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Inquiry into the Education of Students with Disabilities

The University of Sydney is pleased 10 respand to the invitation of the Senale Employment,
Workplace Relations and Education References Committee for individuals or organisations to
express views on some or all of the terms of reforence of the Committee's Inquiry Into the.
Education of Students with Disabiliss.

‘The Universty of Sydney's submission addresses the Commite's Terms of Reference as follows:

(1) Inquire Into the education of students with disablilties, Including leaming
disabiliies, throughout all levels and sectors of education, with particular
reference to:

() whether current policies and programs for studonts with disabili
‘adequate to meet their education needs, Including, but not limited t

i) the criteria used to define disability and to differentiate
between levels of handicap

The application of State and Commonwealth disabilty discrimination legislaton to the tortary
sector requres the Universiy of Sychey fo adopt & very broad definiion of he term ‘Gisabilly in
its dealings with students. The University’s Disabilly Service Office deals with students with a
vast range of physical, and psyohiatic or psychological disabilties, resuling in complex end
technical_ discussions about reasonable accommodations and the applcation of anti-
discrimination legislation to a student’s indvidual situation. The capacity of academio staff o
accommodate the reasonable requests of siudents without the expert assistance of the
Disabilty Services Office is extremely limied, given the potential or costly and pubii Ifigation.
‘The capacily of the Disabilty Services Ofiice o provide fimely advice and assistance in every
student's case, given the large numoer of students with disabiltes, is akso extremely limited.
These difficulties are compounded by issues relating to mental health and learning disebllties
which, depending on the educatonal discipine, can cause behavioural, psychological and
leaming difculties that go to the core of acadeic endeavour, The absence of clear criteria
and guideiines in respect of ecucation and disabilty often makes it dificult {0 distinguish, n
legal terms, between a students disabilty and an unrelated inabilty to o the demands of a
University course.

i) the accuracy with which students’ disability related
needs are being assessed

The University of Sydney University Disabilty Services Office refies on documentaticn from a
wide range of health care providers including specialsts to determine an individual student's
educational requirements. In consulation with the Faculties, the Disabilty Sorvices Office
makes recommendations regarding accommodtions appropriate for each Individual student
based upon the dsabilly needs identiled by the documentation provided and the core
requirements of the course in which the studant is anrolied. Tris is a high cost activiy for the
University.

1) the particular needs of students with disabllities from
low socio-ecanomic, non-English speaking and Indigenous backgrounds and
from rural and remote areas.
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cases studenis have mutiple dificullies. Low Socio-economic stalus compounds the
disadvantage of any equity group. All equity groups may experience difficulty locating
‘accessible and affordable accommodation in a timely manner.

‘Students from low Socio-economic background may have difficulty in purchasing computers and
assistive tchnology for home use, paticulary for assignmen preparation and ntemet basad
research. Other additional personal, stucy and travel costs associated With the students
cisabilty may be difficut for the student to meet.

Students from non-Engiish speaking background may experience difficuty communicating with
‘academic and general staff of the University uo 1o language and cultural barriers. It can be
ifcultfor the Disabilty Services Offce to determine the degrea to which probloms exprienced
by a student from non-English speaking background are due to disabilty or to language or
cutural barriers

Fural and isolated students making the transiion from a rural background 1o the ity to stucy
may experience cultural shock. Rural and isolated students have acditional costs as they
froquontly ravel to visit their family. Rural and isolatod studonts Who move 10 the ity 10 attond
University aiso loose the suppor of their famiy and local community support in the management
of thelr disabilty.

Another disadvantaged group are the mature-aged students attending University seeking to
etrain due 10 injuries or ilness preventing the from continuing in their original profession. This
is an expancing group wh are aiso coming to terms with having an ongoing disabily.

v) the effectiveness and avallability of early intervention programs.

The University of Sydney surmises that the signifcant increase in students enroling from school
into University in part results from the mainsireaming and the interventions taking piace within
the school system, The Univarsty of Sydney finds, however, that many students coming diractly
from school have itia undsrstanding of the impact tha their disabillty has on their abilty to
study.

Of paricular concer is the very limited exposure that siudents appsar o have to assisive
technology whilst at school. This is particularly the case with students with a vision or leaming
disabllty. The Universiy of Sydney's experience is that students within the school system are
often provided with intensive staffiig support thal does not encourage independent
managament of their condition. The lack of experience in the independen! management of their
disabllity and study may resultin significant dificultes in the University environment,

it appears that & number of studenis are being diagnosed Wit learming disabiltos for the first
time following enrolment at a teriary insitution. This is concerning given it would appear that
there has been strong indcation of these conditions throughout the school yoars.

V) access to and adequacy of funding and support in both the public
and private sectors

Funding to universities for the support of the rapily growing number of students wih disabilles
enroling is inadequate. No funding s provided by the Commonwealth Government or State.
Governments for students with disabilties enrolied at Universities despite the significant cost to
Universities in accommodating these students. The Fedoral 2001 Government Budget provided
537 milion from July 2002 to improve opportunites for people with disabilties in vocational
‘aducation and training and highr education. To dat t is not dentiied how these funds are to
be distriouted and discussion has only focused on students with high cost support needs,
neglocting to address the cumulative high cost of providing notetaking, equipment, physical
access, IT and other supports lo accommodae a wide range of disabilties.
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fearning opportunities with mainstream students

Not appicable for University students
Vil)teacher training and professional development

The University of Sycney provides staff development for both academic and general staft within
the University. Raising awareness of the legisiative requirements and the needs of students with
disabilties is recognised as important. The use of web based nformation fo provide acoess for
staffto information as the need arises is seen as an appropriate way to meet th neads of stafl
for information and support n seeking to appropriataly accommocate students with disailtiss

vii)the legal implications and resource demands of current
Commonwealth, State and Tereitory legisiation

The resource demands of State and Commonwealth disabilty discrimination legislation are
extensive and growing. Tho University has been the subject of numerous complints of disabilty
discrimination that have been found to b misconceived or lacking in substance. By way of
example, the University s presently defending a former student’s appeal to the High Court flom
a Fodsral Gourt decision in respect of a disabilty discrimination complaint based on aniety that
has been found 10 be lacking in substance at every stage of the appeal process The
considerable financial sum invesied In defending that complaint couid clearly have been morg
efficientl and fary allocated to the provision of reasonable accommodations for siudents wih a
disabilty. The University has concems about existing State and Commonwealth ants.
discrimination legslation wih respect to_complainants with a leaming, psychological or
psychiatric disabilty, in particular, the absence of an express legal defence to 4 complaint of
disabilty discrimination i circumstances where:

* @ student’s disabilty poses a rsk to Gther students or staf, such that a universil is
compromised with respect to its obigations under occupational health and safety
legisietion and common law duties of care;

* astudont is unable, as a consequence of their disabilty, to meet the inherent
requirements of an educational course; or

*  accommodating a student's needs would cause ‘unjustiiable hardship’ to the
Universiy atter acmission,

(1) What the proper role of the Commonwealth and States and Territories should be in
supporting the education of students with disabilities.

The University strangly supports the coordination and communication role played by the State
and Commonwealth govermments in respect of students with a disabilty. Tho University
belleves ths rols could ba enhancsd by the development of cloarer polcies on accommadating
students with  disabilty, and by increased govemment funding to support university initiatives
designed to meet student needs,

Professor Gavin Brown
Vice Chancalior & Principal
‘The University of Sydney





