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Phone: (02) 6201 9830 Fax: (02) 6257 7395  ISD: 61 2 6201 9830

Email: ncec@ncec.catholic.edu.au  
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In reply please quote:
78-5/6/3

Mr John Carter
Secretary

Senate References Committee on Employment, Workplace Relations and Education

Parliament House 

Canberra  ACT  2600

Dear Mr Carter,

Inquiry into the Education of Students with a Disability
The National Catholic Education Commission welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to this important inquiry.

The Commission’s comments will be limited to Terms of Reference (v) and (viii), that is,

(v) access to and adequacy of funding and support in both the public and private sectors

(viii) the legal implications and resource demands of current Commonwealth and state and territory legislation.

The submission does not give separate treatment to these issues, but addresses them together, as the inadequacy of the funding is related to the resource demands flowing from the legal implications of the Commonwealth’s Disability Discrimination Act 1992.
1.
Growth in enrolments of students with a disability in Catholic schools

1.1 The fastest growing category of students in Catholic schools from 1985 to 2000 has been students with a disability, and this has occurred in every state and territory.  In 1985, only 0.2% of the total Catholic school population were students with a disability.  In 2000, that figure increased ten-fold to 2.2% of the total Catholic school population.  

1.2 This rapid growth can be attributed to (a) an improved capacity to identify students with a disability, (b) a growing awareness of the needs and rights of such students and the desirability of both parents and teachers to integrate them into mainstream classrooms wherever possible and (c) historical factors which contributed to the low starting point.

1.3 The historical factors referred to in 1.2 above are attributable to the fact that for many years the government sector has had well-staffed and well-resourced special schools and special units within mainstream schools.  The Catholic Church opened special 

schools as early as the 19th century, and is now expanding its efforts to integrate students with a disability into regular school settings.  However, the well-resourced government units continue to attract the majority of such students.   

2.
Commonwealth Funding to Catholic Schools to assist in the educating students with a disability

2.1
In 2001 there were 14,157 students with a disability in Catholic schools (13,586 in system schools and 592 in non-system schools). All students in systemically funded Catholic schools, including students with a disability and those in Special Schools, attract to the system funding equivalent to 56.2% of the AGSRC (51.2% in the ACT).  Students in other non-government Special Schools are funded at 70% of the AGSRC.  

2.2 The Commonwealth Government provides additional targeted funding to Catholic systems to assist with the education of Students With a Disability through a component of the Strategic Assistance for Improving Student Outcomes (SAISO) Programme.  There is also the per capita allocation which is derived by multiplying the number of eligible students by the “strategic assistance amount”, which in 2002 is $589.
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from the SAISO block grant, Catholic Education authorities generally continue to allocate an amount equivalent to the quantum of funding provided, until 2000, under the Special Education element of the former Special Learning Needs Programme.  This amount is a historical allocation that is indexed annually, and bears no relation to the rapid ten-fold increase in enrolments of students with a disability that has occurred in Catholic schools over the last ten years. This is approximately $21m across all states and territories.  
2.4 
The total additional targeted funding from the Commonwealth to students with a 
disability in Catholic schools is  $2082 per student.  When this is added, in turn,  to 
the base per capita grant for all students in systemic schools, the total 
Commonwealth funding for students with a disability in Catholic systemic primary 
schools is $5103 ($4835 in the ACT) and in Catholic systemic secondary schools is 
$6072 ($5177 in the ACT).  
3.

State/Territory Government Funding Catholic Schools to assist educating  
students with a disability 

3.1 The manner in which State/Territory Governments provide financial support to Catholic schools for the education of students with a disability varies.  Consequently both the base level of funding and the additional targeted support vary greatly across jurisdictions.  

3.2 However, the combined contribution of State/Territory and Commonwealth governments to the support of students with a disability in Catholic schools is well below the funding available for the support available to the same students if they attended government schools.

4.
Government support for students with a disability in government schools


4.1 There are very few directly comparable figures on how much government school systems actually spend on supporting the education of students with a disability in the mainstream classroom.  Figures from the ACT 2001-2 Budget Papers indicate that $19,307 is spent, on average, on a student with a disability in the mainstream classroom in government schools.

4.2 Considerable improvements in transparency would be gained, with benefits for funding policy, if all State/Territory governments developed and made public similar figures.  NCEC proposes that MCEETYA make it an urgent priority to develop comparable data in relation to the expenditure by government school systems on students with a disability in regular school settings.

4.3 In the absence of such figures the ACT data would suggest that a figure of $20,000 is realistic.  By comparison, the Commonwealth contribution to the support for students with a disability in Catholic systems  (2.5 above) is clearly inadequate.    

5.
The Disability Discrimination Act 

5.4 The resourcing pressures are further compounded by the fact that eligibility criteria for Commonwealth funding cover a much narrower range of students than those who would be identified as having a disability as defined by the Commonwealth’s own Act.  Eligible students are those “who have been assessed by a person with relevant qualifications as having intellectual, sensory, social/emotional or multiple impairments to a degree that satisfies the criteria for enrolment in special education services or programmes provided by the government of the State or Territory in the which the school or centre is located.”

5.5 Since States and Territories have different definitions the Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) should make it an urgent priority to establish common definitions for the identification of students with a disability consistent with the definition of disability as set out in the DDA. The Commonwealth must also recognise that the development of a nationally agreed definition is likely to result in the recognition of more eligible students. The level of Commonwealth   funding will therefore need to increase.
6.
Recommendations

The NCEC submits that financial support for the education of students with a disability in non-government schools is a tri-partite partnership between the Commonwealth, the States/Territories, and parents/communities. To this end, NCEC makes the following recommendations:

1) That the Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) make it an urgent priority to establish common definitions for the identification of students with a disability consistent with the definition of disability as


set out in the DDA.

2) That MCEETYA make it an urgent priority to establish comparable data in relation to the expenditure by government school systems on students with a disability in regular schools.

3) That the Strategic Assistance amount for non-government schools be set at their AGSRC percentage of the average cost of educating a student with a disability in government regular schools (this figure would be established as consequence of the implementation of Recommendation 2 above.)  For Catholic system schools this would be 56.2% (51.2% in the ACT).  Effectively, this means providing funding for students with a disability that is completely separate from the General Recurrent Grants programme. 

Yours sincerely,
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Rev T.M. Doyle

Chairman

3 July 2002
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