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BLIND CITIZENS AUSTRALIA PARENT NEWS – May 2011
Have a hot cuppa nearby? With the cold weather catching us by surprise, it’s the perfect partner to this edition of Parent News. This newsletter includes a feature about parenting as a person who is blind, key updates on education, the proposal of an NDIS, the Federal Government’s Better Start initiative and information about how to make the most of tax time. Time to snuggle in… 

Parental Rights
The following article, written by parent and BCA member Marisa Sposaro, was sourced from www.divine.vic.gov.au. DiVine is an online community for and by people with a disability published by the Victorian Government’s Office for Disability in the Department of Human Services. DiVine aims to inform, engage and entertain. 
***

People with a disability have the same rights to be a parent as anyone else in the community. Unfortunately, research has found that many people with a disability experience prejudice. Some people think they do not have the right or the ability to be good parents. DiVine spoke to several vision impaired mothers about their experiences as parents.  

Prejudice 

Melbourne mother-of-two Cheryl says she experienced prejudice as soon as she was pregnant. “Once I was pregnant, some people expressed concern about how I would manage,” Cheryl says. “A good many people assumed that my husband would have to take care of the baby. I would make it very clear to them that I would be the primary carer.” Cheryl also gets frustrated when people speak directly to her children rather than her, ignoring her presence. 

Melbourne mother-of-three Leanne says she always made an extra effort to avoid being labeled. “I always made sure my kids were well dressed and their clothes were clean and ironed,” Leanne says. “I didn't want any one to feel sorry for them. I didn't want them to be labeled the children with the mother who couldn't see.” Leanne says assisting at kindergarten caused her particular anxiety. She didn't want to be seen as “useless”.

Cheryl worked hard to get involved with her children’s activities and education. “I co-ordinated the play groups and led the one my children attended,” she says. “I helped out with reading and other activities in the classrooms at school.”

Services for parents

Support can make a big difference to people’s lives. Leanne says she was very frustrated that it seemed there was a lot of assistance for parents who had children with a disability. But she could find little help for parents with a disability. “I could have got more services if my children were the ones with the disability,” Leanne says. “I have used council Home Care. (But) some had the attitude that the girls should do it (the housework) once they reached their teens.”
Mother of three Stephanie, who lives in regional Victoria, has a similar problem. When it came time to make formula for her baby, Stephanie tried to get help from a specialist disability support agency. They could not provide any help. Her husband had to make up the bottles before he went to work.
Stephanie also found hospital very difficult after she gave birth to her children.  The nursing staff were not accommodating to her needs as a blind parent.  They were also angry when she accessed another service to show her how to breastfeed.

Transport and mobility

Transport is a constant problem for many people with a disability. Parents can find appropriate transport especially difficult. 

“I found getting my children to after school activities difficult,” says Leanne. “My children were unable to do all the things they would have liked. They had to choose.”
Cheryl had similar frustrations. “What caused me great frustration was our local community transport program. This program was only permitted to transport people to medical appointments.” Cheryl ended up finding another family to transport the children. On other occasions she used taxis. Cheryl says public transport was not a realistic option in her area.

Other challenges

Cheryl says “a lack of information in an accessible format has been one of the greatest difficulties I have faced as a blind parent”. She could not find any books on diabetes in an accessible format. Caring for her son who has diabetes has been a constant challenge. For example, it took a long time to find a blood glucose monitor that reads results aloud. 

But Cheryl is adamant that all the hard work is well worth it. She believes that children benefit greatly from having a range of people involved in their lives. 

Cheryl does not believe anyone is truly capable of meeting a child's every need. She says that because she is confident as a blind parent, other people also have confidence in her abilities. 
Better Start - a new scheme

From 1 July 2011, eligible children diagnosed with Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, Fragile X syndrome, or a moderate or greater vision or hearing impairment, including deafblindness, will have access to funding and new Medicare items under the Better Start initiative. Children can be registered to access early intervention funding of up to $12,000 per year (to a maximum of $6000 per financial year).
The initiative includes:        

· Funding for early intervention services and treatments for eligible children under the age of six, such as audiology, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, speech pathology, psychology and orthoptists

· Medicare items for the development of a treatment and management plan for eligible children under the age of 13 

· Medicare items for up to four allied health diagnostic services and for 20 relevant allied health services (in total) for eligible children up to the age of 15 (provided the treatment & management plan is in place before the age of 13).

The representative for blindness is Karen Altham from the Association for the Blind (WA). If you have any feedback or questions, please contact us and we will forward your details to Karen. For more information about Better Start visit www.fahcsia.gov.au/betterstart.  
Education – Review of school funding 

BCA recently made a submission to the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) which called for:

· More funding to ensure that students can access the equipment and supports that they need at school 
· Fixing inconsistencies in eligibility for government funding

· Reducing delays in getting supports and the requirement for parents to outlay funds to purchase equipment
· Transparency in how funding is spent and increased portability, with mandatory reporting to students and their associate (such as a parent) of how funds are spent

· Funding to be allocated to the child rather than the school, with families to have the ultimate decision on the range of supports purchased to benefit their child’s learning.
· Real choice between mainstream and specialist schooling
· The need for more funding to implement the Disability Standards.

Read the submission here, on our website or call the National office. 
Education – Review of the Disability Standards for Education
The DSE - www.ddaedustandards.info/ - are Standards developed under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 to eliminate disability discrimination in education settings. Our submission highlighted numerous areas where the Standards are failing children and made 21 recommendations. Some of our key recommendations included:
· Mandatory requirement to provide a copy of the Standards and guidelines to a student and/or their associate as of 1 July 2012 
· Development of a public campaign with the Australian Human Rights Commission to promote the Standards which targets educators, students and parents

· Development of formalised guidelines about how to consult with students and associates about adjustments and a mandatory requirement to develop a learning plan 

· Reference to expanded core curriculum in DSE guidelines.

· Compulsory training for principals about the DSE as a mandatory component of continued state and federal funding.

· DEEWR to undertake a review of teaching qualifications, with the inclusion of at least one module about disability.
· Financial incentives to encourage newly accredited teachers to undertake specialisations in vision impairment
· Development of national or state based monitoring mechanisms, including periodic auditing of education providers receiving student funding.

You can access our full submission or full recommendations here, on our website or by calling the National Office. A big thanks to parents and students who shared their experiences, both good and bad. 
National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)
The NDIS is a proposal for a no fault, social insurance scheme that would cover all Australians in the event that they, or a family member, acquire a significant disability under the age of 65 (Tier 1). 
The Productivity Commission released a draft report in late February which recommended 3 tiers, with tier 1 outlined. Tier 2 aims to link people to mainstream and community services and support options. Tier 3 proposes funded individual support packages to 360,000 people, including children, who have a significant disability and disability related support needs which includes early intervention.  

Proposed supports include aids and appliances, supports to access the community, respite, domestic and transport assistance, therapies, specialist employment services and assistance dogs. The PC has recommended an injection of $6.3 billion per year to fund these needs in addition to current funding of $6.2 billion.
The PC has recommended that there should be a reform of current disability services funding and the removal of block funding of disability service providers. This would include blindness agencies who receive some government funding. This is in favour of individual support packages which can provide consumers with more choice about where to access the disability services they need.

During our March and April consultations, BCA received feedback from 229 people. Whilst we believe that the proposal takes a very important step in the right direction, BCA do not believe that this scheme, as 
currently proposed, will address the full range of support needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. In our submission, our members expressed concerns about the exclusivity of the proposal - people who are vision impaired may not only miss out on support through an NDIS, but may be subject to additional costs to access services. Many services are currently provided for free through blindness agencies which receive some government block funding.

BCA made 15 recommendations including:
· The supports available must be tailored to the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired, with specific reference to adaptive technology and low tech aids

· The assessment process should focus on specific disability related needs, including episodic needs, and be undertaken by staff with demonstrated expertise with specific disabilities. The process should be transparent, minimise bureaucracy, be accessible and have a clear appeals process. 

· There should be a continuation of block funding to blindness specialist providers for core services, including but not limited to, orientation and mobility, training in adaptive equipment, orthoptists, occupational therapy and information access (for example, the provision of audio books and reading materials in accessible formats)
· Whilst there have been some good suggestions, such as portable assessments and a stronger focus on individual choice and allocation of funding packages, it is imperative that there is more discussion with the blindness sector to ensure that we fit in!
Our submission is available at www.bca.org.au or by calling the National Office. The final report from the PC will be provided to the Australian Government on 31 July 2011 and will then be tabled for discussion in Parliament. Once again, thank you to those who provided input!
It’s Tax Time!
E-tax, the Australian Tax Office’s (ATO) free tax preparation and lodgment service is compatible with screen reading software and can be downloaded from www.ato.gov.au/etax. TaxPack is also available on CD in audio format and in e-text format which can be used with screen reading software. Copies can be obtained by calling 13 28 61. If you need assistance completing your tax, the ATO offers Tax Help, a free service for low income earners. An ATO-trained volunteer can help complete and lodge your return. To find out if you qualify, call 13 28 61. 
Get the word out!

Do you know of a parent, visiting teacher, aide, government department or individual who should be receiving Parent News? Ask them to call us and we’ll make sure that they are on the receiving end of this publication! We are happy to provide Parent News in standard print, email, on audio CD, as a data CD or in Braille. 
Contact us

Ross House, Level 3, 247-251 
Flinders Lane, Melbourne Vic 3000

Phone: 1800 033 660   Fax: (03) 9650 3200
Email: bca@bca.org.au 
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