). Consultation includes discussion between students with disabilities, their associates (which could be a parent, guardian or adult friend) and the education provider about the adjustments required to meet the needs of the student’s disability. The level of consultation currently occurring in all levels of schooling is ad hoc at best.  
Blind Citizens Australia recommends the introduction of a clearly articulated requirement in funding agreements around transparency, specifically that education providers must communicate how student specific funding is used. Transparency should also relate to:
· Education departments on the criteria used to determine whether a student with disability is eligible for funding

· Details of the exact amount of funding available and

· The parameters of how the funding can be spent
Portability of disability funding is also another issue where reform is required. Key issues include:

· Portability between government schools (in some cases this can be quite easy, in others significantly difficult)

· Portability between government and non government schools

· Portability between different states and territories

Whilst portability constraints are understandable where modifications have been made to the physical environment of a school (such as the installation of tactile ground surface indicators or improved signage), this is less understandable where a piece of equipment has been purchased solely for the student and will only benefit that student. As an example, a student who is blind or vision impaired may be assessed for a Braille notetaking device. An application is made and nine months later the device arrives. The issue arises when the student is required to change schools or transition between the primary, secondary or higher education sectors. At present, there is no guarantee that the student will be able to retain the equipment; even if this means that it will sit in a school cupboard unused (which we are aware has happened many times). The bureaucracy in this instance only serves to educationally disadvantage the student and family, who may once again need to determine their eligibility, the level of funding available, undertake a new assessment and then wait for the equipment to be provided. 
The issues paper highlighted a suggestion that all funding, or at least a proportion of funding, should follow a student with special needs or disability when they move school. Blind Citizens Australia supports this recommendation. We also agree that there should be greater flexibility in how funding is spent. 

We would however like to make a further recommendation that funding should be allocated to the child, with families to have the ultimate decision on the range of supports which are purchased to benefit their child’s learning. We maintain that the way funding is allocated and spent should be flexible to allow for innovative supports (such as the hiring of a tutor to assist with learning at home or the purchase of adaptive equipment which may exceed the year’s funding but falls within the student’s allocation during their schooling years). The allocation of funding should be based on qualified assessments of the child’s needs by professionals with expertise (eg. occupational therapists, visiting teachers etc). Schools should also be involved in and with this process. Once a plan has been developed, the plan should be submitted to the education department for approval within a timely manner. Once approved, funds would be released to the parent or school (if the parent wishes) in advance to purchase the resources which have been identified as beneficial for the child. Proof of spending would need to be supplied to the education department to ensure that funds were spent as indicated. If funds are spent on additional resources, evidence of need should be provided to the department. 
To be effective, families, who already face significant burdens with the day-to-day support of their child need to be resourced to make the best of self directed funding. It is imperative that good information, referral and support avenues are available to parents to assist them to make informed decisions on the range of supports which can benefit their child. This is particularly important for parents who may have limited exposure to disability services and supports. Parent networks and organisations which provide information and advocacy support to parents and families have a distinct role to play in the success of this reform. Resourcing of these supports is an important consideration.  
A self directed model, as outlined above, is consistent with approaches recommended by the Productivity Commission (Disability Care and Support report) and FaHCSIA (Better Start initiative). This approach is likely to lead to less administrative costs (thereby providing more funds for the student), increase transparency and could allow for the exploration of innovative supports. Obviously, there will need to be safeguards in place to ensure that the funds are spent in a manner that benefits the student. 

Funding to support education institutions to meet the requirements of the Disability Standards for Education 2005

All educational institutions are required to comply with the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (Cth) (currently under review), which are a set of standards developed under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth). Despite clearly stated requirements, most institutions are not meeting their obligations to provide equivalent access to education to people with disability. It is our concern, and a concern expressed by a number of disability legal services, that education departments across Australia recognise the standards as a reactive mechanism of complaint. We are aware that many parents and students do not make a complaint for fear of further victimisation or even poorer outcomes. 
Blind Citizens Australia has represented numerous students and parents on issues relating to:

· curriculum (making reasonable adjustments to the curriculum to ensure that students can learn, ensuring that physical education classes include students with a  vision impairment, ensuring availability of materials in accessible formats such as large print, audio and Braille in a timely manner)

· assessment (ensuring that assessments are accessible, that additional time is provided to students where this has been identified as being required)

· harassment and victimisation (inappropriate comments made to students and associates about the student’s disability)

Whilst there is a legal obligation to comply, educators are 

· not financially supported to meet compliance
· not provided with significant guidance on how to ensure that the reasonable adjustments required by students with disability can be met (it is important to note that an adjustment that works for one student may not work for the next – educators are expected to modify and work with the student to meet their needs)
· not provided with a disability budget to ensure that staff receive appropriate professional development. 

We agree with the recommendation that disability awareness training be developed and implemented with the full involvement of school leaders and in collaboration with parents and support professionals.

Whilst it is important that increased funding is allocated to address the needs of disadvantaged groups (as outlined in the issues paper), it is equally important to note that disability is one of the few groups backed by legal standards around education. This legal impetus needs to be reflected in increased funding, support and compliance measures for state and territory governments and education providers. 
Choice between mainstream and specialist schooling

Blind Citizens Australia maintains that it is imperative that parents and students are provided with a range of school settings and meaningful choice. Whilst the majority of children who are blind or vision impaired are integrated within a mainstream setting, there are some children who are blind or vision impaired, including children with multiple disabilities, who would benefit from part or full attendance at a specialist resourced setting that provides disability related skills and tailored tuition. 

It is imperative that state and Federal governments review funding policies to ensure that proposals for new specialist facilities are considered on merit. Blind Citizens Australia maintains that parents and students have the right to make an informed choice as to the education setting that will best meet the needs of the child. As outlined by stakeholders in the issues paper, it is imperative that ‘government investment in education…focus on educational outcomes rather than system inputs’.

It is important to note that a mainstream setting can be beneficial for the vast majority of children with a vision impairment. The quality of the education delivered, however, is reliant on:

· Increased awareness by teachers of the Disability Standards for Education

· Resourcing of teachers within the classroom to ensure that teachers are provided with the appropriate skills, training and professional development (particularly around disability awareness) to include the child in activities and curriculum; support with the provision of curriculum materials in accessible formats such as large print, e-text, Braille and audio and consulting on the reasonable adjustments a student might require. 

· Appropriate resourcing of specialist professionals such as visiting teachers to support the specialist learning of students with disabilities

· Consideration by government of financial incentives to encourage newly accredited teachers to undertake specialisations, such as training in adaptive equipment and Braille or becoming a visiting teacher. This is particularly crucial for the new generation of children who are blind or vision impaired. At present, there is a shortage of highly trained professionals across the country who specialise in vision impairment. Anecdotally, we are aware of a number of visiting teachers who spend countless hours on the road travelling to regional areas to ensure that a student does not miss out on support. This heightens the risk of burnout and raises issues of retention within the workforce. The ageing of this specialised workforce (most teachers are in their 40s or 50s) will leave a significant gap that will not be able to be filled by generalist teachers. 
Closing Comments
Blind Citizens Australia believes that this review presents an opportunity to address the gaps in funding currently experienced by students with disability; an area which has been overlooked and under-funded for far too long. We request that the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations implement measures which improve access to education for children who are blind or vision impaired which includes the provision of flexible funding to students who are blind or vision impaired to enable them to access the resources they need to educationally achieve. We also recommend greater investment in the specialist education of professionals who will be teaching our children in the future. We ask that DEEWR carefully consider the issues and recommendations which are enclosed in this submission and our attached Education Policy.    
Blind Citizens Australia would welcome further discussion on the issues raised in this submission. The contact for this submission is Jessica Zammit, National Policy Officer on (03) 9654 1400 or email jessica.zammit@bca.org.au.   
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