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Post School Transition Problems: Failing Students with Disabilities

Robert Pyne

Regional Disability Liaison Officer for Far North Queensland 

While this presentation focuses on the situation in Queensland, the issues raised apply more or less equally to other states. The primary difference is the name of government departments and the programs they provide. Students with disabilities (SWD) experience significant difficulties in making the transition from secondary school to post school education. In Queensland, as in other states, SWD receive substantial support to assist them to fully participate in primary and secondary education. However, upon completing their secondary education, should students want to undertake Post-Secondary Education and Training (PSE & T), they find that the necessary support services are greatly reduced. 

Support Provided for School Aged Children

It is important to acknowledge the extensive range of services provided to SWD in primary and secondary education. These services include:

· Provision of transport to and from school where required;

· A placement policy to ensure students are enrolled in schools that best meet their needs;

· An ascertainment process to determine placement and service provisions;

· Diagnosis of behavioural disabilities including: Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and 

      Attention Deficit Disorder (ADHD/ADD);

· Behavioural Management Practices;

· Inclusion policies;

· Special Education Units; and

· Provision of therapy services.

These services are provided by dedicated staff, at considerable expense. Notwithstanding this, family members and advocates have pointed out service provision remains far from perfect. Certainly, the level of support varies across states and between schools, with schools in regional and remote areas often particularly disadvantaged. 

In addition to support delivered in schools, state governments also provide help to students and families via other programs, such as the Family Support Program (FSP), which provides flexible and responsive support to families with children who have high and complex needs. The program is provided by Disabilities Services Queensland (DSQ), and eight NGOs throughout Queensland. It is available to families who have a child under 18 years of age with a disability. The FSP provides supports designed to strengthen families’ ability to care for their children with a disability and all family members. Assistance is provided in a number of areas, including; assistance in the home, therapy services and counselling and support for social activities and specialised aids and equipment. 

However, difficulties arise when, following completion of secondary school, a student seeks to pursue their post school opportunities. These difficulties arise at a crucial time in which students are negotiating the change to adult life. For example, PSE & T is often the first time that individuals are away from home, and for disabled people this change in situation can be very challenging, especially if they have always received complete personal support from home, or have built a relationship with carers who meet their individual set of needs. Young PWD have a greater difficulty than non-disabled people attaining a degree of independent life.” 
 However, the nation, both socially and economically, needs the contribution of all its citizens. It has been said: 

The foundation of every state is the education of its youth.
- Diogenes Laertius”

In this light, let us contrast the supports available in schools, with those available in PSE & T. 

Support for SWD Post Secondary school

Post School Services Program
The Post School Services Program, funded by DSQ, is one of a range of funding and support programs and is for school leavers who have a disability resulting in high and complex support needs.
 The program assists young people to make the transition from school to adult life and supports them to develop skills that enable them to participate in the life of their local community and take on adult roles within their families.
 The Program also supports families to plan for the young person’s future, and identify formal and informal networks needed to help them achieve their goals.
 

However, most SWD intending to study at university are prevented from accessing the Post School Services program, because the program is aimed at people with high and/or complex support needs. This generally means multiple disabilities and a lack of opportunities to access further education and or employment. Usually this program catches people with disabilities such as intellectual impairment and acquired brain injury, often accompanied by significant behavioural problems.

Adult Lifestyle Program

Also funded by DSQ is the Adult Lifestyle Support Program (ALS). ALS packages are quite empowering for the person with a disability, because they allow individuals to use the service in a way that suits them best. Some examples are:

· Support at home to manage the house 

· Strengthen personal and family relationships and networks, and;

· Purchasing medical aids and equipment

Typically a person receiving an ALS package employs an Attendant Carer to perform work for them. Such activities may include:

· Cleaning, washing, etc.
· Bathing and toileting
· Take part in recreation activities
· To help them access tertiary education.
What is the catch I hear you ask? These programs are grossly under-funded in Queensland, despite substantial increases over recent years, a fact acknowledged by all peak bodies representing people with disabilities as well as ACROD, the peak body representing service providers. There is also a lag in time between an individual applying for a package and finding out whether the application has been approved. Basically this puts any future planning on hold.

So now, let us look at services provided directly by Universities and TAFEs.

Support Provided at Universities

Universities employ Disability Liaison Officers (DLOs) to make arrangements for students to have their support needs met. As with schools, the level of support varies between universities according to the availability of funds and the creativity of DLOs and equity departments. For example, DLOs at some universities can use student Health Services to provide assistance to students, though this does not occur in most institutions. 

More commonly, DLOs organise other students as note takers, make special arrangements for exams and remind university staff of their responsibilities under the Disability Discrimination Act (Cth) 1992. This statute requires universities to make ‘reasonable accommodations’ for a person with a disability, unless this causes ‘unjustifiable hardship’. Reasonable accommodation means that providing a student can meet the ‘inherent requirements’ of the course, they should not be discriminated against because of their disability. It does not require universities to provide additional services required by SWD such as those delivered by personal support workers (eg. helping with lunch, toileting, etc).
Students with high-level support needs generally don’t enrol on a full time basis. This is either because they cannot manage a full time load, or they cannot access the support needed to complete a full time load. A number of students utilise relatives to help. The tertiary education sector does not provide attendant care or nursing services to allow students with disabilities to fully participate in tertiary study. People with a disability have individual needs, which may not be evident within the wider community. It is my argument that people with disabilities should be entitled to access the range of support services needed to complete tertiary education. 

While the Post School Services Program is available to students with complex needs in the transition to PSE & T, there is little evidence of the program being used in this way. When approached about Post School Services, one DLO of more than 10 years experience commented:

“I haven't actually heard of either of these programs, but it would be good to check out information about PSS as, if you are correct, it might be good for some of our students. But you'd think that if students could access these funds, they would have. Let me know if you discover anything.”

An RDLO wrote:

“I can't think of anyone in my region who has used Post School Services Program formerly Moving Ahead money to assist them at Uni. The great majority of successful applicants for Moving Ahead money had significant intellectual disabilities, which excluded University as a post school option. Quite a number of people receiving PSS funding however attended TAFE.”


Support Provided at TAFE

As the level and type of services provided by TAFEs are very similar to those provided by Universities, I will not recount most of what I have mentioned above, other than to state it is my experience that support at TAFE is usually provided on a more ad hoc basis and a greater degree of self advocacy is required by students. I stress this is only my experience and I am sure the situation varies throughout Queensland, and from state to State.

The issue of increased services to SWD received further attention in 2003, with the passage of the DDA Education Standards. Unfortunately for students with high support needs, the standards have been interpreted so that education providers do not have to provide personal care support as the student would need this help whether they are at school or not and personal care provision is not the core business of an education provider. In the case of universities, 'unjustifiable hardship', has been interpreted as special measures required for the student to access and participate in an educational setting. Often this is broken down into the following:

· Factors that support access to the site 

· Factors that support students' health and personal care needs 

· Social and emotional and behavioural needs of the student 

· Educational practice in delivering relevant curricula

Barriers to participation

In the case of university, the problem faced by school leavers wanting to further their education is in no small part due to the federal nature of our government. While universities are established under acts of state parliament, funding for university equity units comes from the commonwealth government. Support for SWD at primary and secondary school is provided by the state government, but the same services are not provided at the tertiary level. In the case of TAFE in Queensland the move towards corporatism and the need to show results in dollar terms restricts provision of the extensive services to people with disabilities. Young people with a decision-making disability will also have their access to TAFE limited, where no employment outcome is apparent, despite any positive social outcomes and improvements in areas such as literacy and numeracy and social inclusion. 

Regardless of whether we are dealing with TAFE or university the result is similar. In practical terms, students provided with extensive support at high school find the rug is pulled out from under them when they try to follow their ambition of post secondary study. Universities and TAFEs simply don’t provide the necessary support for SWD with high support needs. What is required is the seamless provision of support services to young people with disabilities who wish to complete PSE & T. However it appears the best case scenario for many school leavers is a one or two year interregnum while applications for DSQ programs such as ALS are assessed. Unfortunately for many, their application will not be approved and no funding received. This issue should be of concern to all of us, who seek to promote an increased participation rate for people with disabilities in post school study, and employment.








Case Study

                                                           Jim’s Story

Jim is an 18 year-old man, commencing his first year of study at TAFE. He has cerebral palsy and suffers from mild intellectual impairment. Jim is dependant on his electric wheelchair. At his State High School, Jim got on well with his teachers and with other students.

Jim was excited at being accepted to study at TAFE. Unfortunately, difficulties became apparent well before the start of Jim’s first Semester. All of the accessible toilets, bar one, clearly failed to meet access standards. Even the one truly accessible toilet failed to meets Jim’s specific needs. Apart from two doors in an area Jim was not studying, the remainder of the doors on campus did not open automatically. 

The DLO at TAFE was then faced by another concern raised by Jim’s mum. “What should happen if he falls out of his wheelchair?” TAFE were very reluctant to even discuss this issue, never having confronted such a situation before.

As a result of concerns for his physical safety and his social isolation, Jim withdraws from his TAFE course and has no access to further training. In Jim’s case we are looking at someone who has greater potential (than working for the only local provider of business services), but whose future options are limited by lack of opportunity and lack of expectation. All available data tells us that young people with a disability who have been unable to gain suitable long-term training or employment after leaving school experience increased disadvantage and social isolation.  

For many young Australians, a sense of exclusion from the wider community and the resulting loss of relationships, loss of options and choices, and loss of a sense of self, as participating and contributing members of community, begins at the conclusion of secondary school. It is crucial that Australia’s resources are distributed in a manner that finds a place for everyone.  By including people with disabilities in TAFE and university, their lives are enriched and we, the nation as a whole, are enriched.  

What Needs to be Done?

1. Firstly the provision of reliable information to SWD preparing for transition to PSE & T. This has been substantially addressed by the RDLO initiative, a fact acknowledged recently in England, in a report commissioned by the Higher Education Funding Council for England. 
 The report acknowledged, “the success of RDLOs in providing accurate and timely information” to SWD, and recommended England “establish an equivalent to the Australian RDLOs” 
  also acknowledged was the three day “Tertiary Taster Program” offered in Queensland, “which brings together disabled individuals from high schools to prepare them for the transition from school to tertiary education.” 
 However, in my experience that the program remains hampered by the reluctance of some schools and heads of special education units to embrace the program and the cost of getting students from regional and remote communities to attend a three-day program.

2. Second, national and state funds must be increased to Universities and TAFEs to help them meet their moral and legal obligations to disabled people.

3. Assistive Technology

· SWD often have difficulty because they do not receive the same assistive technology as they had in school. On moving to PSE & T, SWD often have to leave this technology behind and face learning new technology, before they can begin to participate fully in higher education. In the words of one student, “I contacted student support mid August 2002 but am still trying [Apr 2003] to finalise my support”. The importance of timely provision is also highlighted by the difficulties some disabled students have in co-ordinating the availability of personal assistants (e.g. readers or note takers (or equivalent)) with lecture times or library book loans.

4. There must be a national definition of disability across the school, post-secondary education and training sectors. 
5. The role of the disability officer is often not acknowledged by educational institutions. The disability officer must be given a high profile within institutions, and their position respected by teachers and academic staff (Mention TNQIT situation).

6. The Attitudes of some lecturers needs to be addressed. This Includes:

· Rigid style of teaching, reluctance to adapt to the needs of the student. Lack of flexibility, and inappropriate examination styles; and

· The perception of disability as the problem of individual students. 

7. Practical Assistance: including lift access, adapted accommodation, assistance with application forms, and transport to study locations.
8. Personal assistance: including note takers, mentors, and counselling services. As well as personal services that can help SWD participate fully in HE, e.g. personal carers. The level of personal assistance institutions must provide has not been completely addressed by the DDA Education Standards. Debate remains over section 7.3 “Measures for compliance with the standards”. Most practitioners are of the opinion the standards do not require the provision of personal care, however a minority opinion does exist. Section 7.3 speaks of, measures that the education provider may implement to ensure that the student is able to access support services used by students in general, on the same basis as a student without a disability, and to ensure his or her access to specialized support services, and includes in subsection (d) “appropriately trained support staff, such as specialist teachers, interpreters, note-takers and teachers aides, are made available to students with disabilities.” It then provides examples of the specialized services mentioned in paragraph 7.3 (c) including services in health, personal care and therapy, and services provided by speech therapists, occupational therapists and physiotherapists. The listing of teacher aides is significant considering the personal care role they play in high schools. Certainly, were such services provided at PSE & T level, the transition of SWD would be incredibly easier.
9. Financial Assistance: Funds, appropriate to buy equipment, employ assistants, cover travel and material costs, and other things.

10. Finally, campuses being physically accessible: Inaccessible campuses make life difficult and also enhance a sense of social Isolation: For example, having to wait outside to access buildings through emergency exits, always having to sit in the same place in lectures, not being able to take the same routes to classes as other students, can make disabled people feel different, and further isolate them from their non-disabled peers.

Addressing these issues would greatly reduce additional stress and uncertainty to SWD, make their transition to (PSE & T) in some cases possible and many cases smoother, and I have no doubt, increase the participation rate. Surely the investment is worth it. 

“Education costs money, but then so does ignorance.” – Sir Claus Moser
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