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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This paper examines policy issues in relation to the education of students with 
disabilities (SWDs) particularly from the perspective of independent schools and 
suggests a review of current policy frameworks concerning the support for students with 
disabilities, the definition and current funding arrangements in terms of ensuring this 
most vulnerable group of students in our community is fully supported in their school 
education. 
 
The number of funded students with disabilities enrolled in Queensland independent 
schools has increased by 122% between 2002 and 2008, raising a number of policy 
implications for independent schools in terms of the resources and infrastructure to 
support these students. 
 
The paper examines a number of policy issues and concludes: 
 
The importance of schools in supporting students with disabilities 
 
 Education has a significant impact on the future well being of SWDs; and  
 Schools are at the front line in supporting SWDs and this requires a greater 

commitment by governments to ensure that schools have the resources and the 
policy settings to achieve the highest levels of support 

 
Defining students with disabilities  
 
 There needs to be greater clarity about what constitutes ‘disabilities’ and further 

discussion in terms of assessment of student capacities; and 
 A more consistent definition of disabilities would improve the development of policy 

and consistency in implementing solutions.  
 
School Governance for better management of students with disabilities and 
improved relationships with parents 
 

 Meeting the needs of SWDs requires whole of school responses  
 SWDs need to be integrated into the school community, but this takes time, long 

term strategies and clear understanding of what this may mean in practice 
 Skills need to be improved for both teaching and non-teaching staff  
 The criteria for best practice supportive school culture for SWDs needs to be 

articulated, incorporated in strategic plans and actioned over realistic timeframes 
 
The funding and resourcing of students with disabilities in independent schools 
 
 Governments need to urgently address the current inequitable funding of SWDs in 

independent schools; 
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 Governments need to recognise that the unique characteristics of independent 
schools present significant challenges in terms of resourcing the needs of students 
with disabilities and they should commit to meaningful and genuine dialogue with the 
independent sector to implement  a world-class public policy framework to ensure 
the needs of these students are meet, no matter which school they attend; and; 

 There should be adequate funding support for independent schools to ensure 
parental choice is available to all parents, including those parents of students with 
disabilities.  

 
The paper concludes that it can be expected students with disabilities will become an 
even more encompassing policy issue for all schools in the future and that policy 
underpinning the support for students with disabilities should be guided by the following 
underlying principles: 
 
 The independent school sector is receiving a growing proportion of enrolments and 

must be seen as an equal partner in the provision of education services to all 
students including those  with disabilities; 

 
 Parental choice concerning choice of schools must be maintained in relation to 

students with disabilities as it is with other students; 
 

 There needs to be equity across all schools in terms of government support for 
students with disabilities;  

 
 The goals of education for students with disabilities should be about improving their 

abilities to participate effectively in Australian society as self sustaining individuals; 
and 

 
 Responding to students with disabilities requires a whole-of-school response and is 

not just a matter concerning an individual student or their parents, an individual class 
room or an individual teacher. 



 
 

Discussion Paper –  SWDs In Queensland Independent Schools April 2009 ‐  3 

 

1: Introduction 
 
Meeting the requirements of children and more particularly, students with disabilities 
(SWDs)1 or special needs has always raised issues concerning their effective education 
and overall care in both government and non-government school environments.  
 
However, a number of factors are now making the issue of students with disabilities a 
more important issue both for all schools and State and Commonwealth policy makers.  
 
First, there has been an increase in the number of such students attending both 
government and non-government schools. The increase has been greater than the 
increase in people with disabilities in the population as a whole and, in general, 
increases in school enrolments  
 
Second, changing education practices have meant that a greater proportion of students 
with disabilities are now educated in regular classrooms rather than in special schools 
or units. This trend impacts heavily not only on classroom activities and teacher 
management practices, but also on the general school environment and the demands 
for increased provision of special facilities.  Previously, this had had not been an issue 
for mainstream schools. It is now. 
 
Third, government anti-discrimination legislation at both Commonwealth and State 
levels has imposed obligations on all schools to provide improved services to students 
with disabilities. The legislation means that independent schools cannot directly or 
indirectly ignore the needs of students with disabilities. Such students have rights and 
those rights mean that they should not only gain entry into particular schools of their 
choosing, but also their special needs have to be met. This brings into contention the 
accepted notion in Australian education policy that parents have a right to choose the 
schools for their children.  
 
The full implications of these trends are becoming increasingly apparent to school 
administrators and communities especially in the independent school sector where their 
impacts, for a variety of reasons, are being felt more acutely. The independent sector is 
principally composed of more autonomous and individual based schools and their 
access to resources is more often than not less open-ended when compared to school 
systems. 
 
This discussion paper seeks to identify current trends in relation to students with 
disabilities from the perspective of the independent school sector and to analyse their 
impacts on current school practices, management and resourcing and policy issues. It 

                                                            
1 While the use of an acronym to describe a group of individuals can never be regarded as preferable 
particularly in broader public debate, for the purposes of this discussion, SWD has been used as an 
identifier for the range of students in the education system identified as disabled in some form. 
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suggests a review of current policy frameworks concerning the support for students with 
disabilities, the definition and current funding arrangements is essential in terms of 
ensuring this most vulnerable group of students in our community is fully supported in 
their school education. Many of the policies and thinking around the provision of school 
education for students with disabilities have been put in place for another time and for 
different circumstances, and now is the time for Governments at both the 
Commonwealth and State levels to make a genuine and significant commitment to 
ensuring that students with disabilities are given the best possible education, no matter 
which school they attend. 
 
 
2. Extent of disabilities across Australian society and schools  
 
2.1 Overall trends and numbers   
 
According to the ABS (2003), after removing the effects of different age structures, there 
was little change in the disability rate in the Australian population as a whole between 
1998 (20.1%) and 2003 (20.0%). The rate of profound or severe core-activity limitation 
also showed little change between 1998 (6.4%) and 2003 (6.3%). 
 
Disability Services Queensland reported in 2003 that there were an estimated 834,000 
people with a disability in Queensland, which constituted 22.1% of Queensland’s total 
estimated population.  
 
However, while the overall proportion of people with a disability in the total population is 
likely to remain relatively static, depending on definitional frameworks, the Queensland 
Department of Education, Training and the Arts Disability Service Plan 2007-2010 
estimates that the number of people with a disability will increase to 950,500 people in 
2008 which represents an increase of 14% over five years. 
 
2.2 Young people and disabilities  
 
Although disabilities are usually age related (see Figure 1), there are nevertheless a 
sizeable proportion of young people affected by a range of disabilities.  Given that 
young people (those under 24 years of age, but more specifically for this Discussion 
Paper, those under 18 years of age) are the prime consumers of education services, it 
is important to understand the proportion of this group affected by disabilities.  
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Figure 1: ALL PERSONS, Disability status, 1998 and 2003 
 

 

                              Source: ABS 2003 

In relation to young people, the recent study by the Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare (AIHW 2007:16) assessed that there were: 
 
 approximately 249,300 young people aged 12–24 years (8.9%) with a disability in 

Australia; and 
 from 1981 to 2003, there had been an increase from 5.7% to 8.9% of young people 

identified as having a disability. 
 

However, the AIHW (2007:16) cautioned about this apparent increased incidence noting 
that it may partly be a result of “changing definitions of disability and survey methods 
over time, in particular, between the two latest surveys (1998 and 2003) and previous 
surveys.”  
 
This definitional issue highlights an important aspect about any policy issue – its 
meaning, measurement, extent, seriousness and hence the amount of resources that 
should be devoted to address the ‘problem.’ Despite the primacy given to ‘evidence-
based’ policy development, the extent and nature of many problems are influenced by 
definitional issues that are just as influenced by changing values and new operational 
practices as they are by actual new ‘evidence.’  This definition issue in relation to 
students with disabilities is discussed in more detail in Section 4. 
 
The other related issue is the nature of the disabilities. Of young people identified with a 
disability, the AIWH believed that 24% had a severe or profound core activity limitation 
sometimes or always needing assistance with activities or daily living. (AIHW 2007: 16). 
This proportion equates to approximately 2% (or 61,000) of all young Australians. The 
15-24 year old group had a lower rate of severe disability (2.2%) than the 5-14 year olds 
(8%) – the likely school age groups.  
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According to the ABS (2003), comparing the States and Territories using data which 
had been adjusted to account for differences in age structures, South Australia, 
Tasmania and Queensland had the highest disability rates (23%), while the Australian 
Capital Territory had the lowest (16%). 

2.3 Trends in the of number of students with disabilities in schools 

Whether the numbers or proportion of young people with disabilities is increasing 
overall, there has nevertheless been an increase in the proportion of students cited with 
disabilities in all schools. It has been estimated that children with special needs now 
represent 3-5% of all enrolments in schools across Australia (van Kraayenoord et al 
2005). Other estimates suggest this is more like 8%-12% and may include broader 
educational needs than disabilities (Monash 2007: 4). Figure 2 below highlights the 
increasing percentage of primary school students identified as having disabilities.  
 
 
 
Figure 2: Primary level students with disabilities 1995-2006 as a percentage 

 
(Source: DEST and Angus et al 2007: 40) 

 
In Queensland, the 2006-7 Department of Education, Training and the Arts (DET&A 
2007: 28) annual report noted: 
 

The number of students with disabilities in special schools and state schools 
continues to expand. At the start of the 2007 school year over 18,000 state 
school students were identified as needing specialist support. 
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For the independent school sector the story of increased numbers of students with 
special needs and disabilities has also been evident: 
 
 Nationally: in 2001 there were 6,000 students with disabilities in independent 

schools – an increase of 89% since 1995, whilst enrolments overall increased by 
only 26%; 

 South Australia: the number of students with disabilities increased by 229% during 
the last decade with 15% of students in this sector now classified as having ‘learning 
difficulties’; 

 New South Wales: 3,500 students with disabilities attend independent schools, with 
growth again being faster than overall enrolments; and 

 Queensland independent schools: the number of funded students with disabilities 
increased by 122% between 2002 and 2007 (see Figure 3).  

 
 
Figure 3: Funded students with disabilities - Queensland independent schools: 
2002-2008 
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Source: Independent Schools Queensland 
 
 
2.4 Why are the numbers increasing? 
 
Several factors including education practice, parental choice and legal requirements 
explain this increase in the numbers of children with disabilities now attending 
independent schools.  
 
First, the trend reflects the increases in the number of people in society with disabilities 
or who are now defined as having a disability or special needs.  
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Second, it reflects increasing recognition of a range of student behaviours caused by 
certain disabilities that were previously seen as more personal attributes.  
 
Third, it is also the result of the long term education trend to integrate or ‘mainstream’ 
children with disabilities into regular classrooms. This has meant that there are now 
more students with disabilities spread across the school system rather than being 
located as they once were in special schools or units. The impact of this 
‘mainstreaming’ is being felt increasingly by the independent school sector given the 
increasing preference during the last decade of more and more parents choosing 
independent schools for the education of their children.  

‘Mainstreaming’ has been accompanied by a decline in the number of special schools 
for students with disabilities. The ‘mainstreaming’ trend noted above has resulted in the 
closure of special schools across Australia. Across the independent school sector 
nationally, there are some 40 special schools which enrol approximately 20% of 
students with disabilities. The remaining 80% of students with disabilities are now 
educated in regular classrooms. In Queensland’s independent school sector, some 84% 
of students with disabilities are enrolled in mainstream schools. There are only two 
special schools in the independent sector – Autism Therapy and Education Centre and 
the Glenleighden School, although a number of independent schools also have 
significant provision of special education services. 

Fourth, the development of anti-discrimination legislation at national and state levels 
such as the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 means schools cannot refuse to enrol a 
student with a disability unless it is clearly demonstrated that this would cause 
“unjustifiable hardship” to the school. Such legislation covers disabilities such as:  
 
 Physical, intellectual, psychiatric and sensory disabilities;  
 Neurological and learning disabilities; and 
 Physical disfigurement or the presence in the body of disease causing organisms.  
 
The growth in the number of SWDs in independent schools reflects these general 
trends. It has been estimated that 20% of SWDs are now enrolled in non-state schools 
nationally.  This growth has been driven by both the increasing preference of parents for 
non-state schools and the impact of anti-discrimination legislation.  
 
 
2.5 What are the disabilities of students in schools?  
 
In relation to identifying the number of students with special learning difficulties, two 
methods have been suggested. First, there are those who can be medically diagnosed 
with physical, intellectual or mental health disabilities. Second, as noted by Angus 
(2006: 38), there are those “who have cognitive or behavioural problems that are not 
severe enough to warrant clinical diagnosis or are not considered to fall within the ambit 
of health services.” Such teacher identified students also have special education needs 
requiring various levels of responses both in the classroom and from the school. 
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Some surveys (Angus 2007) estimate that the proportion of SWDs account for 5% of all 
students in classrooms. This 5% is composed as follows:  
 
 Intellectually disabled (1.4%) 
 Language / communication disorders (1.0%) 
 Autism spectrum disorder (0.95%) 
 Physically disabled (0.4%) 
 Psychological, social and emotional and behavioural disorders (0.4%) 
 Sensory disorders (0.3%) 
 Chromosomal disorders (0.2%) 
 
Students who were intellectually disabled or exhibited language disorders represented 
48% of all medically diagnosed students with disabilities.   
 
In addition, it has been estimated that, on average, 16% of students in primary schools 
had other forms of special needs and whilst not of a clinical type, nevertheless 
warranted more specialised teacher attention (Angus 2007: 39). Van Kraayenoord et al 
and others have also suggested that because of the narrowness of the definition of 
disabilities by State authorities there has been an underestimate of the extent of 
students with disabilities in schools.  
 
Distribution of students across different disabilities and the growth rates across the 
different categories of disability in Queensland’s Independent schools are detailed in 
Table 1. Impacts of these trends are analysed later in the paper. 
 
Table 1: Number of funded students by disability category at Queensland 
independent schools 2002-2008 
 
 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
Impairment 
(Regular Schools) 

       

Hearing  18 42 47 55 61 66 86 
Vision  23 22 22 22 20 25 29 
Intellectual  135 140 166 191 204 223 248 
Physical  46 82 90 92 88 105 114 
Social Emotional 
Disorder 

12 30 36 71 80 50 37 

Speech Language  152 141 127 139 153 175 200 
Autistic Spectrum 
Disorder 

157 232 289 367 488 543 610 

Impairment 
(Special Schools) 

       

Speech Language 56 65 66 65 74 71 67 
Autistic Spectrum 
Disorder 

66 75 82 71 91 79 84 

        
Total  665 829 925 1,073 1,259 1,338 1,475 
Source: Independent Schools Queensland 2009 
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2.6 Policy implications 
 
There are a number of policy implications of these trends are schools, and in particular 
schools in the independent sector, equipped to deal with the increased numbers of 
SWDs in terms of: 

 
 Funding 
 Access to specialist services 
 Teacher skills 
 Non-teacher skills 
 Health related services  
 School activities 
 Management practices 
 Infrastructure and facilities  
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3. The impact of disabilities on young people: Why we should care 
and what does it mean for education institutions 
 
3.1 Disabilities count – SWDs’ school performance  
 
Disabilities affect young people not just in their primary and secondary education, but in 
their participation in further education and consequently in the work they can attain, the 
levels of income they can earn and their self-sufficiency in society. These are issues of 
not only equity and social justice, but also of ensuring individual capacity and 
responsibility. 
 
According to the AIHW (2007: 17) the impacts of disabilities on students’ school 
performance include:  
 
 An estimated 14,000 (12%) young people aged 15–19 years with a disability stated 

that they needed at least one day a week off school or could not attend school 
because of their disability; 

 Of those aged 15–19 years with a disability, 35% said they had difficulty at school, 
while 17% said that they had no educational restrictions at school; 

 Young people aged 20–24 years with a disability were less likely than those without 
a disability to have completed Year 12 (67% and 83% respectively) or to have 
studied beyond Year 12; and 

 People with a disability were also less likely to have completed a higher educational 
qualification than those without a disability. In 2003, one in five people aged 15-64 
years living in households where there were no people with a disability had 
completed a bachelor degree or higher, compared to one in eight people (13%) with 
a disability.  

 
3.2 Disabilities count – SWDs’ employment prospects 
 
In terms of employment, young people represent a larger proportion of the unemployed 
than other age groups (38% in 2006). As there is a relationship between education 
achievement and job success, it follows that those young people with disabilities and 
who have failed to gain an appropriate standard of education will be even more 
adversely affected than their peers in finding suitable jobs.  
 
Employment-related findings (ABS 2003), for people aged 15-64 years living in 
households in 2003 included:  

 those with a profound level of core activity limitation had a much lower labour force 
participation rate (15%) than people without a disability (81%);  

 people with a disability had a higher unemployment rate (8.6%) than those without a 
disability (5.0%); 

 people with a disability who were employed were more likely to work in a part-time 
job (37%) than those who were employed and did not have a disability (29%); 
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 The median gross personal income per week of persons aged 15-64 years with a 
reported disability living in households was $255, compared to $501 for those 
without a disability; and 

 Median gross personal income per week decreased with increasing severity of 
disability. It was lowest ($200 per week) for those with a profound core-activity 
limitation. 

3.3 Disabilities and social justice 
 
Underlying the above concerns is the broader one of social justice equity - this concerns 
the notion that SWDs need to be treated equally as other members of society, with full 
access to not just services, but also to opportunities. Education is a key driver of 
improving opportunities in any society.   
 
 
3.4 Policy issues 
 
Given that young people are most vulnerable in gaining full time employment, a feature 
that will become even more pronounced in the current economic downturn, it is 
important that young people with disabilities who are even more vulnerable to the 
vagaries of the economy, are given the best opportunities to gain a quality education.  
 
Schools are at the front line in tackling this issue in a meaningful way, in ensuring that 
those with disabilities can become more independent, self reliant and participate more 
fully in society.  
 
To achieve this role, schools need to have the right level of resources, appropriate 
teaching and learning strategies and support processes to meet the needs of SWDs.   
 
The problem as identified by the Senate Committee for Employment, Workplace 
Relations and Education (2002: xxi-xxii) is that meeting the needs of an increasing 
number of SWDs “is proving onerous” and there is “the clear impression that quality 
education for students with disabilities is a scarce commodity in schools generally.”  
 
 
Policy issue 1: The importance of schools in supporting students with disabilities 
 
 Education has a significant impact on the future well being of SWDs  
 Schools are at the front line in supporting SWDs and this requires a greater 

commitment by governments to ensure that schools have the resources and 
the policy settings to achieve the highest levels of support 
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4. Issue 1: The definitional problem – do we know who is who in this 
policy arena?  
 
 
4.1 Defining disabilities and students with disabilities: A diversity of views  
 
An important issue in providing support for any group in society concerns clarifying the 
target, setting boundaries and developing consistent criteria in how they are identified 
across both jurisdictions and different service deliverers. There is also the issue of how 
different aspects of the target group can be identified in terms of the severity of the 
problem and the need for extra assistance for some and not others. For reasons of 
equity, administrative neatness and bureaucratic processing, the desire for uniformity in 
identifying target groups is high.  
 
Certainly, a reoccurring issue concerning SWDs across Australia is clarifying what is 
meant by this term, identifying the students and what levels of support should be 
provided.  
 
There are a range of different definitions of disabilities used to identify SWDs. The 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2003) defined disabilities broadly as one or more 
of 17 limitations, restrictions or impairment,  
 

which has lasted, or is likely to last, for at least six months and restricts everyday 
activities. Examples range from hearing loss which requires the use of a hearing 
aid, to difficulty dressing due to arthritis, to advanced dementia requiring constant 
help and supervision to difficulties in learning or understanding 

 
The Commonwealth Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) 
defines a SWD as; 
 

A student who has been assessed by a person with a relevant  qualification, as 
having an intellectual, sensory, physical, social/emotional or multiple impairments 
to a degree that satisfies the criteria for enrolment in special education services 
provided by the government of the state or territory in which the student is 
located. 

 
State governments generally define disabilities in what has been described as a 
‘categorical approach’ with detailed criteria to assess students in relation to each 
category of disability. As Van Kraayenoord et al’s (2000: 2) explained: 
 

... most States and Territories did not have a definition of disability per se, and 
most education departments referred to SWDs as a group or categories of 
disability... (and) Amongst state systems, there was considerable variability as to 
which categories of disabilities were provided for.  
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Even where States/Territory Governments used DETYA guidelines, there were different 
interpretations resulting in a more restricted identification of SWD in some school 
systems compared to others (van Kraayenoord 2000: 2).  
 
The Queensland Department of Education, Training and the Arts (DETA 2007: 5) 
confirmed that identifying SWDs conformed to the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 
and the Disability Standards for Education 2005. The legislation defined disability, in 
relation to a person, as:  
 
 total or partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions; or  
 total or partial loss of a part of the body; or  
 presence in the body of organisms causing disease or illness; or  
 presence in the body of organisms capable of causing disease or illness; or  
 malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of the person’s body; or  
 a disorder or malfunction that results in the person learning differently from a person 

without the a disorder or malfunction; or  
 a disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought processes, perception 

of reality, emotions or judgement or that result in disturbed behaviour 
 
It is important to note that even within this definition, not all students will receive 
additional resourcing for their schooling. 
 
The other issue is that disabilities can be defined both by type (eg intellectual) and by 
severity (eg mild, profound). Both aspects need attention in school situations in terms of 
how to respond to such issues. The challenge for education authorities is that SWDs 
are not a homogenous group even within the same category of disability. As van 
Kraayenoord et al pointed out:  

 students with disabilities are not alike and have a wide range of abilities; 
 students with disabilities have very many similarities to their non-disabled peers; 
 within each disability group there is considerable heterogeneity; 
 many students with disabilities can achieve at the same level as their non-disabled 

peers; and, 
 many students with disabilities can achieve at high levels of performance. 

As the National Council of Independent Schools’ Association (2002) in its submission to 
the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Committee’s 2002 inquiry 
into Education of Students with Disability, noted, “the lack of a consistent definition of 
students with disabilities and of accurate and consistent procedures for assessing 
students’ needs for education support” is one of the major challenges in development of 
a coherent policy response to this issue.  
 
Van Kraayenoord et al (2000: 2) also acknowledged that the “lack of uniformity across 
Australia of the way in which students with disabilities were identified” meant the 
possibility for there to be under-identification of such students.  
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4.2. Impacts of definitional problems 
 
The policy implications of this lack of uniformity across jurisdictions in Australia in 
defining SWDs and the different aspects and severities of disabilities that need to be 
taken into account include: 
 
 identifying accurately the numbers of SWDs both across Australia and the different 

education systems; 
 assessing the level of support needed for different SWDs;  
 developing operational activities at a local school level that can respond best to the 

needs of SWDs; 
 assessment of the skills needed to manage different categories of SWDs; 
 facilities and possible additional support; and 
 determining the appropriate mix and sources of funding to support the students.  
 
The ‘one size fits all’ approach or attempts to over prescribe particular responses by 
schools in their treatment of such students, needs to be moderated in the light of 
understanding the diversity of the student population with disabilities. Schools need 
some flexibility within appropriately developed frameworks in which to make their own 
assessment of children’s needs and capacities in order to respond most effectively to 
these demands. 
 
4.3 Key policy issues for action 
 
A consistent and robust definition of a student with a disability is fundamental in 
determining funding levels, methods, and processes for providing assistance to 
students with disabilities. In summary, some of the problems caused by a lack of a 
consistent definition of disabilities for the purpose of education  include: 
 
 Identifying with accuracy and consistency the number of students with disabilities 

across Australia for funding and Census purposes; 
 In some, cases disabilities may be accepted that do not adequately cover learning 

difficulties; and 
 Categorising the level of student disabilities for funding support. 

 
 
Policy Issue 2: Defining students with disabilities  
 
 There needs to be greater clarity about what constitutes ‘disabilities’ and 

further discussion in terms of assessment of student capacities; and 
 A more consistent definition of disabilities to improve the development of 

policy and consistency in implementing solutions.  
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5. Issue 2: Supporting SWDs at school and education system levels  
 
 
5.1 General impacts: An increasing burden on all schools 
 
As the Senate Committee (2002) acknowledged, the influx of SWDs into schools “was 
proving to be onerous” on both individual schools and their staff as well as on school 
systems in general. Some of these general impacts included: 
 
 The need to establish and access a continuum of services and support in a 

school community for SWDs that extend beyond the classroom activities in terms of 
extra services and supervision. It is recognised that it is the whole school 
environment that needs to be managed to work effectively with SWDs; 
 

 Developing an array of new facilities or extensive modification to existing 
ones to meet particular needs of SWDs (eg ramps, lifts, gyms, medical services and 
specific educational resources);  

 
 Promoting additional professional development for teachers to manage SWDs 

in the classroom. Given the specialised nature of providing services and the 
limitations of existing teacher training, this has become an additional staff 
development process requiring resourcing and skill development; 

 
 Appointing additional non-teaching staff for classroom activities, such as 

teacher aides, to provide one-on-one support to students with disabilities in the 
classroom; 
 

 Training of non-teaching staff to support  and understand issues facing SWDs; 
 
 Appointments and liaison with other specialist non-teaching staff to provide 

assistance specialists (eg interpreters, speech therapists, psychologists, guidance 
officers, medical support, coaching); 

 
 Managing the impact of SWDs on other students in classroom settings and in the 

whole school community. This requires planning, policy development and 
commitment; 

 
 Managing the parental expectations of both the parents of SWDs and other 

parents who may be concerned at the potential adverse impacts of SWDs in 
classrooms; and 

 

 Increased responsibilities for school principals who are already under pressure 
to meet an increasing variety of reporting, compliance and accountability processes.  
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5.2 Responding to pressures – different sectors, different capacities, different 
agendas  
 
Special features of the independent school sector 
 
The issue of supporting SWDs in a school context is not a simple one. Whilst all schools 
face these pressures, there are certain aspects of the independent schools sector that 
makes responding to the increased numbers of SWDs problematical. The independent 
school sector simply does not have the administrative infrastructure, wide ranging 
resources or flexibility in staffing to meet the breadth of demands that the increasing 
numbers of SWDs necessarily impose on individual school communities.  
 
Relationships with parents  
 
Moreover, the independent school sector has unique relationships with parents. Parents 
(and their children who attend independent schools) are ‘customers’ and ‘clients’ who 
are paying for services and thus have very clear views and expectations about the 
services to be provided. For parents of SWDs, these expectations are just as strong, 
often making their management on behalf of school principals more delicate. Because, 
parents of students without disabilities have clear expectations about the quality of 
services they expect, and whilst most are sympathetic to meeting the needs of SWDs, 
those managing independent schools often need to strike a balance between competing 
demands for resources and services.  
 
Staffing and training 
 
Table 2 below, for instance, outlines the time teaching and non-teaching staff have to 
devote in meeting the needs of SWDs across different disabilities. Employing 
specialised staff to meet the particular requirements of different students often has to be 
on a part-time contractual basis. This not only requires time to manage, but in the 
independent school sector, often poses challenges to retain the staff member once a 
particular student has left the school.  
 
Table 2:  Support for students with disabilities in time by category of disability 
(minutes per day) 

 
(Source: Angus et al 2007:41) 

Disability Teacher  time Non-teacher time 
Intellectually disabled 25 171 
Language/communication 38 104 
Autism spectrum disorders 32 242 
Attention deficit disorders 8 46 
Physically disabled 12 348 
Psychological  disorders 14 178 
Sensory disorders 54 182 
Chromosomal disorders  80 332 
ALL 28 171 
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In addition, as both the Senate Committee (2002: 4-5) and other studies (van 
Kraayenoord et al 2000; Angus 2007) have shown, there needs to be improved training 
of teaching and non-teaching staff for both classroom activities and in day-to-day 
interactions with SWDs across a variety of areas.  
 
5.3 Key policy issues for action 
 
In summary, students with disabilities require additional and specialised services 
regardless of the school they attend. This extra support is in the form of both 
appropriate and quality classroom activities, improved training of staff, additional staff 
and enhanced and increased facilities and resources that in some cases are primarily 
aimed at and used by students with disabilities. 
 
Some key policy issues that need to be addressed at a school level for independent 
schools include: 
 
 Developing a school community response to SWDs and seeing their increased 

engagement in education as a whole-of-institution responsibility – what are the 
challenges in achieving this goal?; 
 

 Developing improved skills for both teaching and non-teaching staff – what 
arrangements, what training, over what timeframes has this essential requirement to 
be managed? 

 
 Managing parental expectations and responsibilities for both parents of SWDs 

and other parents so that a ‘them’ vs ‘us’ approach does not develop and so that the 
fundamental education aims of the school are not compromised; 

 

 Developing criteria about what constitutes an agreeable school culture for 
SWDs. 

 
Policy Issue 3: School governance for better management of students with 
disabilities and improved relationships with parents 
 
 Meeting the needs of SWDs requires whole of school responses – what are 

these and how can they be developed? 
 SWDs need to be integrated into the school community, but this takes 

time, long term strategies and clear understanding of what this may mean 
in practice; 

 Skills need to be improved for both teaching and non-teaching staff – what 
skills, over what time and at what costs? 

 The criteria for best practice supportive school culture for SWDs needs to 
be articulated, incorporated in strategic plans and actioned over realistic 
timeframes.  
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6. Issue 3: The funding and resourcing for students with 
disabilities 
 
In assessing the critical issue of resourcing and funding support for SWDs, it is 
important to highlight the unique characteristics of independent schools in terms of 
their sources of income, size and structures. These characteristics, whilst 
contributing to the diversity and choice available to Queensland parents in terms of 
schooling, often present particular challenges for independent schools in relation to 
the education of students with disabilities.  
 
6.1 Government responses to special education issues  
 
The Queensland Government, like its counterparts elsewhere, has recognised the 
importance of student with disabilities and through the Department of Education, 
Training and the Arts (DETA) has acknowledged the need for “significant 
adjustments to their educational program” in response to the growing numbers of 
SWDs (DETA 2007: 8). Recent measures to assist SWDs listed in DETA annual 
reports (DETA 2006-7/2007-8) include: 
 
 2,944.4 full time equivalent (FTEs) teachers, 1,941.9 FTE teacher aides, 157.5 

FTE therapists, 19.9 FTE nurses and 7 FTE education program officers 
“specifically supporting students with disabilities”(DETA 2007: 8); 

 43 special schools; 
 broad range of educational programs and support services including specialist 

teachers and Special Education Units; 
 key programs such as the Education Adjustment Program for Students with 

Disabilities; 
 establishment of the Disability Services Support Unit (DSSU) providing both 

support and direct services; and 
 in 2006-7, a $34million (later increased to $37.9m) four year program “to 

increase the number of teachers and teachers aides and therapists in state 
schools” (DETA 2006-7: 28). 

 
This is not to suggest that more resources could or should not be provided in this 
area. Rather, it is to highlight the range, depth and level of resources that 
government can and has provided to students with disabilities in state schools.  
 
It is not just the size of the resources allocated to state schools that is the issue in 
terms of its ability to respond to the SWDs issue. More than this, state schools are 
part of an integrated system of schools that can more easily increase spending, 
reallocate resources to areas of urgent need and tolerate a certain level of 
redundancy without concerns about ‘breaking even’ in budget terms than can  the 
non-government sector.  In addition, the state school sector has easier access to 
other government agencies that can have impacts on those with disabilities such as 
health and community services departments.  
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6.2 Independent schools and resourcing 
 
For independent schools, resourcing the growing, but admittedly smaller cohort of 
SWDs compared to the state school system, is more complex and less 
straightforward. Nevertheless, it should be appreciated that around 20% of SWDs 
now attend non-government schools. 
 
In relation to funding independent schools for SWDs, the fundamental issue is that 
the independent sector is receiving neither adequate funding for SWDs, nor does it 
have access to the range of services that are a feature of other school systems. 
 
SWDs cost considerably more to support than regular students, yet government 
general recurrent funding for the independent sector for this group of students has 
long remained inadequate. The National Council of Independent School 
Associations (NCISA: 2001),  in its submission to the Senate Committee inquiry into 
student disability needs stated that: 
 

The current government resourcing for students with disabilities is 
characterised by significant discrepancies across states ... school sectors and 
different types of disability. There is a demonstrable shortage of resources in 
non-government schools to support the specific educational needs of 
students with disabilities.   
 

The Senate Committee (2002: xx) concluded how it “was surprised to find how little 
these students (SWDs) were supported” in the independent sector. Other 
State/Territory independent schools’ associations have echoed this complaint since 
the 2002 Senate inquiry, indicating that the funding problem has not yet been 
resolved.  
 
Targeted Commonwealth funding to independent schools for SWDs comes from 
several sources including the Strategic Assistance that provides per capita 
assistance and through the Literacy, Numeracy and Special Learning Needs 
(LNSLN) program.  
 
In Queensland, State government support to SWDs in independent schools is 
provided through the Students with Disabilities Program which is part of the general 
recurrent grants program for non-state schools. Funding for students with disabilities 
is quarantined from the general recurrent funding pool. In 2008-9, some 6.0% of the 
general recurrent funding pool (which provides nearly $400 million for non-state 
schools) was allocated to the Students with Disabilities Program. Such funding, 
which has increased in recent times, is provided to eligible students based on their 
level of disability and educational needs determined by individual student 
assessment.   
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If independent schools are an integral part of the education system - those parents 
who choose to send SWDs to independent schools should not be penalised by the 
current inadequate levels of government funding for students with disabilities. 
Students with disabilities are a societal wide responsibility, and therefore should be 
funded as such. 
 
 
6.3 Policy issues 
 
In summary, there is increasing consensus amongst parents (see Monash 2007) 
and independent schools that more funding for SWDs is needed. There is also the 
need for greater funding parity across the government and non-government sectors. 
How this funding is to be allocated, as well as the levels of funding, are the 
important policy issues to consider. For instance, a fundamental issue is whether or 
not funding should be tied to schools or tagged to students.  Another alternative is 
more detailed negotiated outcomes for each student with a disability.  
 
There are a number of policy issues to be resolved around these matters including: 
 
 Recognising that providing education services to students with disabilities 

involves extra costs to education institutions;   
 
 Providing the same level of funding to independent schools for the provision 

of education services to students with disabilities that the student would receive 
if they attended a state school; 

 
 Providing sufficient capital funding to independent schools  to cover the 

increasing costs of facilities for students with disabilities; 
  
 Maintaining the freedom of choice for parents in deciding where to send their 

children to school without disadvantage; 
 
 Ensuring that both the Commonwealth and State Governments make a shared 

and appropriate contribution to meeting the costs of providing education for 
students with disabilities in independent schools; 

 
 Reviewing the mechanisms for allocating funds for students with disabilities to 

promote portability of funds by adopting, for example,  a limited voucher model 
whereby funds are allocated to parents for the express purpose of spending on 
approved education services in whichever school they choose 
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Policy issue 4: The funding and resourcing of students with disabilities in 
independent schools 

Governments need to urgently address the current inequitable funding of 
SWDs in independent schools; 
Governments need to recognise that the unique characteristics of 
independent schools present significant challenges in terms of resourcing 
the needs of students with disabilities and they should commit to 
meaningful and genuine dialogue with the independent sector to 
implement  a world-class public policy framework to ensure the needs of 
these students are meet, no matter which school they attend; and 
There should be adequate funding support for independent schools to 
ensure parental choice is available to all parents, including those parents 
of students with disabilities.  

7. Conclusions: Key principles for future action in education for 
students with disabilities 

There is little doubt that the issue of supporting SWDs is one that shows no sign of 
diminishing in the future. On the contrary, given the way the boundaries of issues in 
other policy areas extend once on the policy agenda, it can be expected ‘disabilities’ will 
become an even more encompassing policy issue for all schools in the future.

In summary, discussions concerning the future direction of support for students with 
disabilities should be guided by the following underlying principles: 

The independent school sector is receiving a growing proportion of enrolments and 
must be seen as an equal partner in the provision of education services to all 
students including those  with disabilities; 

Parental choice concerning choice of schools must be maintained in relation to 
students with disabilities as it is with other students; 

There needs to be equity across all schools in terms of government support for 
students with disabilities;

The goals of education for students with disabilities should be about improving their 
abilities to participate effectively in Australian society as self sustaining individuals; 
and

 Responding to students with disabilities requires a whole-of-school response and is 
not just a matter concerning an individual student or their parents, an individual class 
room or an individual teacher. 
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