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Executive Summary
In 2012, the South East Local Learning and Employment Network (SELLEN) completed an
Environmental Scan for the south east region of Melbourne, comprising the City of Greater
Dandenong, the City of Casey and the Cardinia Shire. The south‐east is home to one of the most
diverse and youngest populations in Victoria.
One of the emerging issues highlighted in the 2012 Environmental Scan was that the SELLEN region
has significantly higher rates of disabilities among young people aged 5 to 14 years, than Victoria
overall (ABS 2011). As a consequence, SELLEN decided to gather additional data and information to
establish a more accurate picture of how students with disabilities in our mainstream schools, both
primary and secondary are faring and identify challenges and trends. This paper presents initial
findings which echo many of the issues identified in Held Back: The experience of students with
disabilities in Victorian Schools (Victoria Human Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission
2012), the most recent and most comprehensive Victorian report on the issues impacting students
with a disability in compulsory education.
There are several areas of concern with the most prominent being access to funding for students
with a disability. The difficulty of the actual process of applying for funds from the Program for
Students with a Disability (PSD) and the timing of the funding review process carried out by the
Department of Education and Early Child Childhood (DEECD), are identified as major barriers to
successful participation in education for students with a disability. A core issue is the difficulty of
meeting the stringent criteria for funding set by DEECD for students with additional learning needs
to be able to access PSD funding. In addition, other factors such as family, emotional, financial and
cultural differences, may explain a general lack of parental engagement in the application process.
These combined factors may explain why a high number of students in the region that are identified
as requiring additional support at school, are not able to meet the criteria for PSD funding and are,
therefore, not resourced for this additional support. These students, however, still need additional
support and schools are left to manage this with a reduced pool of resources.
Following the initial funding allocation, the subsequent compulsory DEECD review process in Grade 6
is seen to be negatively impacting the continuity of support for students transitioning to secondary
education. During the Grade 6 review, students are often identified as no longer being eligible for
PSD funding, resulting in the withdrawal of resources just when the student is transitioning to a
larger, less supported secondary school setting and would benefit from additional support or be able
to move to a specialist school.
Consultations and the anecdotal feedback from the survey suggest that there is not enough trained
staff or funding to train staff in schools to meet the needs of the ever increasing number of students
with disabilities. School staff also commented that students with a disability often become
marginalised, especially in large secondary colleges. It is difficult for children who have a disability to
make friends, often leaving the student with disabilities facing social isolation and bullying.
The findings also show that males students requiring additional support out number female students
at a ratio of 2:1, this is the same for students who are both eligible and ineligible for PSD (or
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equivalent) funding. One local independent school in the SELLEN region described an increase in the
past few years in the number of students who require additional support for emotional disabilities.
One last issue highlighted by the survey is the lack of data collection around students that need
support but are not eligible for PSD funding and collection of data on transition pathways from
school for students with a disability. Although schools record data on a transition point when
students are exited (e.g. to a TAFE program), most schools do not follow up with the students to
verify if the placement continued or was successful, due to a lack of resources.
Recommendations ensuing from this report include:
Application Process:
 That the PSD application process is reviewed and that school disability and inclusion staff are
included in the review process.
 That the application guidelines should include a section for parents in plain English, as well
as other written languages, to make the process more inclusive of all families of students
with disabilities.
Eligibility Criteria:
 That an independent review take place to investigate the costs versus benefits of
broadening the eligibility criteria, making PSD accessible to a wider range of students with
additional needs.
Parental Engagement:
 That the application process is reviewed to make sure it is culturally inclusive.
 That more research into cultural barriers and their impact on recognising and accepting
disability is carried out.
Timing of the Grade 6 PSD Funding Review:
 That a review of the timing of reviews for students receiving PSD funding in Government
Schools be carried out.
Professional Development for Staff in Schools:
 That all undergraduate teacher courses provide a core subject dedicated to disability
awareness and supporting students in an inclusive classroom environment.
 That governing bodies make adjustments to the curriculum to support inclusion for students
with a disability.
Social Exclusion:
 That awareness and professional development programs be developed to address the
bullying of students with a disability.
Gender and Emotional Disability:
 That professional development around strategies for working with male students with a
disability and students with an emotional disability be developed and delivered.
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Transitions for Students with Disabilities:
 That more advice and guidance resources be developed for careers professionals in schools
to increase the support offered to students with disabilities as they transition from school.
 That increased career guidance time is made available to students with disabilities.
 That the Transition Coach program be extended to allow access for all students with
disabilities, even those not currently receiving PSD funding.
Funding for students with disabilities in Alternative Education: Special funding is provided to
students with disabilities enrolled in alternative education programs where the SRP does not follow
the student because they are funded through Victorian Training Guarantee (VTG) instead of the
Student Resource Package (SRP).
Data Collection:
 That information is collected on the number of students who receive PSD funding and also
those who do not meet the criteria for funding but are deemed to need extra support.
 That information is collected regarding the reasonable adjustments being provided for
students with disabilities to participate in education on the same basis as their peers.
 That accurate periodic data collection on the pathways and destinations of students with
disabilities exiting schools is completed for a period of 12 months post exit.
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Literature Review
Held Back: The experience of students with disabilities in Victorian Schools (Victoria Human Equal
Opportunity & Human Rights Commission 2012) is the most recent and one of the most
comprehensive Victorian reports on the issues impacting students with a disability in compulsory
education and outlines many of the common themes highlighted in our consultations and surveys.
The Program for Students with a Disability Guidelines 2013 (DEECD 2012) provides the requisites and
processes to access funding available for students with a disability.

Lack of Data Collection
As confirmed by Disability and Inclusion staff members in schools in the South East, there is general
lack of data collection for students with disabilities, especially for those students with additional
needs who do not meet the criteria for additional funding. As data is not collected on these
students, there is no systemic way of tracking unmet demand for students who need support but do
not qualify for the PSD funding. Incomplete data collection is also a problem in Independent and
Catholic schools (Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human Right Commission 2012). The lack of data
makes program design or improvement difficult (NSW Ombudsman 2013).

Lengthy Application Process
As highlighted in our school consultations and in the Held Back report (2012), the application process
for PSD funding is both lengthy and complicated, especially in Government schools, creating an
obstacle to adequately resource support for needy students. The process requires the formulation of
a Student Support Group consisting of parent/carer, school staff and professionals be initiated
before the lengthy process of assessments, applications and submissions takes place, which can in
many cases be met with a negative outcome as a result of the stringent criteria (Victoria Human
Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission 2012).

Strict Eligibility Criteria
Consultation and research highlight that the strict application process and eligibility criteria restricts
the access to funding to only certain categories of students to the detriment of those students who
need support but do not meet the criteria. As a consequence, schools resort to using the pool of
funds brought by funded students to resource the support provided to mixed groups of students
with varying needs (Victoria Human Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission 2012, p.163).
Current research recommends that funding should be allocated based on a holistic assessment of
need rather than a limited list of disability category or classification (Children with Disability Australia
[CDA] 2013). In fact, the research and parent’s feedback highlight that PSD funding does not provide
resources to all students’ disability needs (Hastings 1996; Victoria Human Equal Opportunity &
Human Rights Commission 2012) and that many students whose disabilities do not fall under the
forms covered by the seven PSD categories go without funding (Victoria Human Equal Opportunity &
Human Rights Commission 2012).
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Professional Development for School Staff
Consultations and research both highlight the lack of adequate disability specific training for staff in
mainstream schools (Australian Education Union 2011). This severely limits the ability of teachers to
cater to the learning needs of students with differing levels of abilities and to successfully manage
the often challenging classroom dynamics of mixed groups. The need for adequate teacher training
and professional development has been highlighted as an essential and fundamental
recommendation of all recent research on inclusive education in Australia (National People with
Disabilities and Carer Council [NPWDACC] 2009).

Parental Experience of the Funding Application Process
Parents declare difficulties in participating in the funding application process for various reasons. For
some parents of a child with a disability, their past experiences may have been negative and their
significant investment for no return may have impacted on them personally, emotionally and
financially. In other cases, students may be from diverse cultural and religious backgrounds where
parents are reluctant to confront the fact that their child has a disability and choose to ignore or
prefer not to have a formal diagnosis. There may also be a lack of understanding from the family,
depending on their educational background so getting the parents to follow through with a diagnosis
can sometimes be fraught with problems and can resolve in no official diagnosis taking place
(Victoria Human Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission 2012).

Social Exclusion
Children with a disability are often marginalised in mainstream schools. It is difficult for them to
make friends, often resulting in social isolation. Secondary schools report that bullying is also an
issue at older ages with those students who have disabilities being on the receiving end (Victoria
Human Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission 2012, p.72). Research confirms that young
people in specialist settings are not immune to being bullied regardless of the settings higher
student‐teacher ratios (Colgon 2013).

Gender Bias Issue
Consistent with local data gathered in this report, the Australian Bureau of Statistic (2009) data show
that there are a greater number of males with disabilities. This is especially prevalent in the category
of intellectual disabilities such as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). In the South East region male
students with additional needs, both funded and unfunded, outnumber females at a ratio of 2:1.

The Timing of Funding Reviews
The transition from primary school to secondary school is a difficult and critical one for all students,
a time when familiarity is a key to success. As students with a disability make the transition, the
more support and continuity that can be maintained the better.
Secondary schools involved in SELLEN research identified that the timing of the PSD funding review,
currently occurring towards the end of primary schooling, can hamper this transition, particularly if
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students are deemed ineligible during the review process. (Victoria Human Equal Opportunity &
Human Rights Commission 2012).

Inadequate Transition for Students with Disabilities
During the consultations for this report, it was highlighted that there is little data collection on
students with disabilities exiting mainstream schools. Although a pathway may be planned for a
school leaver with a disability, due to a lack of resources, there appears to be little or no ongoing
follow up processes. If the student is unsuccessful with their chosen pathway there is no tracking
mechanism to make sure the young person transitions to another more appropriate destination.
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Methodology
In developing this research paper, SELLEN used a number of methods to consult with the disability
and inclusion teams in schools. The methodologies used, included:

Online Surveys
Surveys were developed and sent to 117 primary and secondary schools in the City of Casey,
Cardinia Shire and the City of Greater Dandenong. The survey was created to collect quantitative and
qualitative data from Government, Catholic and Independent schools and was administered using
Survey Monkey. Questions were established following consultations with a selection of schools, to
determine how schools collect their data in relation to students with disabilities, both those who are
PSD funded or equivalent and those that do not receive PSD funding or equivalent but still require
additional support. We also wanted to identify when these students were making the transition out
of school. Attempts were made to word questions making it a simple process for respondents to
complete the survey, which also covered the different categories of schools. A copy of the survey is
attached in Appendix 1.
We had a 45% response rate to the survey with a good spread across primary, secondary,
government, catholic and independent sectors. Although 55 schools responded to the survey, not all
schools responded to all questions, therefore, we have only collated the responses of 36 schools,
this equates to a response rate of 31%.

Literature Review
A literature review was undertaken to explore definitions and frameworks for understanding
disability in the context of schools and how the funding system works. A desktop review of current
literature including issue and research papers in the area of disability was carried out and the
findings identified in the review.

School Consultations
A series of consultations were held with a variety of mainstream and specialist schools across the
region. The consultations were with Principals and/ or disability and inclusion staff. The purpose of
these consultations was to gain suggestions and feedback for the survey design in order to elicit
quality information and ensure it was user friendly and time sensitive and also to collect qualitative
data that would draw out information about:
 Issues regarding the applications for PSD or equivalent funding
 Issues students with disabilities face attending mainstream schools
 Retention rates of students with disabilities
 Exit points of students with disabilities
 Pathways of students with disabilities
 Methods of testing students with disabilities
 Methods of collecting data on students with disabilities
 How schools are supporting students without PSD or equivalent funding.
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State Government Department Consultations
A series of consultations were held with state government departments involved in disability
programs to gain a better understanding of the work they do with schools in the area of disability
including the following departments and programs:
 Department of Human Services – Responsible for
Futures Funding for Young Adults, Transition Coaching program and the Ambassador
program.
 The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development – Responsible for PSD
funding and the Inclusion Support Programs

Community Service Organisation Consultations
Consultations with Community Service Organisations providing services such as:
 Transition Coaches
 Disability Services
 Alternative Learning providers

Attendance at Steering Groups, Support Group Meetings and Forums
SELLEN attended disability and inclusion support groups, forums and steering committees to gain
information and become familiar with emerging issues in the disability and inclusion sector.
Meetings with the National Disability Coordination Officer (NDCO) and attendance at the following
meetings:
 Communities in Partnership (CIP)
 Southern Disability Careers Network (SDCN)
 Integration Managers Network Meeting (IMNM)
 Transition Coach meeting

Parent Forum
A group of parents came together to share their experience as parents of students with disabilities.
They communicated information regarding the transition into school, diagnosis of the child’s
disability for funding purposes and their personal experiences of transition out of school.
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Background Information
The following information was put together to give current context around the policy and
procedures in place in schools when supporting students that are identified or diagnosed as having a
disability.

Disability Funding Assessments, Criteria and Process in Government,
Catholic & Independent Schools
The process to apply for PSD or equivalent funding is time consuming and requires numerous parties
to be involved and relies on the ability, capacity and experience of the disability and inclusion staff
to submit supportive, well written applications. A government schools’ Student Support Group (SSG)
is usually responsible for gathering the documentation containing evidence of the student’s
eligibility and educational needs.
A Student Support Group is compulsory for students in the Program for Students with Disabilities
(Government schools). The SSG is essential when making an application under the Program for
Students with Disabilities and is a collaborative partnership between the parent/guardian/carer(s),
school representatives and other associated professionals to ensure coordinated support for the
student’s educational needs.1

Application Process
DEECD contracts out initial PSD funding assessments for government schools to the private
company, Lewis and Lewis. All assessments done by Lewis and Lewis are funded by DEECD under the
government funded PSD guidelines. Catholic and Independent sectors can also contract this firm to
do their assessments for equivalent funding; however their assessments are not funded by DEECD
although Independent schools can apply for some funding for the assessments. The initial contact
with Lewis and Lewis requesting a referral is usually made by telephone by the Principal (or
designated nominee). During the phone call, they determine:





1

The likelihood that an assessment would have results which would probably fall within the
required score range for the application to proceed.
Lewis and Lewis will discuss the student’s difficulties with the Principal and determine if a
referral is appropriate.
If the discussion results in a referral, then a referral pack will be sent to the school.
Notes from the SSG, other supporting documents and test results will be sent to Lewis and
Lewis along with the completed application form.

The Student Support Group is responsible for:
• Identifying the student’s needs• Identification of any changes required for the curriculum
• Planning of an appropriate educational program

• Developing an Individual Learning Plan
• Discussing and providing support to implement the Individual Learning Plan
• Advising the principal of the support required for the student and evaluation of program
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Before an application is accepted, further testing is carried out at the school by Lewis and
Lewis.
Feedback regarding whether Lewis and Lewis will recommend the applicant to DEECD for
funding is given immediately after the assessment unless further information or testing is
required.
An application’s final funding approval along with the amount approved is determined by
the Resource Coordination Group (RCG) of the Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development. The RCG is comprised of regional representatives and consulting
professionals.
DEECD only accepts one PSD application per student per year. If a student transfers to
another government school after they have had a funding application approved, the
allocation will transfer between schools on a pro‐rata basis. (There are six levels of funding
(1‐6) depending on the assessed needs of the student, Level 1 being the lowest level of
support and Level 6 the highest).
DEECD’s Resources Coordination Group assesses applications for eligibility which have been
accepted and forwarded to them by Lewis and Lewis and this group determines the level of
funding a student may access; the school is then notified of the outcome.

DEECD reported that at a regional level they are unaware that there is a limit to the funding. Each
application is dealt with on a case by case basis. Local DEECD staff are not involved with the funding
allocation; they are there to process the applications and develop a relationship with the schools for
the best possible outcome and to give advice on submitting good applications.
Lewis & Lewis are not contracted to provide assessments for students who are currently
supported under the PSD program who want to transfer from mainstream to a specialist setting.
An assessment for this purpose should be sought through the DEECD student support services in
their region.
Sometimes schools will want to appeal to the Resource Coordination Group for a change in the
amount of funding provided to a student who is already receiving assistance under the PSD
program. This is usually the case if there has been a change in the student’s circumstances
whereby additional support is required at the school level. Lewis & Lewis is not contracted to do
these assessments. If an assessment for a reappraisal is required, it is necessary that contact is
made with the DEECD regional office.

Review Process
The PSD funding for a student is reviewed at Grade 6 or the equivalent in specialist schools. This has
been determined as a critical review point and is mandatory for disability levels 1‐4 only. The more
severe disability Levels 5‐6 are exempt from this review according to the PSD guidelines. The only
other time a reappraisal is submitted is when it is believed that an adjustment to the level of support
that is provided for a student is required to ensure effective support for the student. Only one
reappraisal per student per calendar year will be considered, this has to be submitted before the
Annual Round closure which is usually in July. Applications received after that date will only be
accepted for:


Students transferring from other school systems, including interstate and overseas
13





Preps beginning in 2014
Students with a seriously deteriorating medical condition
Students with a seriously deteriorating behavioural condition such that the student’s
behaviour poses a significant safety risk to him or herself or others in the school, and there is
evidence of substantial regional and other intervention

There is a diagram with a visual explanation of the assessment service available on the (Lewis and
Lewis) website to try and assist schools to understand the procedure for submitting PSD
applications; it shows the many opportunities for the application to be rejected and the roles that
Lewis and Lewis play in the application process. (See Appendix 2)
Independent Schools can also use the same process as Government schools to apply for PSD
funding; the only difference is the applications go through Independent Schools Victoria before
being submitted to Lewis and Lewis for consideration of eligibility.
Independent Schools can also apply for State Support Services Funding.2

PSD Eligibility Criteria
The assessment criteria for Government schools under the PSD guidelines are complex and students
must meet the eligibility criteria for one of seven program categories in order to be deemed eligible
for funding support:








Physical disability
Visual impairment
Severe behaviour disorder
Hearing impairment
Intellectual disability
Autism spectrum disorder
Severe language disorder with critical educational needs

The eligibility criteria were developed from guidelines set by the World Health Organisation. Lewis
and Lewis recommends to schools whether assessment results indicate that an application should
proceed, however the eligibility of a PSD application is eventually determined by DEECD’s Resources
Coordination Group.

2

The Victorian Government provides limited funds for the provision of specialised services to support students with
demonstrated needs. Independent schools are able to apply for funding so they can engage specialists to provide Visiting
teacher service for:
Physically disabled/health impaired students
Hearing impaired students
Vision impaired
students Speech Therapy
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A student who meets the eligibility criteria for PSD funding can receive between $46,519 and $6,095
per annum. The amount of state government PSD funding provided to independent schools is far
less with students accessing between $3,900 and $1,700 per annum from State Government;
however there are other streams of funding available to independent schools including the funding
that Independent Schools Victoria administers Special Education – Per Capita Funding on behalf of
the Federal Government.
Schools receive additional funding for every child identified on the Federal Government’s annual
Census of Non‐Government Schools as having a Commonwealth‐defined disability. Commonwealth‐
defined disabilities (Disability Act 2006)3 are those disabilities for which students can receive funding
under the Special Education element of the Australian Government’s Literacy, Numeracy and Special
Learning Needs Program. Independent schools can also apply for additional federal funding, i.e. if a
student is funded under state government funding under the category of severe language, the
school can apply for additional federal funding for a speech therapist or if a student is funded for
vision impairment under state government funding the school could apply for additional federal
funding for a visiting teacher.

Funding
The funding to support the inclusion for students with disabilities differs between the Victorian
Government, Catholic and Independent school system.
The Victorian Government budget papers for 2011‐12 report that an investment amounting to
$686.1 million was made in supporting students with disabilities.
Funding for Students with Disabilities in Victorian Government Schools
The Program for Students with Disabilities (PSD) is a targeted supplementary funding program for
Victorian Government Schools. It provides funding to schools for a defined population of students
with disabilities, with moderate to severe needs. It aims to support student learning, engagement
and wellbeing, pathways and transitions however students must meet strict eligibility criteria for
their schools to access this funding.
The funding is there to provide support of school based education programs for eligible students;
this could be a staff integration aide or specialised equipment to enable the student to access
education (e.g. a Braille keyboard).
PSD funding targets the following categories:
 Physical disability
 Visual impairment
 Severe behaviour disorder
 Hearing impairment
 Intellectual disability(ID)
 Autism spectrum disorder(ASD)
 Severe language disorder with critical educational needs.
PSD funding can be utilised by schools to support student’s needs in a variety of ways, including:
3

Disability is defined in section 3 of the Disability Act http://www.lawhandbook.org.au/handbook/ch16s01s02.php#Ch129Se219114 2006
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Special teachers/integration teachers (salaries and on costs)
Education support staff (salaries and on costs)
Relief teaching interpreter (sign language or interpreter when language other than English)
Curriculum resources
Specialised equipment
Consultancy or professional development
Speech pathology
Physiotherapy
Nurse
Occupational therapy

Schools are funded for each eligible student with a disability at one of 6 levels under the PSD
guidelines; the level is determined by the responses provided to an Educational Needs
Questionnaire and ranges from $6,095 at level 1 and $46,519 at level 6 per annum.
It is the responsibility of the school, in consultation with parents, to determine how the resources
are used to best support the needs of the student.
There are three types of applications within the Program for Students with Disabilities:
1. New applications –
These are for students who are not currently receiving additional funding support through the
Program for Students with Disabilities.
2. Grade 6–7 Reviews ‐
Grade 6, or the equivalent in specialist schools, is regarded as a critical review point, in terms of
establishing the educational need for support through the Program for Students with Disabilities.
Grade 6‐7 reviews are mandatory for students in receipt of level 1 to 4 PSD funding. PSD funding is
retained until the review, if the review is successful; PSD funding is maintained until the student
exits from school. Current Grade 6 students, or the equivalent in specialist schools, which are in
receipt of level 5 or 6 support (which are for the most severe disabilities) are exempt from the
review.
3. Reappraisals –
These are submitted when it is believed that an adjustment to the level of support provided for a
student currently in the Program for Students with Disabilities is needed. The reappraisal will
establish if additional resources are required to ensure effective support for the student. In some
cases where eligibility for the PSD funding cannot be established the principal is required to provide
an appropriate educational program from the existing available resources in the school.
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Funding for Students with Disabilities in the Catholic School System
The Catholic Education Commission of Victoria (CECV) is the body in the Catholic School System
established to receive and assess Australian Government and Victorian Government funding
applications on behalf of the Bishops of Victoria and all Catholic schools in Victoria.4
Funding for Catholic schools is decided by the Catholic Education Commission of Australia based on
need of the individual school.
CECV can distribute additional funding to support students with disabilities. The school would need
to apply for this additional funding at which time the student’s eligibility would be assessed. The
criteria for eligibility is similar to criteria for the PSD funding, the difference is the amount of funding
available.
An annual evaluation of the students’ needs is determined and submitted through a student
program. Criteria have been established which create a three tier level of need. A Catholic school in
the region reported that schools will often supplement the disability funding through their own
general pool of funding to give students with disabilities the best level of support.
In the Catholic system, an application for funding must be completed each year for all students (new,
review or ongoing) to enable the schools to receive supplementary support from the
Commonwealth Programs for Non‐government schools, Literacy, Numeracy and Special Learning
Needs Program.
In the Catholic education system, schools can apply for Literacy, Numeracy and Special Learning
Needs (LNSLN) funding which is for students with disabilities. The objective of this funding program
is to improve the learning outcomes of educationally disadvantaged students, particularly in literacy
and numeracy, by contributing funding for additional teaching and learning assistance.
For the purposes of determining eligibility a student with a disability is defined as:
“A student who has been assessed by a person with relevant qualifications as having
intellectual, sensory, physical, social or emotional impairment or more than one of these
impairments to a degree that satisfies the criteria for eligibility to access special educational
services or program provided by the government of the state in which the student resides.”5
Students whose only impairments are specific learning difficulties or for whom remedial education
or remedial support is appropriate are not eligible.
The Catholic system has some differences from the Government PSD funding system. The eligibility
criteria is broadly similar to the PSD funding system, however the amount of funding for individual
students differs.
4

The Catholic Education Commission Victoria is made up of members from the four dioceses in Victoria.
www.ceomelb.catholic.edu.au/our‐schools/funding‐of‐catholic‐schools as at July 2012
5

Catholic Education Commission of Victoria Ltd. Schools assistance Act 2008 – Administrative Guidelines: Commonwealth
Programs for non‐Government schools, 2009 to 2012

17

The student’s needs are reviewed annually through an evaluation of the submitted student program.
It is reported by a local Catholic Secondary school that this funding is often supplemented from their
general funding pool to provide the best level of student support.
In a paper published by the Catholic Education Commission of Victoria (CECV) (2012) in respect to
funding it was reported that funding in Catholic schools has never been at the same level as for
students with disabilities in Government schools, however there are increasing numbers of parents
from low‐income, indigenous and refugee backgrounds sending their children to catholic schools.6
The figure below shows the increase in students with disabilities in Victorian Catholic schools from
2001 to 2011 but only measures the growth of funded students. This is the entire catholic student
population of Victoria, students from prep to year 12. It indicates a steady increase on an annual
basis. In 2001, students with disabilities in the Catholic school system receiving additional funding
was a little over 3000, compared to 2011 when almost 8000 students were receiving additional
disability funding, almost 4% of the Catholic Victorian school population in Victoria.

Figure 1: Increase in students with a disability enrolling in Catholic schools (2001‐2011)

6

Governments have not funded students with special needs in Catholic schools to the same level as they do in Government
schools. This is despite more and more families with Indigenous, low‐income or refugee backgrounds and those with
children with disabilities, choosing to send their children to a Catholic school. As part of their social justice mission, Catholic
school communities welcome these students; despite the much smaller amount of funding they receive to support them.
Government funding for Catholic students with special needs often falls short of what they require. If these Catholic
students were enrolled in Government schools, they would receive more funding to support their needs. It’s about time
governments fund students with special needs equally, based on their needs, and not the school they attend.
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Source: CECV 2011, Statistical Snapshot of Victorian Catholic School
Funding for Students with Disabilities in the Independent Sector
In the Independent school sector, to be eligible for disability funding through targeted Australian
Government programs, the student is required to be assessed as having a disability under one of
seven categories of disability and have ‘demonstrated education needs’.7
Independent schools can apply for limited funds to subsidise assessments of students by
psychologists and speech pathologists. Funds are available where there is a demonstrated need and
where the family requires financial support.

One local independent school described this funding and the application process as very positive.
They reported that the administrative staff are always very supportive and helpful with applications
making the process generally very positive.
The other noted difference from the Government Schools experience in applying for PSD funding is
that the independent schools, in most cases, report receiving significantly more support from the
parents and care givers of students with a disability although they can still experience some cultural
resistance to a diagnosis of disability from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) parents.
The funding for independent schools for students with disabilities has four levels of funding, in 2012
in mainstream schools these ranged from approximately $1,700, $2,800 and $3,900 per annum.
Level 4 funding is specifically for students who attend one of the 11 independent specialist schools in
the state of Victoria. This federal funding can be used by the independent school to provide support
7

The categories are: Intellectual disability, severe language disorder, severe emotional disorder, autism spectrum disorder,
physical disability – chronic health impairment and hearing impairment. Independent Schools Victoria, Students with
Disabilities Handbook 2013
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teachers, aides, counsellors and other resources. This funding is ongoing for four years when the
funding is reviewed.8
Futures for Young Adults Funding (FFYA)
Futures for Young Adults (FFYA) is available to citizens and permanent residents of Victoria (not
available to NZ passport holders which would include a majority of the Maori and Pasific Island
heritage community resident in the South East), who are 18 years old and in the last year of school,
who have been assessed as eligible through the Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development's Program for Students with Disabilities or equivalent in the Catholic or Independent
sectors and currently receiving support at school.
The Futures for Young Adults (FFYA) program provides support to students with a disability who
need additional assistance to make successful transitions to post‐school options. The program is
available to eligible students from when they are 18 and complete school until they turn 21 (three
yrs).
A component of the FFYA program is the Transition to Employment (TTE) initiative. Transition to
Employment is focused on providing 12 months of support in the way of:
“Information and assistance to access further education, training, employment and
community participation options. The FFYA program has a Safety Net provision so that you
can seek advice and support from FFYA transition planners at any time during the three year
eligibility period. This provides flexibility to allow you to try some employment, training and
community activities independently and still have the opportunity to seek support from FFYA
until you turn 21 years of age.” (DHS 2013)
This initiative is in place to support young people with a disability who want to pursue further
education and training and are not yet ready to move directly into employment, or receive
assistance through a Disability Employment Service (DES).9

Complementary Programs
Students with disabilities in Victorian government schools in 2011 made up 3.9% of the school
population. 2.17% of these students were enrolled at government mainstream schools. Almost 100%
of students attending government specialist schools are funded under PSD. 55% of students of PSD
funded students were educated in mainstream schools whilst the remaining 45% were at specialist
schools. 10
Independent schools in Victoria have 212 schools with 126,498 students enrolled with 2% of them
being funded for disabilities also under the DEECD’s PSD funding program. Currently the Catholic
Education Commission of Victoria financially supplements the education program of 2.2% of the

8

Independent Schools Victoria, Students with Disabilities Handbook 2013

9

10

FFYA www.dhs.vic.gov.au/for-individuals/disability/community-life-and-jobs/post-school-transition-support

Victorian Equal Rights Commission – Held Back Report 2012 (pg 152)
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Catholic school population who are deemed disabled according to Commonwealth Government of
Australia’s guidelines. 11
There is a significant number of students with identified or diagnosed additional needs that do not
meet current funding criteria for students with disabilities, despite the fact that they require
additional support, in this instance education providers do not receive any extra funding to provide
students with the additional support required to meet their learning needs. Survey and consultation
feedback indicates that educators and parents are concerned about this funding disparity and fear
these children’s’ educational needs are being compromised as they still require additional support
and schools must stretch their limited resources to try and accommodate them.
According to DEECD, 3% of students in mainstream Victorian government schools have severe or
profound disabilities which would include conditions such as intellectual disabilities, autism, severe
language disorders, hearing impairment, visual impairment, behaviour disorder and physical
disabilities.
In 2005, the state government introduced a new initiative called the Language Support Program
(LSP). The Language Support Program is a framework for teaching oral language to students
requiring additional support. Professional development is provided to teachers to develop skills to
support students in the classroom. The Language Support Program also provides schools with
resources to support the delivery of teaching and learning programs for students with language
disorders12.

11
disability, in relation to a person, means:(a) total or partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions; or
(b) total or partial loss of a part of the body; or
(c) the presence in the body of organisms causing disease or illness; or
(d) the presence in the body of organisms capable of causing disease or illness; or
(e) the malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of the person’s body; or
(f) a disorder or malfunction that results in the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or malfunction; or
(g) a disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought processes, perception of reality, emotions or judgment or that
results in disturbed behaviour;and includes a disability that:
(h) presently exists; or
(i) previously existed but no longer exists; or
(j) may exist in the future (including because of a genetic predisposition to that disability); or
(k) is imputed to a person.To avoid doubt, a disability that is otherwise covered by this definition includes behaviour that is a
symptom or manifestation of the disability.
http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/C2010C00023/Html/Text#param4 Disability Discrimination act 1992

12

A Language Disorder is described as having Difficulty in acquiring skills involved in understanding, processing or expressing language in
one's native tongue. Students with language difficulties present in many different ways, they can exhibit the following characteristics:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Difficulty following instructions
Difficulty learning concepts
Limited vocabulary
Grammatical mistakes
Poor attention skills
Difficulty relaying stories
Behaviour problems
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The implementation of the Language Support Program may lead to enhanced student learning in the
areas of:
 Vocabulary
 Phonological knowledge
 Grammatical usage
 Fluency and intonation
 Listening comprehension
 Expressive language
 Using language to learn and to communicate effectively
 Storage and retrieval of information in and from long‐term memory
 Perception and attention to spoken language.
The funding model allocates Language Support Program funding to all government primary, P‐12 and
secondary schools. The level of funding is based on student enrolment numbers, student family
occupation and the stage of schooling students are at for Prep to Year 9 students.
Strategies may include the use of targeted resources such as additional speech pathologist expertise
and teacher aides.
The funding model is based on the rationale that:
 Resources are best directed to building teacher capacity
 Embedded funding ensures certainty for schools
 Research tells us there is a link between Student Family Occupation and additional language
needs.
This program aims to increase language learning opportunities in the classroom for children with
language disorders. This funding is not necessarily segregated from the main school budget;
however some surveyed schools commented that they do identify this funding to ensure it goes
towards a program or activities which support the children who have language disorders.
ASD Inclusion Support Programs
Inclusion Support Programs support children and young people with an Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD) in government schools by providing trained teaching staff to enable the students to participate
as fully as possible in the school’s curriculum. The state government put $2.4 million as a one off
payment in 2009 towards inclusion support programs to six Victorian schools, special classrooms for
students with autism in mainstream school settings, intensive support and intervention for
individual students and professional support for teachers.
In 2010 a further $2m was identified to create partnerships between another five mainstream
schools and special schools to provide staff and flexible learning spaces for students with an
intellectual disability.
There are two schools in the SELLEN region currently funded to provide ASD Inclusion Support
Programs, Carwatha College P‐12 in Noble Park (City of Greater Dandenong) has been funded for
this program since 2010 and Officer Primary school in Cardinia Shire since 2012. Both had already
identified they had high numbers of ASD students already enrolled before submitting for the
funding. Carwatha used their funding to set up a specialist classroom for ASD students and Officer to
employ a coordinator for ASD students. Since receiving funding both schools have seen an increase
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in enrolments of students with an ASD, in fact, between the two schools, there has been a total of 57
enrolments of ASD students. Both schools were able to utilise part of the funding to provide
specialist professional development for their staff.

This specialist program was funded through to the end of 2013. Late in 2013 the schools already in
the program received an extension of funding through to the end of 2014. Each school was funded
individually depending on the program they are running in their school to meet the requirements of
their program. This could be to fund a salary for a specialist staff member or for additional PD or
resources.
Both schools have commented on the continued benefit of having trained, dedicated staff and will
continue to employ the staff.
Officer Primary school facilitates a well attended support group for the parents of students with
ASD, this runs on a fortnightly basis.
Being part of the Inclusion Support Program means that all schools in the program in Victoria get to
meet up on a regular basis with an exchange of ideas and a sharing of knowledge as well as
Professional Development specifically on ASD.

Transition Coach Program
In specialist schools, students with disabilities can have access in their final year of school to a
Transition Coach through a program funded by the Department of Human Services (DHS) which was
first piloted in 2011 and is now in its third year. In the SELLEN region, some special development
schools access the program while others choose not to.
Only students with PSD funding are eligible for this program and, although it’s only been run in
specialist schools, PSD funded students in other government schools can access the program
through a referral to the Department of Human Services (DHS) by a careers teacher. This only
happens if the careers staff at the mainstream school is aware of the program. The Transition
Coaches for the SELLEN region had very few referrals from mainstream schools in 2012 and those
they did have were received close to the end of the year and so the full benefit of the program was
not able to be offered to the students. In 2013 Transition Coaches are working with a few more
students in mainstream schools as schools become aware that they can benefit from this service for
students funded under PSD.
Through the program, a transition coach is allocated to a specialist school, usually for two days per
week; the coach is allocated 20 hours per year per PSD funded student and works with the student,
in their final year of school, to assist them in choosing a pathway beyond school. They also work
with the teaching staff, the wellbeing staff and the parents to build a picture of the student’s
capabilities; it is a student centred approach. The transition coach is responsible for writing a
pathway plan for the student, they may also take the student for visits to further education
providers or workplace visits, help students with travel training, they also have access to interpreters
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and other professionals to help support and enhance the student’s awareness of the choices
available to them when leaving school.
The transition coach is available to the student until March of the year after they leave school; this
means if the student’s first choice of pathway is not successful they can contact the Transition Coach
and still access further support. When a student’s plan is written, it is common to explore a ‘Plan B’
with the student so if things don’t go well with the initial pathway there is another option.
According to DHS staff, the initial feedback from this program was very positive with good student
outcomes starting to be recorded. The Transitions and Pathways Officer from DHS said that they
would like all eligible students to be accessing the Transition Coach program and are seeking to
increase referrals from mainstream government schools. The Transition Coach program is not
available to catholic and independent schools.
These are two recent case studies from a Transition Coach working in both Specialist and
mainstream schools in the region.
Case Study 1:
DHS received a referral from a mainstream high school in the South East. A Transition Coach was
asked to give some support to a girl in her last year of school. She had a physical disability which
affected her mobility. The Transition Coach was asked to meet and subsequently research ways in
which she could support the student to access her preferred pathway of studying at university. After
meeting with the student, the Transition Coach attended the university enrolment day with the
student and supported her with the enrolment process. The Transition Coach considered the type of
support the student would need at university. Together they decided the major barrier was her
ability to travel to and from university as neither parent was able to drive. Her mobility is such that
she is unable to use public transport. The Transition Coach explored all transport options with the
student. As a last resort, a taxi was organised to and from university to enable the student to get to
her lectures, this was funded by Futures for Young Adults (FFYA). This was the only support the
student required to enable her to access study at university. At a recent catch up with the Transition
Coach, it was reported that the student is doing really well with her degree and receiving high
distinctions. This is a great outcome considering she struggled at school. Without the support of the
Transition Coach, and limited access to the already stretched resources of the careers teacher in the
school, there is a high probability that the options and level of support would not have been
provided which could have resulted in the student not being able to follow her chosen educational
pathway.
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Case Study 2:
The Transition Coach worked with a student at a Specialist School in his final year. He had a quite
moderate ID. While working with the student, his family and teachers over the year, the Transition
Coach discovered that the student was very practical and enjoyed working with his hands. When it
came to transition, his parents were nervous and assumed he would have transitioned in to a day‐
program five days per week, however, with the support of the Transition Coach he was encouraged
to seek two days per week in supported employment doing gardening. He spent the other three
days at a day service doing travel training, literacy and numeracy. Two years on, he is now working
four days a week in supported employment in a field he loves and one day a week at a day service
where he is building other skills such as literacy and numeracy. This is a great outcome for someone
who in the past and without the support of the Transition Coach may have ended up in a day service
full‐time.
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Findings, challenges & trends
Methodology of the Survey on Students with Disabilities in the South East
A survey was created and sent to 117 schools in the South East LLEN region, this included
Government, Catholic, Independent and Specialist schools. The schools surveyed included Primary
Secondary and P‐12. There was a 45% response to the survey, however not all schools completed all
questions.
One of the respondents, a local Catholic College, is a multi‐campus educational institution with
approximately 2000 students and, a combined staff of more than 250. Of the schools 2000 students,
117 (5.8% of the total student population) are currently funded under the Catholic Education
Commission of Victoria (CECV) ‐ Students with Disabilities program. The anticipated number for
2014 will be 130 students (6.5%) and they don’t expect the enrolment numbers across the school for
next year to be any higher than 2013 figures.
In addition, the school has another 227 students enrolled (or 11% of total enrolments) who do not
meet the criteria for PSD equivalent funding, but require additional support.
There is a strong ethos at the school around supporting students with disabilities, so the school
channels extra funding from their general funding pool into this area. They are not reliant solely on
the CECV funding, accessing additional funding from a range of sources including student fees.
Respondent schools have a combined student population which equates to 28% of the total female
student population in the SELLEN region, 30% of the Male students and 29% of students overall.
The data in the table below represents the total number of students enrolled in schools who
completed the survey. It is broken down into male and female students by school type and school
sector.
Table 1: Student population from surveyed schools
Gov.
Cath.
Ind.
Total
Male Students
Primary
Secondary
Specialist
P‐12

3,131
3,566
595
772

Total

8,064

615

280
107
826

3,131
4,980
702
2,213

1,749

1,213

11,026

1,134

Female Students
Primary

2,856

Secondary

3,422

Specialist

351

P‐12

706

Total

7,335

2,856
1,121

200

4,743

45

396

518

786

2,010

1,639

1,031

10,005

Total Students
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Primary

5,987

‐

‐

5,987

Secondary

6,988

2,255

480

9,723

Specialist

946

‐

152

1,098

1,478

1,133

1,612

4,223

Total
15,399
3,388
Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013)

2,244

21,031

P‐12

Although 55 schools responded to the initial survey, only 36 schools completed the survey in full.
The data in the table below represents the total number of schools that responded to the survey,
the type of school and the school sector.
Table 2: Survey response by school type and sector
Schools
Government
15
7
3
2

Primary
Secondary
Specialist
P‐12

Catholic
1
2

Independent

1

Total
27
4
Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013)

1
1
3

Total
16
10
4
6

5

36

In 2011, the SELLEN region was home to over 72,000 primary and secondary school students. Of
these students 51.1% were male and 48.9% were female.
Table 3: SELLEN School Populations
Primary
F
4,124
3,495
11,336

Total Students

Total
8,588
7,097
23,261

M
4,197
2,676
9,936

F
4,015
2,681
9,560

Total
8,212
5,357
19,496

M
8,661
6,278
21,861

F
8,139
6,176
20,896

Total
16,800
12,454
42,757

Total
19,991 18,955 38,946
Source: ABS Census Data (2011)

16,809

16,256

33,065

36,800

35,211

72,011

CGD
CS
Casey

M
4,464
3,602
11,925

Secondary

The survey showed that 9.12% (1006) of male students and 4.46% (446) of female students were
currently receiving PSD or equivalent funding. Further to this, an additional 8.22% (906) male and
5.51% (551) female students required additional support, however, did not the funding eligibility
criteria. This equates to 13.83% of students attending respondent schools, require additional
support due to identified additional needs, although only 6.9% are funded.

Table 4: Students requiring extra support, funded and unfunded, attending respondent schools
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Male

Female

All Students

Surveyed Student
Population

11,026

Funded

1,006

9.12%

446

4.46%

1,452

6.90%

906

8.22%

551

5.51%

1,457

6.93%

997

9.97%

2,909

13.83%

Unfunded

10,005

Additional Needs
1,912
17.34%
Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013)

21,031

Utilising the percentages of students, as identified by respondent schools, and applying them to the
total populations, as defined by the 2011 ABS Census, we can estimate the numbers of students with
additional needs across the SELLEN region.

Table 5: Applying the percentages above to the total student population of the SELLEN Region
Male

Female

All Students

SELLEN Student
Population

36,800

Applied Funded %

3,358*

9.12%

1,570*

4.46%

4,927*

6.90%

Applied Unfunded %

3,024*

8.22%

1,939*

5.51%

4,963*

6.93%

35,211

72,011

Additional Needs
6,382*
17.34
3,509
9.97%
9,890*
13.83%
Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013) and ABS Census Data (2011)
Note: * demonstrates students with a disability, funded and unfunded by applying the percentages
calculated by survey results to the entire student population in the SELLEN region.

The number of male students, both funded and unfunded were very similar across respondent
schools, that is, for every student that is funded, there is another students that is not funded.
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Figure 2: Male student population of surveyed schools
Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013)
906
1,006

No additional needs
Funded
Unfunded

9,114

The number of male students, both funded and unfunded were very similar across respondent
schools, that is, for every student that is funded, there is another students that is not funded.
Figure 3: Female student population of surveyed schools

Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013)
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There is a significant gender imbalance when it comes to students with additional needs. From
respondent school populations, male students out number female students at a ratio of
approximately 2:1 in both funded and unfunded categories.

Figure 4: Gender bias of young people with a disability
100%
90%
80%

31%

38%

48%

70%
60%
Female

50%
40%
30%

Male
69%

62%

52%

20%
10%
0%
Funded

Unfunded

Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013)
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Surveyed

Anecdotal Findings from the Parent Forum
A group of parents of students with disabilities who have all transitioned out of Year 12 in the last
few years came together in a forum to share their experiences of having students with disabilities in
the school system in the South East region. Discussions focused on the transition into school; the
experience of being tested and diagnosed for funding; and the transition out of school. Parents
agreed that most of their young people started in a mainstream school and were diagnosed, tested
and funded early in their primary years. Some of the students funding was downgraded when they
were reviewed in Year 6. For those students who transitioned to a mainstream secondary school
this is when they experienced issues with bullying and social isolation. All the students completed
their education at a specialist school where they, for the most part, had a positive educational
experience.
Parents acknowledged that all their children had completed Year 12 or its equivalent. Parents said
that their young people were happy and settled in the specialist school with the level of pastoral
care and social inclusion being really important for the young people. Parents expressed that there
was no reason for their children to have transitioned out of school prior to completing Year 12 or its
equivalent. Most of the students transitioned to a specialist program for students with disabilities
either run by the local TAFE or run at a disability service. Only two of the students have taken up
mainstream employment. Most of the students are either still with the disability day service or
participating in supported employment. Some of the students are no longer working or participating
in training, this could be due to funding issues.
Parents reflected that the young people are placed in employment by a Disability Employment
Service with the salary paid by the service with no cost to the employer. Once this funding ceased it
often resulted in the young person no longer being employed.
A few of the parents whose young people are now in supported employment or a day service feel
that their young person’s skills are not being utilized and they could be doing more but expressed
that once in the service it is difficult to transition them out into mainstream employment.
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Issue 1 – Complexity of PSD Application Process
One of the main findings from both the consultations with Government schools and the feedback
from the survey is the difficulty in writing and submitting PSD applications and waiting for the results
to be received. The process is a lengthy one which includes the involvement of many different
parties including consultants, specialists, teachers, school support staff, regional office staff and
parents. The process may also include numerous consultations with specialists for testing in order to
develop an evidence base to support the application. However, the criteria for PSD funding is such
that many applications are rejected leaving the school to support the student who has additional
needs with no additional funding.
One of the survey questions asked who in the school was responsible for writing and submitting PSD
applications. The responses illustrate that this can range from the principal, the assistant principal to
a leading teacher where as in some schools they have specialist PSD or inclusion coordinators who
are responsible for writing and submitting applications. Different schools also reported various
levels of successful and unsuccessful applications, indicating that the skills of the application writer
may be a factor.
Limitations on when applications can be submitted, as well as the length of time between first
identifying an additional need, formally assessing the need, writing and submitting the application
and receiving the funding were identified as issues. One respondent school stated:
“There needs to be great opportunities for out of round funding. It is extremely challenging to
identify a child’s special needs and work through the application process to then have to wait up to
18 months for funding to begin”

A Catholic secondary school was included in the face to face consultations, although most of the
issues around supporting students with disabilities were very similar to those experienced by the
Government secondary schools, the process for applying for funding through the Catholic Education
Commission of Victoria seems to be less onerous and the number of positive outcomes seemed to
be higher, however the amount of funding the students receive is less than those students from
Government and Independent schools under the PSD funding system.

Recommendations
One of the emerging issues identified during face to face consultations with schools’ disability and
inclusion staff was the lengthy, often difficult process in writing and submitting PSD funding
applications. Recommendations included that:
 The PSD application process is reviewed and that school disability and inclusion staff are
included in the review process.
 The PSD guidelines should include a section for parents in plain English on how the process
works to make the process more inclusive for families of students with disabilities.
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Issue 2 – Meeting the Criteria for Funding
One of the issues that came through very strongly from the schools in the consultations was the
difficulty in meeting the criteria for funding for students with disabilities.
One specialist school in the SELLEN region accepts students based on their IQ which must be
between 50 and 70. An IQ of between 50 and 70 indicates a mild intellectual disability. An average
IQ would be from 90 ‐ 110 with about half the population being at this level. An IQ above 140 is
considered to be a genius or near genius status, the highest score is 200.13
Although most students at Specialist Schools in the SELLEN region receive PSD funding, one school
consulted noted that they currently have 19 enrolled students that receive no PSD funding as their
applications were declined however they have struggled to fit into mainstream schools as they have
disabilities such as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) where there could be difficulties in social
interaction, impaired communication, restricted and repetitive interests and behaviours and sensory
sensitivities. These students will receive the normal educational funding but no additional funding to
support their additional educational needs.
These comments highlight some of the issues schools are experiencing relating to the eligibility
criteria for funding:
“We wish that the cut off for intellectual Impairment was 75 and not 70. We have several
students whose IQs are in the 70s but too high to get funding”.
“Too many students just miss out on ID (intellectual disability) funding and students with
ASD + high language struggle just as much as students with low language, in fact their
frustrations are higher”
“The process of achieving funding for students with additional needs is extremely inadequate
in terms of eligibility criteria, time of preparation and outcome.”
“We have so many children with borderline results for ID and behavioural issues.”

13
IQ Levels
IQ level below 20 or 25 – Profound Intellectual disability
IQ level in the range of 20 to 40 – Severe Intellectual disability
IQ level in the range of 35 and 55 – Moderate Intellectual disability
IQ levels in the range of 50 to 70 – Mild Intellectual disability
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Recommendations
One of the issues that came through very strongly from the schools in the consultations was the
difficulty some students had in meeting the eligibility criteria for funding for students with
disabilities. Recommendations include:
 That an independent review takes place to investigate the costs versus benefits of
broadening the eligibility criteria, making PSD accessible to a wider range of students with
additional needs.
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Issue 3 – Parental Involvement/Support and Cultural Factors
In consultations with schools, it became clear that one of the key issues impacting PSD applications
in Government schools is the general lack of parental support for these applications. This may be
due to various reasons. For some parents of a child with a disability, their past experiences may have
been complicated and their significant investment for no return may have impacted on them
personally, emotionally and financially. In other cases, students may be from diverse cultural and
religious backgrounds where the parents do not want to confront the fact that their child has a
disability and choose to deny it and/or don’t want it formally diagnosed, in fear of their children
being labelled. There may also be a lack of understanding from the family depending on their
educational background, therefore getting parents to follow through with testing can sometimes be
fraught with problems and can resolve in no diagnosis taking place.
Several comments made in consultations with school disability and inclusion staff in schools was that
in some cultures, disability is seen as shameful so some parents don’t want to acknowledge the child
has a disability – this can cause problems when trying to engage the parents in the support around
their child’s education.
One primary school who has a large number of student with ASD identified that one of the most
challenging issues is the lack of support from parents, and the resistance in getting them to support
the strategies put in place during the school day. The school commented that a large percentage of
the students have a technology addiction and parents use technology as respite which can cause
behaviour issues in the classroom.
During a consultation with one Government secondary school in the region, the principal remarked
that lots of students go undiagnosed due to: Cultural reasons, Trauma, Parental denial, Language
and other issues, he also had a theory regarding the testing used when applying for PSD funding and
related this to the ‘Flynn Effect’.14
thein contrast to the experiences expressed by government schools, the independent schools
identified that they get significant support from parents, although they still experience some cultural
resistance to a diagnosis of disability.
Recommendations
Parental involvement in the testing, diagnosis and subsequent application for funding is often
lacking. The recommendations include:
 A review of the application process to ensure cultural inclusion.
 More research into the cultural barriers regarding disability is recommended to give a
broader and evidence based understanding of the issue.

14

The Flynn effect is the substantial and long-sustained increase in intelligence test scores measured in many parts of the world from roughly

1930 to the present day. When intelligence quotient (IQ) tests are initially standardized using a sample of test-takers, by convention the average
of the test results is set to 100 and their standard deviation is set to 15 or 16 IQ points. When IQ tests are revised, they are again standardized
using a new sample of test-takers, usually born more recently than the first. Again, the average result is set to 100. However, when the new test
subjects take the older tests, in almost every case their average scores are significantly above 100.
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Issue 4 ‐ Disability Trained Staff at Schools
Consultations and the anecdotal feedback from the survey suggest that there is not enough trained
staff or funding to train staff in schools to meet the needs of the ever increasing number of students
with disabilities. Another issue seems to be the lack of training for student teachers at university
around supporting students in mainstream schools with differing needs.
One government secondary school that was consulted in the region commented that they would like
to be able to employ a specialist staff member to coordinate and help support their students with
disabilities but they currently have no budget for this. They would like the ability to assign a staff
member to work with the students on Individual Learning Plans (ILP) so that every student with
additional needs could be better supported on an individual basis.
School staff commented that children needing more support or who exhibit negative behaviours in
the classroom can cause a disruption or a drain on the resources of the class teacher affecting the
other students’ learning experience in the class. Schools have to share already stretched resources
(i.e. integration aides, psychologists, speech therapists and welfare staff) amongst a growing number
of students with disabilities who do not meet the criteria for funding but still require support.

Recommendations
Recommendations to address the lack of trained staff in schools include:
 All undergraduate teacher courses provide a core subject dedicated to disability awareness
and supporting students in an inclusive classroom environment.
 Increase funding for Government, Independent and Catholic schools to provide training for
teachers to ensure that they make adjustments to the curriculum to support inclusion.

Issue 5 – Social Exclusion
School staff commented during consultations that social issues can often occur in schools. It is often
difficult for children who have a disability to make friends, often leaving the student with disabilities
facing social isolation. Staff also said that bullying can be an issue in a school especially with those
students who have disabilities being on the receiving end.
A primary school principal in the region, who has increasing numbers of students with an ASD, noted
the school had earned a reputation as an inclusive school. The school is now recognised for its
success in catering for ASD students and is becoming inundated with enquiries from parents with
students with ASD wanting to attend the school. The school strongly believes it has to keep a
balance in its student population so that they can also cater to the needs of the students without an
ASD.
Recommendations
Social inclusion especially in secondary school for students with disabilities can be difficult and these
students are often bullied and socially isolated. Recommendations include:
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Programs should be developed to address bullying on the basis of disability.
That awareness and professional development programs be developed to address the
bullying of students with a disability.

Issue 6 – Gender Imbalance
The findings show that there are a greater number of males with disabilities in the region; this is
especially prevalent in the data on intellectual disabilities such as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).
This is consistent with other research.15
The pie chart below shows the number of students from the schools that completed the survey
across the region who are currently in receipt of PSD or equivalent funding. 33 schools completed
this survey question. This question was completed by two Special Development Schools in the
region, where most of the students are funded. This chart highlights the prevalance of disabilities in
males in the region who have a disability.
Figure 5: Students receiving PSD or equivalent funding

455

Male
957

Female

Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013)The findings in the survey show that more than
13% of students, of respondent schools, are either funded under the PSD scheme or have been
diagnosed or identified with additional needs, but not obtained additional funding support. The
number of males accessing PSD or equivalent funding makes up 68% of the total of students
recorded in the survey accessing funding; this data was collected from the 36 schools that
completed this question which included a range of schools including two specialist schools.
Recommendations

15

disorder among children One in eight (13%) children aged 0‐14 years with a disability were reported as having autism or
related disorders, a twofold increase since 2003 (6.2%). Boys with a disability were more likely than girls to experience
autism and related disorders. In 2009, 17% of boys aged 0‐14 years with a disability had autism and related disorders,
compared with 6.9% of girls. See: http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4102.0Main+Features30Jun+2012
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In the results from the survey it was identified that there are more males than females represented
in the numbers of students with disabilities. This compares with other research. A recommendation
is that:
 Strategies are included in professional development programs to ensure the support of the
increasing number of male students with disabilities.

Issue 7 – Unfunded Students with Additional Needs
The survey results indicate that there are a high number of students in the region who do not meet
the criteria for PSD funding, but who have been diagnosed or identified as requiring additional
support at school. The figure below shows the numbers of males and females across the respondent
schools that fir into this category.
One of the questions posed in the survey was ‘How does your school support or resource students
with diagnosed or identified additional needs who do not meet the relevant criteria for PSD or
equivalent funding?’ The anecdotal responses given in the survey demonstrate the diversity of and
innovative ways in which schools support unfunded students, the comments on the survey included:
“We do not differentiate we provide all students with what they need.”
“Grouping students together in classes, those with PSD funding and those without. Provide
staff with student profiles, modified packages and strategies to assist with students with
special needs.”
“They are termed At Risk and given similar attention in class as students with a disability”
“Small classes, shared Educational Support staff, dedicated teachers.”
“Where possible, matching a funded child with an unfunded child to share the aide support.
Group work with aide. Aides work with unfunded children while funded children are eating.
Use of parent helpers. Teams of teachers at a year level working together to group children‐
high needs children work in a smaller group during part of the day (literacy activities) while
other children work with a different teacher.”
“Umbrella Program, students linked into classes with funded students where possible.”
This clearly shows that schools are passionate about supporting students on their educational
journey irrespective of the funding that they receive. Providing extra support for these students is
obviously difficult and a drain on already stretched resources, however schools demonstrate a
variety of innovative and creative ways in which they support unfunded students with disabilities in
the same way that funded students are supported.
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The figures indicate that there are a higher number of unfunded males with a disability. This only
includes a small number of students from special development schools as generally Special
Development Schools only take students who are funded.
Figure 6: Students with additional needs, not allocated PSD or equivalent funding

554

874

Male
Female

Source: SELLEN Disability in Schools survey (2013)

Recommendations
It was identified that more consistent collection of data on students with a disability is required, to
give a true picture of the actual number of students with disabilities in the South East who attend
Government, Independent and Catholic schools. If this was to occur, the recommendation would be
to include the collection of:
 Information about the number of students who receive PSD funding and also those who
don’t meet the criteria for funding, but have additional needs.
 Information regarding the reasonable adjustments being provided for students with
disabilities to participate in education on the same basis as their peers.

Issue 8 – Funding Review Timing
Another issue regarding the funding process which was highlighted by several schools in the
consultation is the timing of the review. A student receiving PSD funding is reviewed in Year 6 which
will determine if the student is eligible for the continuation of funding through the student’s
secondary years. As the review is done in the primary school unless the school is a P‐12 then it is
difficult for the Primary school to determine the needs and requirements of the student in the
secondary school environment (unless they have the time and resources to work with staff at the
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new school on the transition process). This might be a mainstream government secondary college or
a specialist school. Whilst a student might thrive in a small mainstream primary school, the
adjustments the student has to make in a secondary school can be a major challenge for a student
with disabilities. Most schools that were consulted strongly believed that the review process should
occur in Year 7 after the transition has occurred. One of the comments from the survey which
highlights this issue is:
“Funding should carry over to year 7 and then be reviewed- particularly for ASD children as
invariably their language skills have improved such that they are ineligible for funding as a result of
the Grade 6 review- taking the funding away from these children when they are about to face the
biggest upheaval is ridiculous and sets them up for failure.”

A significant number of school disability and inclusion staff wanted to advocate for students whose
PSD funding is currently routinely reviewed in Year 6; to have that funding reviewed in Year 7 after
the students have transitioned to Secondary School, especially as this transition is a significant time
of change for the students when a review in a new school, incorporating the new settings and its
requirements for success would be more beneficial to illustrate the needs of the student for the next
six years..
Both school staff and parents have raised concerns around the transition from primary to secondary
school; this can be a difficult time for students with a disability and for the parents supporting them.
Students who have a disability who have come from a small nurturing primary school and then
transition to a large secondary college can find it difficult to adjust to the new environment. There
are reported occurrences where a student has transitioned from a primary school to a mainstream
secondary school, problems and issues occur and it is difficult for the student to settle and navigate
a new system. A further transition to a special development school at Year 7 is often the outcome.

Recommendations
The timing of the review for students who get PSD funding was identified as an issue. The
recommendations include:
 DEECD review the timing of the Year 6 reviews for students receiving PSD funding in
Government Schools.
 The review should be made in Year 7 when the student has transitioned to secondary
school.

Issue 9 ‐ Transition from School
The transition from school to adult life presents all young people with a whole new world of
opportunities and challenges.
During the consultations, it was highlighted that there is little data collection on students with
disabilities exiting mainstream schools. Although a pathway may be mapped for an exiting student
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(i.e. TAFE program), most schools do not have the resources to conduct ongoing follow ups over
time with the student or parents to see how they are tracking. As a result of this, the school is often
unaware whether the student took up the place or not and if so, if they are still connected and
engaged.
During the consultations in mainstream schools, disability and inclusion staff reported that a high
number of students with disabilities exit school earlier than Year 12, depending on the program that
the school has on offer and how it suits the student’s individual needs. It is difficult to track progress
and retention when there are so many destinations that the students transition to.
An Independent P‐12 school in the region recognised that the school structure was unable to
support all its students through to Year 12 as some students, especially the increasing number of
students with disabilities, were not able to cope with a VCE pathway. Students were going
elsewhere to complete their schooling which was not always a success with students going from a
nurtured environment at a small independent school to either a Community VCAL program or a large
government school who had a VCAL program. This often resulted in the students exiting early from
their destination education provider. As a result of this, five years ago the school decided to
introduce a VCAL program which has been very successful especially for students with disabilities
and helped increase retention rates through to Year 12.
A Catholic school in the SELLEN region offering a VCAL program reports that students with
disabilities generally transition into this program. If these students exit early, it is generally to go to
another education provider, fulltime or supported employment or an apprenticeship.
One of the questions in the survey asked secondary schools how many PSD or equivalent funded
student’s exited school prior to year 12. Of the 9 Secondary schools in the region who responded to
this question reported that 40% of this cohort of students left school prior to year 12 in 2012.
As part of the survey we asked schools what are the most common destinations of their students
with disabilities who are leaving school. The destination for a large percentage of the students is a
TAFE, and for those exiting earlier than Year 12 it is often an alternative education provider which
may better suit their learning needs, with a small number of students taking up employment or an
apprenticeship. Schools only reported a very small amount of exiting students were not in
employment, education or training. However very little data is collected once students leave school
so there is very little data to demonstrate that students actually maintain their chosen pathway or
what the ongoing retention rates may be.
From consultations, schools that have a VCAL program seem to have better retention rates of
students with disabilities as they are able to accommodate and support their needs better than a
school that only offers a more academic VCE pathway. Students who attend schools without a VCAL
program or who don’t easily fit into the school system often transition into alternative settings.
Unless the student remains enrolled at their school whilst attending the alternative setting (through
an external purchasing arrangement) then the PSD funding will cease. Students can remain enrolled
in their school if their community VCAL or CGEA provider initiate an MOU whereby the school agree
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to pass across the PSD and SRP funding. An alternative education provider that has a large number
of students with additional needs commented:
Additional funding is a huge gap in alternative education. Many of our students have were
diagnosed and funded whilst enrolled in mainstream secondary schools. However, when they
move over to an alternative Learn Local provider, the funding doesn't follow. Almost 100% of
our students have additional learning needs ‐ whether it be behavioural, academic or mental
health. We do not have the capacity or resources to conduct testing, however if we were able
to directly apply for funding to enable additional support ‐ I would welcome this opportunity.
In Consultations with a local government secondary school in the region, their experience revealed
that it is difficult to give high level support to exiting students with disabilities, to be able to source
all the information on services and pathways. They believe that it would be good to have some sort
of resource with information regarding disability supported services and contacts. This could be an
online resource as it would need to be updated on a regular basis.
Recommendations
Recommendations for supporting transitions for students with disabilities would include:
 More advice and guidance resources for careers professionals in schools to increase the
support offered to students with disabilities in their transitions and pathways.
 Increased career guidance time is given to students with disabilities.
 DHS extend the Transition Coach program to allow access to the program for all students
with disabilities not just those that are PSD funded.
 Special funding is provided to students with disabilities enrolled in alternative education
programs where the SRP does not follow the student because they are funded differently.
 More accurate collection of data for students with disabilities exiting schools and their
pathways. This information should be captured at a suitable time after transition to give a
true picture.

Issue 10 ‐ Increase in Diagnosis of Emotional and Intellectual Disabilities
One local independent school in the SELLEN region described an increase in the past few years in the
number of students who require additional support for emotional disabilities. Students who have
conditions exhibiting one or more of the following characteristics over a long period of time and to a
marked degree that adversely affects a child's educational performance.






An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors
An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and
teachers
Inappropriate types of behaviour or feelings under normal circumstances
A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression
A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or school
factors.
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The experience of small independent P‐12 school in the region supports this increase, reporting a
huge influx of students with additional needs resulting from emotional disabilities.
A disability and inclusion coordinator at a Catholic Secondary school in the region didn’t think there
had been an increase in the number of students with disabilities, rather, that parents, teachers and
other staff had become better at early identification and diagnosis of disabilities and more attuned
to emotional disabilities in students.
The table below shows the breakdown of the categories for which the students are funded under
the PSD, Catholic or Independent funding system obtained from the SELLEN survey results. From the
table it is evident that the numbers of students with an intellectual disability is significantly higher
than for other disabilities.

PSD Funding Categories

% of Identified Disability Types

Severe emotional disorder (Catholic and Independent schools)
Chronic Health Impairment (Catholic and Independent schools)
Physical Disability
Visual Impairment
Severe Behaviour Disorder
Hearing Impairment
Intellectual Disability
Autism Spectrum Disorder
Severe Language Disorder with Critical Educational Needs

6%
4.4%
11.5%
7.7%
14.2%
8.7%
19.1%
16.9%
11.5%

Recommendations
Schools in the region have highlighted an increase in the occurrence or identification of emotional
disabilities, recommendations to support this would include:
 More in‐depth research is required into this area to fully explore the issue.
 Personal Development training for school staff to include strategies to identify and refer
students with emotional disabilities.
 The development of a support group or network where staff needing assistance in writing
applications for students with emotional disabilities could seek help and advice.
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Appendix 1 – Copy of Students with Disabilities Survey
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Appendix 2

Diagram published by the Student Inclusion and Engagement Division in the Department of Education and Early
Childhood Development (DEECD) in Melbourne in the 2013 Program for Students with Disabilities Roles and
Responsibilities
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