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Blind Citizens Australia

Response to the Senate Enquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation

Blind Citizens Australia is the united voice of blind and vision impaired Australians.  Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs.  As the National consumer voice of blind people, higher education is of critical importance to many of our members.  Our submission will focus on two key issues – the cessation of payment of the Pension Education Supplement between academic years and the proposal to introduce full fee-paying if a student wishes to undertake longer than five years full time equivalent study.

Pension Education Supplement

It is clear that the proposal not to pay the Pension Education Supplement to students between academic years is premised on a view that students do not undertake any activities related to their academic work during this time.  For blind and vision impaired students, this is simply not the case.  There is strong evidence to suggest that one of the factors that contributes to the successful completion of a course of study at tertiary level is the ability to plan ahead.  For a blind or vision impaired student, it is critical to have advanced knowledge of texts required for the coming semester, some notification of the lecturers so that the student can advise them of their potential support needs, ongoing liaison with Disability Unit staff and consultation with alternate format producers for the production of material in the preferred format by the student themselves.  This means that for many students, a considerable amount of time between academic years is spent contacting and meeting with lecturers to find out about required texts and to discuss the student’s support needs.  In addition, there is likely to be a number of visits to the campus to meet with Disability Unit staff and to produce one’s own material in the preferred format where it is deemed that production by the student is the most appropriate option.  In addition, there is likely to be expense encountered in efforts to obtain texts in alternate formats brought about by the need to contact publishers and/or alternate format producers.  

The time between academic years is the opportunity that blind and vision impaired students have to learn to use adaptive technology.  It is time consuming for a blind student to learn JAWS (screen-reading software) and Duxbury (the Braille translation program).  Students then have to learn how to use the usual suite of Microsoft programs in conjunction with the adaptive software.  To do this, it is necessary to learn a range of keyboard commands as it is not possible to use the mouse to click on the icon which resembles the required function.  The PES offers vital support to students in times of adaptive technology training.  Not only does it assist with meeting travel costs, but it may also assist with any costs encountered in undertaking adaptive technology training courses.

For many students, the new academic year may mean that lectures and tutorials are held in new and unfamiliar campus locations.  This means that there may be visits to the campus needed for orientation and mobility training.  With universities having been identified as having poor physical access for people with disabilities, the importance of orientation and mobility training is increased.

All of these preparatory activities have significant costs attached to them.  While the Pension Education Supplement does not meet all costs, it is of significant benefit to students who are blind or vision impaired.  Therefore, Blind Citizens Australia strongly opposes the non-payment of this benefit between academic years.  We urge this enquiry to recommend that the PES continues to be paid for the duration of the individual’s course of study.

Public Education Entitlement

Blind Citizens Australia is gravely concerned about the proposal to limit individuals to five years of equivalent full time study as the entitlement to public education.  While it is noted that after a period of time, there may be a further eligibility, this is vague and as yet unspecified.

For many blind and vision impaired people, the onset of their vision loss may occur in early to mid adult life.  Therefore, for many people in this situation, they have undertaken tertiary study to prepare for a specific field of work.  With the onset of vision loss, they can no longer pursue the chosen career.  This means a further period of re-training is necessary and for many, this means a further period of tertiary education in order to qualify for an alternative career path.  It is unjust that these people would have to be full fee-paying students and for most, it would mean that further study would not be an option thus making unemployment a likely outcome.  This would, in turn, further contribute to the 70 percent of blind and vision impaired people who are already unemployed.

For some blind and vision impaired people, they undertake a course of study and are led to believe that they will find employment at the end.  It often happens that they need to do further study to be competitive in the employment market.  

Just at the time that we are striving towards the introduction of the DDA Education standard, the Government is proposing further regulations on the higher education sector which will at best disenfranchise and at worst, discriminate against students with disabilities.

Blind Citizens Australia calls on this senate enquiry to recommend that the payment of the Pension Education Supplement continues between academic years and further, that there is no time limit placed on public education entitlements. 

