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This submission presents the Autistic experience and insight of our Board and members to improve 
understanding of School Disruption and how it relates to Autistic students. 

 

We believe that both students and teachers have rights, and that these rights can be compatible in a 
school environment that fosters mutual respect and trust between teachers and students.  
 

► We believe that School Disruption and School Can’t are inherently linked, multifaceted and 
complex issues that require an holistic approach 

 

► Students whose needs are not met may respond by being disruptive, whether those students 
have a disability and/or needs 
 

► It is integration, not inclusion, to place students with a disability in mainstream schools without 
providing support to ensure equity. It is discriminatory and ineffective 
 

► We reject any suggestion that students with a disability (or Autistic students specifically) are the 
sole or main cause of school disruption. This Inquiry must consider e.g., how bullying etc 
contributes to rising school disruption 
 

► A classroom environment can ‘disrupt’ or distress Autistic students. This is easily solved by 
enabling students to reduce distressing sensory input and allowing them to access their best 
self-regulating strategies 
 

► Current practices of suspension, segregation, isolation, and expulsion in response to School 
Disruption punish Autistic students for features of their disability, e.g., for becoming 
dysregulated when their needs are not met. These practices contribute in a real way to denying 
Autistic students access to an education, which is their human right. 

► Neither teachers nor students will benefit from any changes that enforce a more hierarchical 
power relationship of teachers over their students, or increase access to (the use of) more and 
different sanctions and punishments. 

 

This submission describes, explains, and provides references for techniques that assist Autistic 
students, avoid, or defuse disruption and promote safety in the classroom and broader school 
environment for all students, teachers, and other school staff. 

We urge the Panel to consider our recommendations, which are provided at relevant points in this 
submission, and aggregated below. 
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To support all young Australians at risk of educational disadvantage, make it the 
norm to create equitable access for all students to be present at school and 
engage with the school curriculum. 
 

  
As part of developing a school culture of mutual respect between staff and 
students, all staff who have student contact should have some training about 
Autism and how it is experienced by Autistic students. This training should be co-
designed and should address i) basic understanding and ii) all the different needs 
of teachers, principals and other staff who contribute to managing schools and 
making decisions that affect students, on the campus and in the administration of 
government school districts.  

 

 

 
Schools must embed Trauma-Informed Practices in all areas of service delivery 

  
It is imperative that teachers be taught to self-regulate effectively (and why this is 
critical to reducing School Disruption) so that they do not model the behaviour 
they do not wish to see. A teacher who shouts, or escalates conflict is 
participating in disrupting the classroom and needs training and support. 
 

  
Mandate minimum requirements for qualification, employment, and continuing 
teacher registration to include compulsory pre-service training and continuing 
professional development in the following topics, at a minimum: child 
development, trauma,2 being Autistic, School Disruption and School Can’t, 
inclusion and equity in practice.  
 

 
 

Ensure that all education policies and standards are developed with a Universal 
Design for Learning approach that is strengths-based and trauma-informed, to 
support Human Rights, Intersectionality, Identity as a culture, Gender & Gender 
diversity.  

 
2  This systematic literature review found 4 papers between 2011 and 2022 that included the discussion of complex trauma, primary school 
teachers and how prepared they were for working with traumatised students. This indicates a need for more understanding. Australian 
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We endorse the OECD recommendation that teachers should have seats on 
School Management committees, as (when appropriately trained) teachers can be 
an effective advocate for the child.   

  
The Productivity Commission should be requested to investigate the social and 
economic cost of suspension and expulsion, in terms of denying students access 
to school. 
 
This investigation should consistently examine the representation of equity groups 
such as students with disabilities, Indigenous students, CARM (Culturally and 
Racially Marginalised), low socioeconomic status students, etc in suspension and 
expulsion statistics, and provide baseline data to facilitate the monitoring of 
improvement. 
 

  
Develop a national standard for the practice of suspension and expulsion, i.e., a 
model that is followed, accountable and measurable. 

  
Make the collection and retention of statistics about suspensions and expulsions 
mandatory across all types of institutions, departments, and schools. Ensure 
statistics are collected on child differences, including Autism and mental health; 
require that this information be: 
 

 reported annually to state and federal education departments, 
 reported to Parliament and made publicly available on the 

Commonwealth education portfolio website, broken down state-by-
state, and;  

 mandate that issues revealed by the statistics must be actioned.  
 

 

The recommendations from the National School Reform should be put into place, 
in particular the Unique Student Identifier (USI) should be applied to schools.3  

 
   

 
Teachers’ Perception of their Preparedness to Teach Traumatised Students: A Systematic Literature Review. 
https://ro.ecu.edu.au/ajte/vol47/iss2/6/ 
 
3 National School Reform Agreement Council of Australian Governments    
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The Autistic Realm Australia Inc (TARA) is a not-for-profit peer to peer community association providing 
support, education and advocacy for Autistic people and the parents and carers of Autistic people.  

As a 100% founded and Autistic-led organisation, we put Autistic people at the centre of our work. We 
honour diversity as Autistic reality, acknowledging and supporting all of our members whatever their 
history, expression of identity or support needs.   

Collectively our Board includes BIPOC and CARM (Culturally and racially marginalised) people, voices 
from LGBTQIA+, rural and regional communities. We are parents of gender diverse children and/or of 
children with complex presentations and/or members of Autistic and neurodivergent families. 

TARA is founded on the core position that Autism is a form of neurodiversity, a natural part of the 
diversity of human neurology. As such we repudiate all therapies aimed at compliance and suppression 
of Autistic behaviours, reject stigmatising and victimising language of any sort, and strongly reject 
attempts to “cure” Autism. 

TARA works within the Human Rights model of disability, which recognises the impact that structural 
and environmental conditions have on a person’s ability to function and live a meaningful life. We 
challenge preconceived ideas about the capacity of Autistic people and reject simplistic labels that seek 
to categorise our abilities and challenges. Support levels for the Autistic person are not linear and they 
change according to the environment and threat versus comfort level and any co-occurring conditions.  

Autism is a lifelong Neurodevelopmental difference and not a behavioural disorder. Autistic behaviour 
serves a purpose; it is very different to misbehaviour, as it is not intentional and provides information to 
those who seek to support us. For these reasons, we practise the principle that all behaviour is 
information, and challenge the primacy given to verbal speech as an indicator of a person’s intellectual 
capacity or ability to live a meaningful life.  
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Including students with a disability in mainstream schools without providing support to ensure equity is 
no more than integration. It is not inclusion, and it is not equitable. It is retrograde, assimilationist, 
discriminatory and ineffective. 
 
Providing equitable access does not necessarily have to mean attending mainstream schooling. 
Certainly, attending mainstream school without adequate support is not the solution. Equitable 
education can be provided in any environment, (e.g., distance education, in-school support units that 
provide the child with an education at their own pace), that engages them and is psychologically and 
physically safe.  
 
Equitable education is education that takes place in a space where students feel safe to voice their 
opinions and contribute in whatever form that may take, e.g., via Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC - whether electronic or manual) 8 without fear or humiliation.  
 
 A 2020 review found that the Disability Standards for Education 2005 were not adequately understood 
or implemented in some parts of the Australian education system. 9 Contrary to all policies and 
standards,10 Autistic children continue to be excluded from schools, both formally and informally, every 
day (informal refers to the use of principal’s leave etc). This practice contributes to the child’s view of 
themselves, causes alienation and disengagement and begins a vicious cycle of disruption and 
exclusions. There is a real question about the direction of causation: which comes first, the chicken or 
the egg? 
 
 

 
  

To support all young Australians at risk of educational disadvantage, make it the 
norm to create equitable access for all students to be present at school and 
engage with the school curriculum. 
 

 

 
5 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
6 OECD, (2015), PISA 2018 Technical Standards 
7 OECD, (2019) Australia – Country Note, PISA 2018 Results Australia – Country Note – PISA 2018 Results 
It is our experience and the observation of our members that access to such medication often means the difference between a student being 
able to benefit from an educational opportunity and being unable to do so.  
 
8  The AAC strategy or technique used by the person aims to maximise an individual's communication skills (i.e., production as well as 
comprehension) for functional and effective communication of their needs, preferences and wishes.” from Factsheet: Augmentative and 
Alternative Communication (AAC), The State of Queensland (Queensland Health) 2021 Acquired Brain Injury Outreach Service, August 2021.  
 
9 2020 Review of the Australian Disability Standards for Education, https://www.education.gov.au/disability-standards-education-2005/2020-
review-disability-standards-education-2005/final-report 
 
10 E.g., UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, UN Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Australian Disability Standards for 
Education  
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As part of developing a school culture of mutual respect between staff and 
students, all staff who have student contact should have some training about 
Autism and how it is experienced by Autistic students. This training should be co-
designed and should address i) basic understanding and ii) all the different needs 
of teachers, principals and other staff who contribute to managing schools and 
making decisions that affect students, on the campus and in the administration of 
government school districts.  

 
  

Mandate minimum requirements for qualification, employment and continuing 
teacher registration to include compulsory pre-service training and continuing 
professional development in the following topics, at a minimum: child 
development, trauma, being Autistic, School Disruption and School Can’t, 
inclusion and equity in practice.  
 

  
The Productivity Commission should be requested to investigate the social and 
economic cost of suspension and expulsion, in terms of denying students access 
to school. 
 
This investigation should consistently examine the representation of equity groups 
such as students with disabilities, Indigenous students, CARM (Culturally and 
Racially Marginalised), low socioeconomic status students, etc in suspension and 
expulsion statistics, and provide baseline data to facilitate the monitoring of 
improvement. 
 

  
Develop a national standard for the practice of suspension and expulsion, i.e., a 
model that is followed, accountable and measurable. 

 
 

We endorse the OECD recommendation that teachers should have seats on 
School Management committees, as (when appropriately trained) teachers can be 
an effective advocate for the child.   
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The Terms of Reference of the Inquiry are: 

The issue of increasing disruption in Australian school classrooms, which is disadvantaging 
students and contributing to poor literacy and numeracy results for young people, denying them 
the learning of essential foundational skills to reach their full educational, economic and social 
potential, with specific reference to: 

 
a) the declining ranking of Australia in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) disciplinary climate index, making Australian classrooms amongst the 
world’s most disorderly. 

 
b) the impacts, demands and experience of disorderly classrooms on teacher safety, work 

satisfaction and workforce retention; teachers’ views on whether or not they are sufficiently 
empowered and equipped to maintain order in the classroom and what can be done to assist 
them; 

 
c) the robustness, quality and extent of initial teacher education to equip teachers with skills and 

strategies to manage classrooms; 
 

d) the loss of instructional teacher time because of disorder and distraction in Australian school 
classrooms; 

 
e) the impact of disorderly, poorly disciplined classroom environments and school practices on 

students’ learning, compared with their peers in more disciplined classrooms; 
 

f) the stagnant and declining results across fundamental disciplines as tested through National 
Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) attributing to poorer school-leaving 
results and post-school attainment; 

 
g) how relevant Australian state, territory and federal departments and agencies are working to 

address this growing challenge; 
 

h) how leading OECD countries with the highest disciplinary climate index rankings are delivering 
orderly classrooms to provide strategies on how to reduce distraction and disorder in Australian 
classrooms; and 

 
i) any related matter. 
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to manage, and may prevent them from learning. And sometimes, some Autistic students will be 
unable to regulate their response to these stressors, and some will disrupt the class because they 
are no longer able to cope with the onslaught of sensory inputs. 

 
Other reasons why Autistic (and non-autistic) kids may become disruptive as a way to escape from the 
class demands and/or environment include: 
 
 

► they are bored by a curriculum that is too easy or unrelated to their interests. 
► their needs are not supported and/or they are not provided with alternative means of education.  
► they are years behind academically. 
► they are socially unable to access group learning, etc. 
► they have asynchronous development; the ‘spiky profile’ of Autistic students is not understood 

or supported. 
► bullying 
► they do not want to feel different to their peers, e.g., when they are dyslexic and are trying to 

hide their struggles. 
► they are using the disruption to leave a space that is not psychologically safe.  
► they are distressed by sudden changes such as high teacher turnover.   
► Transition times from playground to classroom are not sufficient.  
► More work needs to be done to support these students through major transitions e.g., primary to 

high school. 
 
It is important to note that the OECD has previously found inequality to have a significant influence 
upon students’ tendency to school disruption: 
 

► Students from more socio-economic advantaged backgrounds indicated a stronger sense of 
fitting in well at school and better relations with their teachers than those from less socio-
economically advantaged backgrounds.  

► Fitting in at school is most strongly related to greater co-operation, optimism, and sociability. 
However, students who reported more exposure to bullying reported lower stress resistance, 
optimism, and emotional control. 11 

 
In light of this finding, The Autistic Realm Australia contends that this Inquiry must consider whether the 
rise of bullying plays a part in rising school disruption. 
 
All of these common experiences of Autistic students can lead them to feel unsafe at school. Feeling 
unsafe at school causes students who externalise their feelings to be disruptive. 12 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
11 Willms, J. D. (2003). Student engagement at school: A sense of belonging and participation: Results from PISA 2000. OECD. 
 
12 Those Autistic kids who internalize their feelings of distress are more likely to experience School Can’t, i.e., be unable to attend school, 
whether for a few hours, days or every day of the school week, term, or year, as shown by data we provided to the School Can’t Enquiry.  
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► their child being denied academic opportunities because they are 
 labelled as ‘the naughty boy’ 
 their behaviour is equated with lack of academic potential, or 
 their past behaviour continues to be punished by denying them enriching or extension 

activities, which are treated as rewards that these children do not deserve 
► their child missing out on social development, friendships, and forming relationships with his 

teachers because the school kept using seclusion and suspension in response to his behaviour 
  

Teachers in NSW have agreed that lengthy periods of suspension from school resulting in gaps in 
students’ learning continuum and the need for high-level support in areas of wellbeing and social 
capacity.20 This strongly suggests that suspension makes students less able to cope when they return 
to school and may be perpetuating the problem for both child and school. 
 
Current practices amount to punishing Autistic students for features of their disability, 
e.g., for becoming dysregulated when their needs are not met. We restate our position 
that both students and teachers have rights, and that these rights can be compatible in a school 
environment that fosters mutual respect and trust between teachers and students.  
 
There is also the suggestion in our members’ experiences (outlined above) that suspension and 
expulsion may be being used in a discriminatory manner against students with disabilities. Research 
published by the NSW Dept of Communities and Justice supports this hypothesis, stating that, 
 

 “factors that increased the risk for suspension…[are] “emotional or 
behavioural problems, poorer language and cognitive skills, hyperactivity and 
inattention,“ amongst others.21 
 

The Autistic Realm Australia believes there may be an unconscious bias against students who exhibit 
challenging behaviours. If this is the case, it is only unconscious on the side of school staff. As parents 
we assure you that Autistic students can tell when a teacher doesn't like them. 
 
Comparison of matched cohorts of unsuspended students with the same vulnerabilities and students 
who were suspended shows that suspension reduces the likelihood of school completion.22 
 
There are many other longterm detrimental effects documented, including: 
 

“suspension creates gaps in education by taking children away from 
teaching and learning, rather than providing them with the support and 
positive guidance they need.”23 

 
20 Teacher Federation, Submission 345, February 2017, Inquiry into Students with a disability or special needs in NSW. 
 
21 Jakob, L., Anderson, C., Laurens, K., & Green, M. (2022). Are children who are known to child protection services more l kely to be 
suspended from school?. https://apo.org.au/node/321334  
 p.5 
 
22 Davison, M., Penner, A., Penner, E., Pharris-Ciurej, N., Porter, S. R., Rose, E., Shem-Tov, Y., & Yoo, P. (2022). School Discipline and 
Racial Disparities in Early Adulthood. Educational researcher (Washington, D.C. : 1972), 51(3), 231–234. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x211061732  
 
23 Jakob, L., Anderson, C., Laurens, K., & Green, M. (2022). Are children who are known to child protection services more l kely to be 
suspended from school?. https://apo.org.au/node/321334  
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For example, if: 
 
 
► the neon strip lighting is on 
► other students are talking (about the set work) 
► the chair is hard 
► the set task involves students moving around the room 
► the laptop fans are running  
► There is a banana in the bin 
► there are several classes taking place at once, in one large echoing space 
► the school uniform is itchy 
► the displays on the walls are brightly coloured and chaotically arranged,  
► every period begins and ends with noisy bells, and  
► the student has no freedom to reduce the load of these painful sensations 

 
then the sensory impact of these stressors can take all the student’s effort to manage and may prevent 
them from learning.  
 
And sometimes, some Autistic students will be unable to regulate their response to these stressors, 
and some will disrupt the class because they are no longer able to cope with the onslaught of sensory 
inputs. 
 
It is equally true that some Autistic students (who are never disruptive) find the disruptive behaviour of 
other class members has deeply negative and ongoing effects on them, and their learning. These 
include Autistic students who can no longer attend school, due to their distress when other (non-
autistic) kids are disrupting class. These students may develop School Can’t in varying degrees (as 
previously mentioned). 
 

In this context, we need to ask: do students disrupt classes, or does the classroom environment 
‘disrupt’ these students? The answer may be: Both. Certainly, no solution will be found without 
action that gives students the opportunity to 
influence their environment in class to meet their 
needs. 
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their cohort. Alternatively, it seems wrong that schools prevent 
students with difficulties from sitting the NAPLAN as it will ‘bring 
down’ their results. 26    

By not including the voices of disabled children in the PISA tests, the data relied on by the OECD gives 
an incorrect impression and plays into the stereotype that children with a disability should be 
segregated. 

 
The points made in this section apply also to Term of Reference (h), as they call into question the 
reliability of results from the PISA and NAPLAN instruments that contribute a significant proportion of 
the limited data currently available to illuminate understanding of School Disruption in Australian 
schools.  

 
(i) how leading OECD countries with the highest disciplinary climate index rankings are delivering 
orderly classrooms to provide strategies on how to reduce distraction and disorder in Australian 
classrooms; 

 
Solutions or attitudes to disability, special needs, and discipline across the 30 OECD countries are 
widely divergent, with some nations not recognising the need for any support for students with 
disabilities in the classroom. We are not convinced that these nations are culturally or socially similar to 
Australia in ways that are meaningful to improving student learning in this country or make comparison 
relevant to Australian society. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
26 CHAPTER 3 – Parliament of Australia (aph.gov.au) 
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In responding to the call for submissions to this Inquiry, The Autistic Realm Australia has offered 
experience and insight to improve understanding of the phenomenon of School Disruption and how it 
relates to Autistic students. 
 
We restate our position that both students and teachers have rights, and that these rights can be 
compatible in a school environment that fosters mutual respect and trust between teachers and 
students.  
 
We have shown that current practices for managing classroom disruption contribute in a real way to 
denying Autistic students access to education, which is their human right. 
We have provided description, explanation and references for techniques that assist Autistic students, 
avoid or defuse disruption, and promote safety in the classroom and broader school environment for all 
students, teachers and other school staff. 
 
We urge the Panel to consider our recommendations, which are provided at relevant points in this 
submission, and also aggregated with the Executive Summary that opens the document. Additionally, 
we refer the Panel to the recommendations of our submission to the Senate Inquiry into School 
“Refusal”, i.e., School Can’t, and reiterate that these phenomena are clearly two sides of the same 
coin. 
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