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Key Issues
One of the most significant challenges facing children and adults with disabilities is
their neglect within education settings. It is the right of every person to be provided
with safe and supportive environments in which to learn and achieve their potential.
This is not the experience of so many people with disabilities in Australia. We believe
this should be addressed as an urgent priority.
More specifically:
• The education of our most vulnerable citizens is currently being compromised
by a lack of suitably qualified and competent staff supporting them. Education
systems, as well as pre- and post-school providers, do not require those who
work in special education roles to have qualifications in special education.
• Risk of abuse and neglect within the pre-school, school and post school systems
is exacerbated by the lack of qualified staff who have knowledge of evidencebased approaches and interventions to ensure that individuals with disability
have ongoing access to a safe and appropriate education. Without appropriately
qualified staff who can assess challenging behaviour, then design and monitor
interventions, there is high risk of exclusion and injury.
• Teachers report finding it difficult to support the growing number of students
with disabilities enrolled in their mainstream classrooms. They are questioning
their own competence and the value of their teacher training programs in
preparing them to support children with diverse learning needs.
• Abuse, including violence and sexual abuse, is occurring within school and post
school settings. Neglect in the provision of a safe environment and an equal
opportunity for ongoing learning is, without doubt, the number one concern for
most families.
• Despite many inquiries at the state and federal levels, there has been no genuine
commitment to ensuring that those working with one of our most vulnerable
populations have, or are supervised by those with, the necessary qualifications.

What is a special education position?
A special education position is any position devoted to supporting individuals with
autism, intellectual and multiple disabilities, sensory and physical disabilities,
behaviour/emotional difficulties, and learning disabilities prior to school, in school and
post school settings. For the pre-school population, it will be a position supporting the
development of infants and young children and supporting their families. In the school
sector, it will be a full or part time position in a state, catholic or independent school
and may involve working as a special education teacher (in a class, in a special unit or
special school), as a teacher assisting regular class teachers in a regular school, or as a
special educator in a tutorial centre. For those working in the post-school sector, it will
include professionals developing programs and supporting the implementation of
programs designed to provide life-long learning.
What is a special education qualification?
A special education qualification is generally accepted to be a minimum one-year fulltime university course or equivalent, either in combination with or following a relevant
university degree. This can be at undergraduate (e.g., major in special education/
graduate Diploma in Special Education) or postgraduate (Postgraduate Diploma in
Special Education/Master’s Degree in Special Education) level. Some universities offer
post-graduate certificates in special education focusing on a special area such as
learning difficulties, behaviour support or high support needs. These are useful for
teachers wanting specialist knowledge or those wanting to “try” special education. In
order to hold a special education position, a one-year full time course should be a
minimum requirement. Ideally, a special education qualification should also include a
substantial internship, as is the case with professions in the allied health area.
In this submission, we will identify and describe the current problem, present some
case studies to illustrate our concerns, and outline five key recommendations.

Lack of appropriate staff qualifications for those working in special
education positions in schools and pre- and post-school programs
One of the greatest impediments to appropriate provision of developmental/ educational
programs for individuals with disabilities and other special needs is the lack of qualified
and competent special educators employed in special education positions. It is essential
that children are supported by qualified special educators who, research has
demonstrated, have greater knowledge of evidence-based instruction than other
educators (Stormont, Reinke, & Herman, 2011), have the skills to develop appropriate
Individual Learning Plans, and are more likely to use effective practices to support
learning and development (Nougaret, Scrugs, & Mastropieri, 2005; Sindelar, Daunic,
& Rennells, 2004). Research has shown that students with disability taught by a teacher
with a qualification in special education do better in both reading and mathematics than
students taught by a teacher without these qualifications (Feng & Sass, 2012; 2013;
Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2002). We also know from research that interventions based
on an assessment of the function of challenging behaviour are more likely to be
successful in the management of difficult behaviour (Walker, Lyon, Loman, & Sennott,
2018). Such assessment and associated intervention planning, monitoring and
evaluation require appropriately trained staff (Anderson & Scott, 2011). It is essential
to meeting the requirement of the Disability Standards for Education that we provide
educational environments in which children are protected from harassment and harm.
Thomas (2009) found that, on average, only 64.7% of the teachers in special schools
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across Australia were special education trained and, of those unqualified in special
education, only 18.3% were working towards a qualification. The number of qualified
special educators supporting students in mainstream schools is likely to be much lower.
As identified in the NSW Department of Education Disability Strategy (2019), the
number of qualified special education teachers in NSW is going down rather than up
each year, with the percentage of qualified special educators aged over 50 and,
therefore, moving towards retirement, higher than for the cohort of regular teachers.
Incentive to secure special education qualifications has diminished as, surprisingly,
formal qualifications are often not required of teachers in order to take up a special
education role. Research by Stephenson and Carter (2014) has indicated that special
education qualifications were rarely specified as essential in special education positions
advertised across all states and territories. Only 5.5% of the advertisements included a
special education qualification as an essential criterion and 4.2% as a desirable
criterion. Rather than providing a specialist role, these positions in a special education
class or school may be viewed as one avenue for regular teachers to secure a permanent
teaching position.
Since 1994, all teachers employed by the NSW Department of Education have had to
complete one mandatory unit in their undergraduate degree covering the teaching of
students with special education needs. Despite this and the reported uptake of
professional learning courses in special education, teachers surveyed by the Australian
Education Union in 2015, suggested that they did not have the skills or confidence to
teach students with challenging behaviour and other special education needs. They
reported that they needed specialist support (NSW Department of Education Disability
Strategy, 2019).

Stories from families and professionals
The STaR Association and InSpEd staff encounter many stories of abuse and
educational neglect in our interactions with the families we support. It is clear from our
experience that when education settings do not have access to qualified special
education professionals, they struggle to provide appropriate assessment of academic
and other skills, design interventions, and provide positive behavioural interventions
alongside appropriate support for the family. The following first-hand accounts provide
a representation of the stories we hear every day.
Physical Harm to Students and Staff: A professional perspective
Coral Kemp PhD
In my role as expert witness in cases in which either students or staff have been injured
in schools, I have been very disturbed by the fact that in each case the staff involved
have not had qualifications in special education. In two of these cases, the incidents
took place in schools for children with emotional/behaviour disorders. These are among
the most difficult students to teach and, therefore, require high level skills in both
behaviour management and curriculum instruction. Although I could not guarantee that
such injury would not occur with a qualified special educator in charge, I strongly
believe that in the cases with which I have been involved, the risk would have been
significantly diminished if the staff had the knowledge and skills related to evidencebased practice. These cases are generally settled out of court, which means they are not
open to public scrutiny.
Sexual Assault in an Unsafe School Environment: A parent perspective
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Parents of Sarah (pseudonyms used throughout)
We would like to share our experience relating to the sexual assault of our daughter in
a secondary support unit in a state secondary school. We are horrified by the behaviour
of the school staff and the reluctance of the Education Department to take responsibility
for the harm inflicted on her.
When Sarah went to high school, she was placed in a support unit with a boy called
Cameron who was known to the school as a young man who acted out inappropriately
and in a sexual way. He had been suspended for this behaviour in the past. While Sarah
was in year 7, another student in the class came forward with his mother to let the school
know that Cameron had been talking about how he wanted to have sex with Sarah, and
he was explicit in telling his classmates what he intended to do to Sarah. We learned
about this much later (after the trial). At the time, the school did not take the time to
notify us, and did not take any action to ensure that Sarah would be safe.
In the same year, Cameron exposed his penis to Sarah on the playground, telling her he
would tell her where her friend was only if she would touch it. Sarah told a teacher.
Once again, the school did not communicate this incident with us and we remained in
the dark about the risk to our daughter. We were certainly aware that she was unhappy,
and there was a day when we were called to pick her up because she was distressed and
inconsolable. Still, the school did not communicate concern to us. The closest they
came was when a teacher suggested to us that, for reasons of modesty, it would be good
if Sarah wore bike shorts under her school skirt.
The next year, when Sarah was in Year 8, Cameron collected Sarah from her classroom,
and took her to a highly visible area within the support unit gated grounds. He hit her
on the head, pushed her down, pulled down her pants and raped her. When he was
finished, he called her a whore and told her he would kill her if she told anyone. Despite
student witness reports to teachers, there was no communication with us from the
school. We did not know anything about this until Sarah told us about it, two years
later.
In this same year, there was another incident in which Cameron took Sarah off the
school grounds to some public toilets. There he removed her clothes, pushed her to the
ground and raped her once again. We did not know about this incident until some years
later when Sarah disclosed to us what had happened.
And again, later that year, Cameron and another boy in the class indecently assaulted
Sarah as well as another female student in the classroom during a lesson in which both
a teacher and an aide were present (although it was another student who was key witness
to what took place, and not the staff members). This is what it took for the school to
finally make contact with us. The Assistant Principal called and asked us to come to the
school. We were advised to take the matter to the police. Cameron and his accomplice
were suspended.
We have been very concerned by the lack of appropriate support and the ongoing
neglect of Sarah’s safety at the school. The language used by the teachers with Sarah
was deeply troubling. She was urged by the teachers to “stop dwelling on it” and to
“move on”. This caused her great anxiety. After her disclosure of the sexual assaults,
Sarah became increasingly nervous about seeing the young man who had been
Cameron’s accomplice. She was uncomfortable being on the playground with him. The
teachers told her that, at recess and lunch, she should stay inside the learning support
area because it was important that the boy in question go outside and run around. We
complained that this was not a satisfactory solution. The school responded by setting
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up a “girls only” area just outside the gated area. There was no adult facilitation of this
space and the young man Sarah was so frightened of was often in the girls’ area playing
soccer.
Over the years we made multiple complaints and participated in many meetings to
express our extreme concern about the lack of resources both in terms of adequately
qualified staff, appropriate curriculum, and the provision of a safe environment to
support the kids with disabilities. Our concerns were escalated to the Regional Director
of Education.
Three years later, in 2018, when Sarah was in Year 11, a mandatory safety awareness
program was delivered to the students in the learning support unit. Students were told
that if they ever felt uncomfortable, they should tell someone they trusted. This
prompted Sarah to tell a teacher that she was nervous about being in the same class with
the boy involved in the earlier assault. The response from the teacher was that she
should “be strong and pretend he’s not there”. We complained once again to the school
about the inappropriateness of their response, which was followed by a phone call from
the teacher to let us know that “Sarah has made the adult decision to forgive [the boy]
so they can move on and be friends.” This was the final straw, and we removed Sarah
from the school.
In 2019, Cameron was found guilty of indecent exposure and sexual assault. However,
there has been no action to hold the school accountable for their negligence in their duty
of care for our daughter. Sarah will wear the scars of their neglect for the rest of her
life.
Negligence in Post-school services: a parent perspective
Margaret Meaker (mother of Lilian)
Lilian is a joyous, energetic, and social 22-year-old woman who contracted severe
group B strep meningitis at two months of age, complicated by status epilepticus. She
sustained severe brain damage, resulting in multiple diagnoses over the years of severe
global developmental delay, epilepsy, mild left-sided hemiplegia (cerebral palsy)
severe anxiety, autism, ADHD, and bipolar. Speech is significantly delayed; she has a
limited vocabulary and uses some signing.
Early Years
Suffering “therapy fatigue” and discovering special education in Lilian’s early
intervention setting through the STaR Association changed how we perceived Lilian’s
needs and her potential to learn. Our thinking shifted from wanting to “fix her” with
therapy to wanting her to learn. We sought evidence-based practices, which informed
all choices and the vision we had for her future.
School
Applications to mainstream schools were rejected. I recall being told by the principal
that “Lilian will never learn, make friends or be invited to a party” in a mainstream
school and therefore enrolled her in an SSP school. Not all teachers were qualified
special educators; there was a strong leadership team where teaching and SLSO staff
were coached and mentored by the school's special educators. Individual Education
Plans with goals, strategies, and measured outcomes were in place guiding the daily
learning plans. The teacher/parent relationship meant learning goals were agreed upon,
and learning strategies were implemented across the school, home, and community
settings.
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Lilian left school equipped with essential hard-won communication, social, and life
skills to be continued in post-school settings.
Post school
Post-school opportunities for formal learning were non-existent. Lilian did not fit the
small percentage of people with disabilities eligible to access TAFE or supported
workplace settings due to the severity of her intellectual disability. Therefore, I sought
a "day program" provider who offered meaningful programs aligned with her NDIS
goals to continue her learning to contribute to her home and community and reach her
full potential.
Learning neglect has been ever-present in the four post-school settings attended by my
daughter since leaving school in 2016. The experience has been consistent that services
are understaffed, overwhelmed, and significantly under-skilled with limited access to
relevant, endorsed PD. Lilian’s school-based learning in many areas has been lost. Her
"behaviours of concern” have increased due to boredom, leading to a deterioration in
her mental health, need for restrictive practices, and a requested 1:1 and at times 2:1
support ratio.
Summary
Lilian’s learning has significantly regressed since leaving school, where support ratios
were at best 1:4. When she had access to qualified special educators, Lilian made
progress and learned. When this access was not available, she stopped learning and
regressed. In desperation, I have recently engaged a special educator (not funded by
NDIS) to develop a learning program to be implemented across Lilian’s home
(supported living) and day program setting. It needs to meet her individual learning
needs, list clear learning objectives, ensure implementation across locations, and
measure outcomes. Lifelong learning is a human right and, as an adult, I have access
to, control, and choose what and where I continue to learn. My daughter has the right
also to access lifelong learning despite her disability.
Falling Through the Cracks in School Settings that are Understaffed, Under-skilled
and Overwhelmed: A parent perspective
Valentina Borbone (mother of Angelique)
Angelique is a beautiful, happy, social and caring 12-year-old girl born with a rare
genetic syndrome, Cardio Facio Cutaneous (CFC). The de novo syndrome was
identified after searching for answers over 4 years, and she has presented with
significant global developmental delay, intellectual disability and delayed speech. By
age 2, we had taught her some sign language, and by age 3, she had taught her 1 year
old brother some sign language too.
Pre-school
As full-time working parents, we had enrolled Angelique at a local childcare centre,
explaining her engagement and interactions. A few months into this arrangement, we
witnessed the lack of care for her in the playground, zero inclusion, zero supervision,
alone, sat by the fence without any attention, and we knew there needed to be something
better for her. We were fortunate, by chance, to find STaR Association offering special
education in early intervention through another local day care centre, when Angelique
was aged 4. The incredible evidence-based practices, her carers’ understanding of her
individual learning needs and willingness to work with us to craft them and implement
them, saw a significant change in Angelique’s development, engagement and inclusion.
We had found ‘our’ place for Angelique and she thrived beyond words.
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Primary School
We commenced Angelique in kindergarten at Castle Hill Primary School, a mainstream
school. She was cared for by her compassionate teacher, the assistant principal, and she
was included with grace. We understood that in a school with 140 students in
kindergarten, she would soon be falling behind. We made an informed decision to leave
the Hills District for a smaller community that would accept Angelique as she is, and
become part of that community. We moved to Bowral in the Southern Highlands,
investigating our school options with Bowral Public’s principal and, with the support
of STaR, crafted an individual learning plan to support Angelique’s transition. There
was an onsite Learning and Development Support teacher and Angelique was
additionally funded with just 70 mins of a support teacher to aid her. That 70 minutes
was allocated across three time slots – 20 mins in the morning for reading, 20 mins in
the afternoon and 30 mins in the playground. None of these support teachers had
qualifications in special education.
Within 10 months, we were asked to leave Bowral Public School and transition
Angelique to Moss Vale Public School, on the basis that “although we could apply for
more funding, we won’t get any as it all goes to Moss Vale because they have a support
unit”. We were being pushed out of our community and put into the too hard basket.
We made the incredibly difficult decision to do just that, and move Angelique to yet
another school, outside of her immediate community.
We had great expectations for Moss Vale Public School, which offered a range of
support classes as part of a mainstream public school. However, we felt let down
following our experience with STaR Association’s great practices in Individual
Learning Plan (ILP) development, co-creation, parent review and ongoing assessment.
When we asked to see Angelique’s ILP, we were handed nothing short of a standard
template with standard development milestones, such as toileting and self-feeding.
Angelique was toilet trained well before she commenced her school years and has never
had a problem with self-feeding. These ILP milestones were not co-crafted, they were
not reviewed, and there was no ongoing monitoring of her progress.
Angelique’s support class teachers were not qualified special educators, simply
compassionate adults at best, and in some cases, not even so. There were no readers
sent home despite frequent requests from us to do so. As active parents, we had a private
speech therapist attend our home every Saturday, and it was only this engagement that
saw her speech develop and her confidence in communication grow.
Through my now role as President of STaR Association, and a supporting partner of
the Institute of Special Educators, I approached Moss Vale Public School’s principal
with the offer to have the STaR team come down to the Southern Highlands to conduct
some special education training for ALL teachers, at a highly reduced rate. As a
mainstream school with several support classes integrated through the curriculum, I
would have expected the training to have been welcomed with open arms. Nothing
progressed.
Secondary School
Our most recent interaction has been in the application for Moss Vale High School,
being the parent school to Moss Vale Public School. This secondary school also offers
a range of support units. We have been advised that Angelique has not been successful
in gaining a placement within the support unit on the basis that ‘there are too many kids
with special needs and not enough spaces’. The recommendation? To enrol Angelique
in mainstream High School.
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Through the school’s own counsellor, Angelique’s 2018 assessment saw her eligible
for IO support – for children with moderate intellectual disabilities. The test
administered was the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, 5th Edition (WISC-V).
Angelique’s full score on this test was within the extremely low range and was at the
0.1 percentile rank. Her teacher also rated her adaptive behaviour as ‘Extremely Low’
with all sub-scores at percentile 1 and below. The report identifies Angelique’s setting
as a “highly structured support class”.
With the school’s own report, and in alignment with the NSW Department of
Education’s descriptors, how would it be possible that Angelique’s only feasible option
for an inclusive and equal chance of learning, within her regional community, be that
of entering the mainstream system? There is no logic to this whatsoever. The High
Schools outside of Moss Vale High School do not have suitable support classes and
Angelique is simply the child that falls through the gaps. If regions are reporting greater
assessment and improved diagnosis for children, it is the responsibility of the
Department of Education to meet the demands of their remit. It is evident that there is
a shortage of qualified and skilled educators to provide a level of education that is
required within a school setting.
Angelique now faces the neglect of the Department of Education for failing to offer
suitable school options within her community. They are available; however, they report
being understaffed, under-skilled and extremely overwhelmed by demand. I have grave
fears for Angelique’s future beyond the rest of 2020 as she enters her teenage years and
adulthood.

Recommendations
Based on our knowledge of research, practice wisdom, and the experiences of the
families we support on a daily basis, we urge adherence to the following
recommendations:
1. The need for fully qualified special education support for individuals with
disability and learning and behavioural difficulties must be recognised by
government departments, in particular education departments. Only
appropriately qualified special educators should be employed by the department
in support positions, and schools must be aware of their obligations under the
Disability Standards.
2. The NDIS should recognise special education qualifications and accept
individuals with these qualifications as endorsed providers. It is important to
remember that the strides forward in developmental/educational provision for
individuals with disability and other special learning needs have been informed
by scientific research conducted by special educators and behavioural
psychologists. As it now stands, the rollout of NDIS has a strong therapy based
approach/focus, with therapists who have a clinical training background
assumed to have the skills needed to integrate instruction across education and
community based settings. This assumption is not based on evidence, with the
relevance of therapy input to interventions in school and community-based
settings yet to be demonstrated.
3. The qualification and registration requirements for special educators, need to be
regulated. A regulation body with sufficient power will:
• Influence the curriculum content and practicum/intern requirements for
undergraduate and postgraduate courses in special education offered through
universities;
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• Accept only qualifications from universities offering courses supporting
evidence-based instructional approaches and appropriate practicum
experiences;
• Require schools, school systems and pre- and post-school disability
providers to advertise for suitably qualified staff to fill special education
positions;
• Ensure that sufficient special education staff are available to meet the
requirements of all pre-school, school and post school services;
• Regulate ongoing professional learning courses in special education.
4. There should be an audit of university courses offering a qualification in special
education. The content of these courses must reflect scientific research in the
field, and the academics coordinating and teaching the relevant units should
have a relevant qualification and research experience in the area.
5. Families of individuals with disability should be included as equal partners in
program decisions that are made for their children.

Summary
Departments of education and other education systems have a responsibility to ensure
that their students are safe from violence, abuse and neglect, and should ensure that
students/individuals, along with their families, are treated with respect. The skills
needed to minimise potential abuse for individuals with disability can be secured, in
large part, by the employment of staff with special education qualifications.
Unfortunately, the education of our most vulnerable citizens and their access to lifelong learning and greater independence is being compromised by the lack of suitably
qualified and competent staff in pre-school, school and post school services in which
individuals with disabilities are enrolled. Currently there is no imperative for services
to employ qualified special educators with the result that poor educational opportunities
are provided to many individuals with disabilities and other special education needs.
The employment of unqualified staff can result in inappropriate advice provided to
teachers, support workers and parents. For those with significant intellectual disability,
this can severely limit their development and the opportunity to live an independent
life. The employment of unqualified staff, and staff without the necessary specialist
skills for supporting difficult-to-teach individuals, can pose a threat to the safety of
those individuals and also to staff. To address these issues, the skills of qualified special
educators must be recognised by education providers and the broader community and
there must be better regulation of training courses for special educators, their
employment and registration, and ongoing professional development.
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