
Submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Capacity of Public Universities to Meet Australia's Higher Education Needs

Proposal for additional Federal Government funding for services to university students with disabilities

Introduction

This submission relates to specific elements of the Senate Inquiry Committee’s Terms of Reference, namely, the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs, with particular reference to:
(d)  the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

(e) the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education.

The submission sets out the case for Federal Government funding for services to university students with disabilities.  Currently, no additional Federal Government funding is made available to universities for students with disabilities to enable them to have full access to university education.  For some students with disabilities, additional services are required to enable them to manage their disability in the university environment and to fully demonstrate their academic merit.  Funding for such services is left to the decision of individual universities, resulting in an uneven pattern of provision.  Choice for students with disabilities, regarding what and where to study, is therefore constrained by the levels of service available.  Universities, in the face of diminishing resources, are currently struggling to provide adequately the necessary services.  

The factors below are creating further pressure within the existing system and reinforce the need for Federal Government financial support: 

· the increasing numbers of students with disabilities enrolling at universities;

· the increasing complexity of those students' support needs;

· the growing costs of providing services to students with disabilities; and 

· the legislative requirement on tertiary institutions to provide accessible education and services, within a climate of static or reduced government funding to the sector.  

A commitment of monies from Federal Government to support the provision of services to university students with disabilities would be an important step in truly opening up higher educational opportunities to this under-represented group.  Equal access to education, apart from being a legislative right, is important in providing a pathway to economic independence and self reliance for people with disabilities: goals valued by people with disabilities and espoused in the Government's Statement on Welfare Reform. 

It is submitted that the Senate Inquiry Committee support the provision of Federal Government funding for university students with disabilities and endorse the proposed funding formula outlined in this submission. The proposal is for:

(i) flat rate funding of $20-$25, at current costs, per Equivalent Full Time Student Unit (EFTSU);  and

(ii) reimbursement of expenditure over a threshold for students with disabilities with high service needs.

Further details and supporting evidence for the proposal are outlined in this submission.

Background

The University of New South Wales (UNSW), concerned about effective access for students with disabilities to the tertiary sector, commissioned a discussion paper last year to generate funding options for services for university students with disabilities.  The paper, Students with Disabilities in Higher Education: At whose cost and what price? (August 2000) by Yvette Devlin is included at Attachment A.

The paper analysed the current environment in higher education and found that it is characterised by:

· increasing numbers of students with disabilities, particularly those with high support needs;

· unpredictability of numbers, making budgeting from year to year an imprecise science;

· inequities across the sector, with institutions that “do the right thing” by students with disabilities attracting even greater numbers, thereby being “penalised” financially;

· increasing complexity of the support needs of students in the system entailing higher costs;

· fixed or shrinking budgets for the disability office in a sector where Commonwealth funding has stagnated, possibly leading to lower quality of provision;

· a legislative framework that protects the rights of students with disabilities and therefore imposes obligations on education providers to meet their needs;

· increasing expectations of students that their needs will be met; and

· stressful working conditions for many disability practitioners trying to meet the needs of the students while remaining within budget parameters.

Taken together these factors are creating financial pressures for universities in meeting the needs of students with disabilities, and consequently uneven provision for students.  Implementation of the draft Disability Standards for Education (see section 2 of this submission) will inevitably increase these pressures.

The discussion paper found that Australia is out of step with comparable countries in relation to the provision of public funding for individual students with disabilities in higher education.  The paper attempted to quantify per capita service costs for students with disabilities from a survey of universities and from previous documentation in the public domain.  Five different models were proposed for support funding, grouped into two basic types: student-centred funding or funding provided to universities.

These models were discussed at some length at the Disability Policy Forum held at UNSW on 27 October 2000, and attended by 65 students, disability practitioners and policy makers from across the educational and employment sectors.  Attributes of a composite preferred model were discussed, and it was agreed that a Taskforce should be established to refine this proposal further and to liaise with DETYA over its promulgation to Government.

The Taskforce consists of representatives from the Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee, senior university management (from UNSW, University of South Australia, and La Trobe University), the Tertiary Education Disability Council (Australia), the National Disability Caucus and the National Union of Students.  This submission is made under the auspices of the Taskforce, with a view to making the case for Federal Government financial support to meet the service costs of students with disabilities.

This submission from the Taskforce contains six sections.  These are:

(1) Funding Required;

(2) Legislative Framework;

(3) Guidelines and Codes;

(4) Numbers of Students with Disabilities;

(5) Increasing Cost of Providing Services

(6) Service Delivery Costs.

(1)
Funding Required

The preferred funding model consists of two program elements to be funded by the Federal Government:

(i)
Funding per Equivalent Full Time Student Unit (EFTSU)

Disability-related costs (except those for very high service need students, which are covered under element ii) would be funded through an additional dollar amount per EFTSU, and paid as an additional supplement through the operating grant.  Funding per EFTSU is considered preferable to the alternative of providing funding for each student with a disability, because of concerns about the variation in the level of student self-identification at enrolment.

The additional funding per EFTSU is needed because university budgets are now too strained to allow for additional expenditure out of the existing operating grant.  

In New Zealand for example, universities receive from the Ministry of Education a flat amount of $NZ29.25 ($A24.65) per EFTSU to enable them to meet the costs of support for people with disabilities.  A similar program in Australia would require between $20 to $25 per EFTSU to be viable.  This is a very modest amount which would cost the Government between $9.39m and $11.74m using the 2000 figure for non-overseas students (469,575
).

Universities would undertake to spend the amounts granted to meet basic services and equipment costs for students with disabilities. These would include services such as enrolment aid, notetaking, reading, scribing, typing, access to library resources, and provision of additional examination support. 

(ii) Funding for Students with High Support Needs


A separate program is required to provide reimbursement of expenditure for high cost students over a set threshold.  The precise threshold needs to be determined through empirical study but should be at least $4,000 a year per individual.  This is essential to ensure that no one institution carries an unfair financial burden of the additional costs of providing adequate access for students with disabilities with high service requirements.


This would represent a direct grant for student need, facilitated by the university, covering both educational and related expenses.  The amount should not be means tested.  The university would act as an agency broker, and in partnership with the student, facilitate the delivery of services through contractual arrangements between the student and service providers.  Such services include the provision of sign interpreters for lectures, tutorials, laboratories and examinations, the use of assistive and digital technology, obtaining texts on audio-tape and brailling.  The results from the proposed study of disability costs and student numbers (considered under section 6 of this submission) will enable the cost of this program to be reliably estimated.

The sections that follow provide background and further information to support the case for additional funding for services to university students with disabilities.

 (2)
Legislative Framework

The passing of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) in 1992 represented a significant step forward for people with disabilities, including those wishing to access higher education.  One of the aims of the Act is “to eliminate, as far as possible, discrimination against persons on the ground of disability” in several areas, including education (section 3).  The Act makes it unlawful for an educational authority to discriminate against a person with a disability, unless the provision of appropriate services and facilities “would impose unjustifiable hardship” on the educational authority (section 22(4)). Case law suggests that the overall resources of the organisation are taken into account in any such consideration.

With a view to clarifying the provisions of the Act, draft Disability Standards for Education were developed by a Task Force of the Ministerial Committee for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (a committee of Commonwealth, State and Territory ministers of education).  The draft standards set out the obligations of education providers in all sectors of education and provide a list of measures to achieve “substantive equity” in the areas of enrolment; participation; curriculum development, accreditation and delivery; student support services; and elimination of harassment and victimisation (DETYA 2000).

These draft Standards have been released across all sectors of education and disability advocacy with feedback sought on their usefulness, including whether they are sufficiently specific to clarify the responsibilities of education providers.  Potentially any future effective Standards will reinforce the obligations on universities to meet the needs of increasing numbers of students with disabilities.

To sum up, successive Governments over the last decade have developed a policy and legislative framework in support of equal rights for people with disabilities, clearly setting out education provider obligations and expectations.  These provisions are welcomed by people with disabilities and education providers as important steps in improving the representation of this under-represented group within higher education. However, what governments have not done is to support the framework with targeted resources to enable institutions to adequately meet such obligations and expectations.

(3)
Guidelines and Codes

The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) published its own Guidelines Relating to Students with Disabilities in 1996 (Attachment B) to set out the key principles to ensure that students with disabilities are able to realise their individual capabilities.

The AVCC Guidelines were significantly complemented by the development of the Code of Practice for Australian Tertiary Institutions, published in 1998, (Attachment C) for the Department of Employment, Education and Training.  The Code was written by Barrie O’Connor, who was commissioned to undertake research and consultations with the tertiary sector, in order to identify and disseminate good practice in various facets of education delivered to students with disabilities.  The Code covers a range of areas: from planning to student recruitment, teaching and learning and service provision.

The Code of Practice was developed in consultation with, and for use by, disability practitioners.

The Code of Practice:

· establishes principles and guidelines for planning and delivery of services to students with disabilities across the tertiary education sector;

· recommends national minimum standards of service and support;  and 

· identifies and documents examples of good practice in institutional responses to students with disabilities.

Feedback from users of the Code indicates that it has become a valuable resource in the provision of services to students with disabilities.

The Code is understood to be well regarded overseas - the UK Quality Assurance Agency’s own code, recently introduced, is said to be based on the Australian code.  The Code (to be updated to reflect technological changes and rising community expectations) provides important guidance to the sector and can facilitate consistency in standards of provision across the sector. However, unless adequate centrally provided funds are made available to support the standards such consistency remains elusive, and the choice of students with disabilities remains constrained. 

(4)
Numbers of Students with Disabilities
 

A review of Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data suggests that disability in the general population is on the increase.  Over the period 1981 to 1998, there was a 54% increase in the disability rate for young people aged 5-14, and a 41% increase for those aged 15-24.

The Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) has collected statistics from universities on the numbers of students with disabilities since 1996.  These data reflect the trends found in the national data from the ABS, as the following table shows:

Participation in higher education by students with disabilities

1996-1999*

Year
Number
%

1996
10,976
1.8

1997
15,019
2.4

1998
17,574
2.8

1999
18,084
2.9

*Source: DETYA Equity in Higher Education, 1999 and unpublished DETYA data

NB: Figures show the number and percentage of students who, on the enrolment form, answered “yes” to the question “Do you have a disability, impairment or long-term medical condition which may affect your studies?"  

As the above table shows, over the 1996-99 period there was a rise of 65% in the number of students with disabilities (61% in the participation rate).  This good performance, however, needs to be viewed against the reference value of 4% which represents the estimate of persons with disabilities in the Australian population in the 15-64 age group potentially able to enter higher education. These figures indicate that despite improvements people with disabilities still remain under-represented within the university sector.

The current environment for university staff responsible for supporting students with disabilities is characterised by rising costs, fixed or even shrinking budgets, increasing but unpredictable numbers and increasing complexity in support needs.  Potentially, this can lead to lower quality education for students with disabilities or even withdrawal – if not complaints to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission.  Tension for staff and dissatisfaction for students are the corollary to this scenario.

(5)
Increasing Cost of Providing Services

It is not just increasing numbers, however, that have been observed in the sector – it is also the greater complexity of students’ service needs, which results in higher costs.  A further factor is the increased expectation by students of what services they can reasonably receive as technology develops and precedents are set.

Those with complex/high service needs (e.g. deaf students, those with vision impairment and those with learning disabilities such as dyslexia) appear to be rising even more markedly.  Factors likely to have contributed to the steady increase include:

· integration of students with disabilities in the school system, with greater numbers completing secondary schools and aspiring to go on to university;

· encouragement of students to reach their potential through education and more information provided to them on future options;

· increased awareness of the rights afforded by the Disability Discrimination Act; and

· awareness that some institutions are ready and able to meet their needs and offer sympathetic environments.

While this is an entirely welcome phenomenon it needs to be viewed in the context of tight financial resources allocated to universities.

For practitioners, the major difficulty associated with providing for all students with disabilities is the unpredictability of their numbers from year to year making it impossible to estimate future expenditure.  Of particular concern is the unpredictability of those with high service needs – even two deaf students enrolling in a science or engineering course (with high contact hours and laboratory work) can blow out a budget.  The option then is either to limit support to other students, or to seek further funding from within that university.

(6)
Service Delivery Costs

DETYA statistics reveal the number of students across the various categories of disability. In order to cost the amount of funds required to provide services for higher education students with disabilities, there are three pieces of information that require further collection.  These are:

· the likely numbers of future students with disabilities in the higher education sector given the growth trends since 1996 when the DETYA data collection was put in place;

· the distribution between low and high service need students by type of disability in the sector;  and 

· the relative cost of providing services for these different groups of students.

Following consultation with DETYA, an application has been made by the Taskforce to the Department for a small project which will address these deficiencies in the existing data and allow broad estimates of total service costs for the sector over the coming triennium to be prepared.  The project would be undertaken by a team led by Lin Martin from UNSW.

Conclusion

Legislative and policy changes, in line with community expectations, have sought to improve access for people with disabilities into the university sector.  The significant improvement in the representation of people with disabilities within the university population indicates some success.  However, to improve representation further and to guarantee full and equitable access to all areas of university study for meritorious students with disabilities, it is necessary to provide a system of Federal Government funding for the additional services required.  

The legislative framework makes universities responsible for the provision of services to students with disabilities.  However, whilst this obligation is welcome, the imposition of obligations with no additional targeted funding imposes an unfair funding burden on universities already under financial pressure. The absence of such funding contributes to uneven service provisions and potential constraints on the choice of people with disabilities. 

Given this environment, it is therefore legitimate to request that Government provide additional funding to enable universities to satisfactorily meet all of the needs of students with disabilities who present for assistance.

Based on the evidence presented in this submission, the Taskforce believes there is a compelling case for additional funding for services to university students with disabilities and recommends that the Senate Committee support the provision of Federal Government funding and endorse the proposed funding formula outlined in this submission.  This would include:

(i) flat rate funding of $20-$25, at current costs, per Equivalent Full Time Student Unit (EFTSU);  and

(ii) additional funding for students with disabilities with high service needs.

Members of the Taskforce, or members of their constituent groups, would be happy to provide the Senate Inquiry with additional information if required, or appear before the Inquiry if appropriate. 

Case studies have been provided in Attachment D to give a clearer indication to Inquiry members of the role and importance of service provision to students with disabilities.

This submission was prepared and endorsed by members of the Disability Taskforce, as listed in Attachment E.  Enquiries should be directed to:

· Jude Stoddart, Director, Equity and Diversity Unit, UNSW
Ph: (02) 9385 6351  Email: j.stoddart@UNSW.edu.au
24 October 2001
Attachments

Attachment A:
Students with Disabilities in Higher Education: At whose cost and what price?

Attachment B:
AVCC Guidelines Relating to Students with Disabilities

Attachment C:
Students with Disabilities: Code of Practice for Australian Tertiary Institutions

Attachment D:  Case Studies on service delivery and high support costs (to be forwarded)

Attachment E:  Membership of the Disability Taskforce
� This section draws heavily from Yvette Devlin's paper, Students with Disabilities in Higher Education: At whose cost and what price? (August 2000), pp. 26 & 38


� Students (Preliminary), Department of Education Training and Youth Affairs, Canberra, September 2000 (Table 10)


� This section draws heavily from Devlin, p. 6


� This section draws directly from Devlin, pp. 3-4


� This section draws directly from Devlin, p. 14
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