The Education Review Office has just released a report titled ‘Including Students with High Needs.’  It is a significant, timely report in that it pre-empts the release of the Review of Special Education report. It addresses issues that parents of disabled children have been raising for many years.

There are two primary issues that stand out in this report:  teacher training and advocacy support for parents of disabled children.

Firstly ERO gives schools a score card on how well they include students with high educational needs. The results do not surprise parents of disabled children. Whilst fifty percent of schools demonstrate sound inclusive practices, unfortunately, to a significant degree the remaining fifty percent do not. Of these thirty percent show some good practices whilst the remaining twenty percent only attempt few inclusive practices. In reality therefore only fifty percent of our schools are passing the inclusion test that legislation prescribes as a right. 

The report points out that teachers need professional development. Again there are few surprises for parents here. Another blindingly obvious comment states that leadership in the school is a critical factor in creating effective inclusion practices for disabled students.
The report makes a number of recommendations including one that schools should conduct a self analysis on their progress and should start implementing good practice. I have concerns around that expectation. If you don’t know what you don’t know how are you going to improve in delivering on the expected outcomes. 

The reality for parents of disabled children is that the ‘pause’ button has been jammed on compulsory training in inclusive practice in teacher training for years. I used to cynically joke that learning about special education approaches was often an option wedged between courses on white water rafting and embroidery. The priorities of governing bodies of teacher training institutes’ appear to have prevailed over all the lobbying efforts and rights of disabled children in our community – up until now. 
Parents must grasp the opportunities offered in this report and use them. Twenty percent of the children entering school will have a disability of some sort. It is a scandal that the teacher teaching them may have little if no training in how to meet those children’s needs. It is a scandal that despite the resourcing provided to address the needs of disabled children; those needs are not being met adequately by a significant proportion of our schools. Moreover it is not the teachers’ fault. They enter a system and go through the recommended processes to achieve their training, but they come out with a knowledge deficit that ultimately affects us all. 

What we need to examine at a high level is how the education system reflects the needs of the whole of the community it must serve and how it is supported by the teacher training system to address those needs.
At the same time the second issue of the alarming gap in support for parents must be tackled. Right now we have an Associate Minister of Education who has a strong sense of what educational ‘choice’ should mean for parents. We need to work with her on this issue.
As a volunteer advocate I hear the stories far too regularly for my comfort, of a school turning a parent and their child away from enrolling; of parents being pressurised to agree to part time schooling for their child; of children getting what parents call ‘conditional inclusion’ for some activities but not others; of parents being out numbered by professionals in planning meetings about their child. And throughout those stories is the requirement by many schools for parents to feel ‘grateful’ for any inclusion crumb tossed their way.
The pain of rejection is searing and haunting. Over time the grief of rejection that parents experience can cement into resigned anger. Who is supposed to support parents throughout these experiences? 
The ERO report states that sometimes the verifiers and the school’s perception of the student’s educational needs do not coincide; so a child may not get the support necessary for their needs.  Under the current law it is ironic that it is the parent who must take on the system, not the school and prepare a Section 10 Appeal on behalf of their child. Having advocated for parents by preparing evidence for about ten such appeals it is a daunting experience. What we do know is that parents have a much better chance of getting support for their child via that legislated process instead of reapplying for a classification. However it takes a confident articulate parent who understands the system to attempt such an exercise. So many parents who would dearly love to speak up on behalf of their child are excluded. 
Parents of disabled children need support in the form of advocates in order to hold teachers and the system accountable and to get the educational needs of their children met. Parents are part of the solution. 
My score card for the ERO report is eight out of ten. The room for improvement – number one - include parents in the recommendation of how all aspects of special education can work together to improve inclusion and number two, support schools in their reflection on their current practice. Many a report on special education has ended up collecting dust on an impressive bookcase. Let’s all work together to make sure this one is implemented.
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