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[bookmark: _Toc214617842]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc59048283][bookmark: _Toc43900325][bookmark: _Toc214617843]1.1 About Blind Citizens Australia
[bookmark: _Toc59048284]Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) is the peak national representative organisation of people in Australia who are blind or vision impaired. For nearly 50 years, BCA has built a strong reputation for empowering Australians who are blind or vision impaired to lead full and active lives and to make meaningful contributions to our communities.
BCA provides peer support and individual advocacy to people who are blind or vision impaired across Australia. Through our campaign work, we address systemic barriers by promoting the full and equal participation in society of people who are blind or vision impaired. Through our policy work, we provide advice to community and governments on issues of importance to people who are blind or vision impaired. As a disability-led organisation, our work is directly informed by lived experience. All directors are full members of BCA and the majority of our volunteers and staff are blind or vision impaired. They are of diverse backgrounds and identities. 
[bookmark: _Toc214617844]1.2 About people who are blind or vision impaired
It is estimated there are over 500,000 people who are blind or vision impaired currently living in Australia, with more than 70 per cent over the age of 65 and over 66,000 people who are blind.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  A snapshot of blindness and low vision services in Australia - Vision 2020 Australia] 

Australians who are blind or vision impaired can live rich and active lives and make meaningful contributions to their communities: working, volunteering, raising families and engaging in sports and other recreational activities. The extent to which people can actively and independently participate in community life does, however, rely on facilities, services and systems that are available to the public being designed in a way that makes them inclusive of the needs of all citizens – including those who are blind or vision impaired. 
[bookmark: _Toc59048286][bookmark: _Toc214617845]2. Submission context
BCA welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Australian Government Department of Education’s review of the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (DSE/the Standards).
BCA’s submission is underpinned by the following legislation and frameworks:
· Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) (DDA/the Act).
· Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986 (Cth).
· Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031.
· Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
· United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).
BCA’s submission is based on extensive consultations with members, other people who are blind or vision impaired, associates, and our ongoing advocacy work in the disability sector. It builds on BCA’s previous submission to the Review of the Disability Standard for Education in 2020 and recent submission to the 2025 review of the DDA.
Despite the DDA and DSE, discrimination in education settings persists and significant reforms are still required to achieve inclusive and accessible education. The CRPD states that students must not be excluded from education based on disability and should receive education on an equal basis to peers in their communities.[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  UNCRPD (2005). Article 24 Education, clause 2; Disability Standards in Education 4.3.] 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare figures reinforce the persistent gap in educational attainment between people with and without disability. As of 2018, only 34% of people aged 20 and over with disability had completed Year 12, compared to 66% of people without disability.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2024). People with disability in Australia Educational Attainment (web report)] 

Excluding people with disability from learning and participating fully in education settings has far-reaching and lifelong economic, social and intergenerational impacts. As a member of the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO), BCA is actively involved in the development of a policy position on inclusive education (soon to be released) which advocates for systemic changes to transform Australia's education systems, settings, and services. Reform of the education system is needed to remove multiple barriers to access and enable meaningful inclusion of people with disability. The legal obligations and practices required through compliance with effective disability standards are foundational elements of an inclusive education system. 
[bookmark: _Toc59048287][bookmark: _Toc214617846]3. Blind Citizens Australia’s submission
[bookmark: _Toc214617847]3.1 Concurrent review of the Disability Discrimination Act 
The DSE, as subordinate legislation to the DDA, is intended to clarify obligations of education providers under the Act, yet previous reviews of the DSE have identified areas of tension, conflict and ambiguity between the two. The 2020 DSE review highlights inconsistencies with the DDA, particularly in definitions like reasonable adjustment and enforcement mechanisms. It references the 2010 and 2015 DSE reviews as failing to drive change, implying ongoing inadequacy of the DSE.[endnoteRef:4] [4:  Australian Government Department of Education, Final Report: 2020 Review of the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (September 2020. (p 49).] 

This lack of consistency will be further compounded if changes to the DSE are progressed ahead of the significant DDA reform currently underway. It is recommended that the DSE be properly reviewed following confirmation of the anticipated changes to the DDA in order that inadequacies of the DSE are addressed, and to ensure that the DSE is consistent and compliant with the DDA.
[bookmark: _Toc214617848]3.2 Effective implementation of the Standards
As detailed in the DSE Discussion Paper, the focus of the current consultation is on how well education providers and families know the DSE.[endnoteRef:5] However, this approach fails to recognise that the Standards themselves are flawed. They do not effectively guarantee equal access to education in practice, especially in the modern digital learning environment. The lack of mandatory compliance, training or enforcement of the DSE leads to ad hoc practices by education providers and continued discrimination against students with disability. [5:  Department of Education (2025) Review of the Disability Standards for Education Discussion Paper.] 

There are a number of existing issues with the DSE and its application which must be addressed as a matter of priority.
Inconsistent understanding and provision of adjustments by education providers. 
Through consultation with members and stakeholders, BCA understands that in practice, adjustments are being provided at the discretion of education institutions rather in line with the needs of the student with disability. Education providers misinterpret what “reasonable adjustment” means, leading to ad hoc or insufficient accommodations or claims of unjustifiable hardship. This creates conflicts of interest and systematic under-support for students with disability. 
BCA heard reports of schools requiring assistive technology to be kept at school, with students being forced to use inadequate devices at home, and that NDIS funded equipment is often misaligned with school-provided supports, causing learning delays for students who can’t access what they need when they need it.  
Several BCA members reported that educational institutions, including tertiary providers, were increasingly shifting the costs for adjustments onto families or the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and failing to take responsibility for providing adjustments. Furthermore, BCA heard that some education providers were diverting funds to pay for other school priorities and citing unjustifiable hardship, denying students the adjustments they require. 
Education institutions should be legally required to allocate adequate staff and budgets for timely, personalised adjustments that meet the individual needs and preferences of students. Individual resources should remain with students for as long as they require them, even in the event they change education providers.  
Regular review by education providers of reasonable adjustments is critical and must be required to ensure the needs of the student are met throughout the course of their education. 
Slow and reactive provision of preferred format materials. 
Teachers and administrators often lack training or awareness about accessible formats for students who are blind or vision impaired (e.g. Braille, large print, screen reader–compatible files, audio described diagrams). Students who are blind or vision impaired report frequently receiving textbooks and resources weeks or months late, disrupting their ability to learn on an equal basis with their peers. 
BCA recommends that minimum standards and timelines for the provision of accessible materials be mandated in the DSE. 
Lack of enforcement and accountability for implementing the DSE. 
The Standards do not provide a proactive enforcement mechanism or routine compliance monitoring. In practice, education providers can fall short of their obligations with limited consequence unless an individual lodges a formal complaint. Enforcement relies on students, parents, or carers initiating action under the DDA, placing a significant burden on students who are blind or vision-impaired and their families to challenge inaccessible practices rather than requiring institutions to prevent them. 
BCA heard from members that the current reporting and complaints mechanisms under the DSE have been largely ineffective for families. These processes lack independence and transparency, and too often produce inadequate outcomes for students. As a result, students who are blind or vision impaired continue to face discrimination and exclusion without meaningful recourse. Parents are left to navigate complex, fragmented systems simply to secure what should be basic rights for their children.
As outlined in BCA’s submission to the 2025 DDA review, BCA supports measures to mandate proactive action and increase accountability by duty holders, reduce the burden on individuals, and introduce meaningful penalties for non-compliance of duty holders with Disability Standards and the DDA. 
Inadequate coverage of digital accessibility in the DSE. 
The Standards do not explicitly require education providers to comply with recognised digital accessibility frameworks such as the latest Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG). As a result, blind and vision impaired students continue to encounter significant barriers, including inaccessible learning management systems, non-readable PDFs, videos without audio description, and digital assessments that are incompatible with screen readers or assistive technology.
Digital accessibility should be a mandatory requirement under the DSE. The Standards should be updated to explicitly reference and require compliance with current WCAG guidelines, ensuring that all online platforms, learning materials, and assessment systems are fully accessible to blind and vision-impaired students.
[bookmark: _Toc214617849]3.3 Inclusive decision making
Inclusion of the student voice
Students with disability are experts in their own access needs and routine inclusion of their input leads to better adjustments, stronger engagement, and more equitable outcomes. BCA members expressed frustration with their lack of choice and control in choosing and accessing visiting teacher services, the failure of staff to appropriately address their needs, and the lack of pathways and options to rectify provision of poor service by education providers. 
Failure to meaningfully engage with students, and/or delegation of the responsibility to staff who are less empowered, skilled or informed, can lead to communication breakdowns, and ineffective support for students. 
Consultation to inform decision making must be accessible so that the student can genuinely and meaningfully participate. This includes providing information in preferred formats (e.g. large print, braille, digital, audio), allowing students to express their views using their preferred communication method, ensuring sufficient time for students to prepare, and providing the option to have a trusted support person or advocate present.
Blind and vision impaired students should be included in conversations about existing barriers to full and equal participation alongside their peers, what works for them in the classroom, preferences for how content and assessments can be delivered, physical and digital accessibility issues, as well as safety, wellbeing, and inclusion within the classroom and broader education environment. 
BCA recommends that the DSE require independent, student and practitioner led decision-making on adjustments so that it is not left to education providers to make the decision in isolation. Education providers must be required to document this process and consultation as part of their compliance with the DSE.
Inclusion as a core leadership capability
BCA members report that while there is a great deal of rhetoric about accessibility and inclusive education, this is not reflected in practice. There is a lack of systemic accountability for fostering an inclusive culture in schools, particularly at the leadership level. This gap enables discriminatory and dismissive attitudes toward students to persist and go unchallenged. 
Students (and staff) who are blind or vision impaired routinely experience discriminatory or biased attitudes at all levels of education. A BCA member described their demoralising experience with a tertiary education provider in which they were made to feel that, as a blind student, any difficulty completing a task in the same technical way as sighted peers reflected a personal failing, rather than a failure of the institution to provide accessible systems and support.
If discriminatory attitudes and exclusionary practices are not actively addressed by an education provider, students who are blind or vision impaired will continue to be denied full participation and experience marginalisation which can have serious impacts on their learning, wellbeing, and social connections.
The DSE should require that education leaders demonstrate inclusive practice as part of their role and education providers should be held accountable for inclusive leadership. This could include annual inclusion audits, with input from families and disability organisations, and linking aspects of school funding or leadership performance reviews to clear evidence of inclusive practice.
Upskilling and professional development of staff
In line with recommendations from the Disability Royal Commission, BCA supports efforts to build workforce capability and expertise, including professional development of education practitioners throughout the course of their career to better meet the needs of students with a disability and embed inclusion in classrooms and schools. [endnoteRef:6]  [6:  Australian Government. (2024). Australian Government Response to the Disability Royal Commission (Vol. 7, Inclusive Education). Department of Social Services.] 

BCA members described instances in which unqualified people served as education aides without appropriate skills or proper training in assisting students who are blind or vision impaired. Students must have access to specialist support such as qualified teachers of students with vision impairment (TVIs/RTVs), orientation and mobility specialists and braille transcribers.
BCA notes that the Victorian Department of Education and the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission recently partnered to develop resources that support inclusive education in schools. The resources cover topics such as making adjustments and building staff capability and could be promoted more broadly as a resource.[endnoteRef:7] [7:  Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission. A human rights approach to diversity and inclusion in schools. Toolkit. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc214617850]3.4 Clear responsibilities for assessment authorities and course developers
Systemic and wide-ranging barriers to education continue to be experienced by people with disability in the higher education sector.[endnoteRef:8] For students who are blind or vision impaired, inconsistent adjustment can lead to exclusion from practical courses and BCA has previously raised concerns about universities not advising students of inherent course requirements, leading to exclusions without adjustments for students.[endnoteRef:9] [8:  Harpur, P., Stafford, L., & Ellis, K. (2025). A disability-led disability inclusion strategy for the higher education sector. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 47(3), 368–385.]  [9:  2020 Review of the Disability Standards for Education 2005 Final Report] 

BCA recently advocated on behalf of a student studying massage therapy. The education institution insisted the student use a support worker (at a cost to the student) to an appointment with a massage client despite the student’s objections that a support worker was not required and no similar requirement was applied to other students in the course.
BCA was also recently requested to provide advocacy support to a vision impaired individual enrolled in a Bachelor of Science and Mechanical Engineering course who was excluded from participation without adjustment to course materials and examination methods.  
Education providers should be required to ensure that all learning materials, work placements and assessment processes are accessible from the outset, not only when a student requests them. 
Accessibility should include ensuring digital content, portals and learning management systems are compliant with the latest version of WCAG, use of audio-described videos and accessible multimedia, tactile diagrams or 3D models where needed, and provision of documentation that meets screen reader and accessibility guidelines and removes any visual biases. 
The DSE should explicitly cover the obligations of education providers to ensure that work placements are safe and accessible (including physical and digital accessibility), and that students with a disability are provided with requisite adjustments in a timely manner to ensure they can fully participate.  
Educators, examiners and work placement supervisors should undertake relevant training on accessible course and assessment design and be required to provide evidence that students have been genuinely consulted, an agreed plan put in place (and documented) and adjustments delivered as agreed.  
[bookmark: _Toc214617851]3.5 How well the Standards are followed
Standards provide a good framework for understanding rights and obligations, but their effectiveness is only as good as compliance and accountability mechanisms. Reliance on people with disability to lodge complaints places the onus of action on the person with least power in the student versus education provider relationship.[endnoteRef:10]  [10:  Australian Government Department of Education, Final Report: 2020 Review of the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (September 2020). (p. 37)] 

The focus must shift to system-wide accessibility and inclusive design from the outset rather than a continued focus on individual adjustments, advocacy and complaints. Notably, any complaints process related to education should be efficient and easy to use with a short turnaround on complaints to minimise exclusion of students with disability and learning delays.  
As BCA outlined in its submission to the 2025 DDA review, the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) must be suitably empowered and resourced to enforce the DDA and associated Standards with meaningful penalties applied for non-compliance by duty holders.  
[bookmark: _Toc214617852]4. Summary of Recommendations
BCA makes the following recommendations:
1. Align DSE with upcoming DDA positive duty reforms and pause standalone review of the DSE until DDA changes conclude.  
2. Ensure that the revised DSE is co-designed with people with disability and disability representative organisations. 
3. Require that disability-specific funding for students be used for its intended purpose (adjustments) and stipulate that it may not be diverted by education institutions to other expenses. 
4. Amend the DSE to require independent, student and practitioner led decision-making on adjustments so that decisions are not made by education providers in isolation and ensure regular review of adjustment needs are undertaken.  
5. Mandate minimum standards and timelines for the provision of accessible materials and adjustments in the DSE.
6. Suitably empower and resource the AHRC to enforce the DSE. Legislate stronger penalties for education providers, that continue to breach the DDA and the DSE.    
7. Strengthen digital accessibility provisions and require that all education digital goods and services (inclusive of websites, portals and learning management systems) conform with the most recent version of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines. Mandate use of universally accessible document formats (e.g. HTML over PDF) in all education settings.  
8. Make accessibility and inclusive education a mandatory competency for all educators and assessors, and embed it into teacher training, registration and leadership development and hold duty holders to account for performance.
9. Require education providers to ensure work placements are safe and accessible (including physical and digital accessibility), meaningfully consult with students regarding preferences, and provide requisite adjustments in a timely manner to ensure full participation.  
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