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Inquiry into the Education of Students with Disabilities.

This submission relates to the following aspect of the terms of reference.

1 (a) vii,

“
Whether current policies and programs for students with disabilities are adequate to meet their education needs, including, but not limited to teacher training and professional development.”

The comments which we wish to make relate to the education of the deaf in Victoria. They may also be pertinent to other states and territories. The writers are not in a position to make claims in relation to other parts of Australia, however anecdotal evidence would indicate the these concerns are not limited to education of the deaf in Victoria.

It is the opinion of the writers that there is a very urgent need to increase the number of teachers who are trained as teachers of the deaf. Schools and Services for the deaf are finding it increasingly difficult to replace teachers of the deaf who retire or resign. Replacement of teachers has been a problem for several years. It will soon become a major concern, as the average age of teachers in Victoria is forty-seven years. 

Whilst teacher training institutions are increasing the number of undergraduate places that are being offered for new entrants into teaching, there does not appear to be any increase in the number of places that are available for training teachers of the deaf. 

There are several pathways that may be followed in obtaining a qualification in the field of deaf education. One avenue is for a student to complete the course requirements for a Bachelor of Education and immediately undertake a postgraduate qualification to become a Teacher of the Deaf.  Another is for a student to complete initial teacher training, graduate and teach for a period, and then pursue further study to become a Teacher of the Deaf. 

The writers do not express a preference for either of these pathways. However, it is noted that there are no incentives for young graduate teachers to teach for a period of time then return to being a student with little or no income.  It is recommended that training institutions and Departments of Education seek a range of alternative approaches to enable Teachers of the Deaf to be trained.

The choices available to deaf and hearing impaired students are to attend a school for the deaf, a facility for the deaf that is attached to a regular school or, a local neighbourhood school.  In each case it is imperative that students have adequate and appropriate access to the specialised services provided by a Teacher of the Deaf.

A child in a local neighbourhood school may have regular contact with a Teacher of the Deaf on a weekly or fortnightly basis, whereas a child enrolled in a school for the deaf would be in a classroom that is staffed by a Teacher of the Deaf. Many children spend the first part of their education in a school for the deaf and as they mature they move to a facility for hearing impaired or to a regular school with Visiting Teacher of the Deaf support.

Although the number of Victorian students requiring the specialised services of a Teacher of the Deaf appears to have remained constant over the past fifteen years, the number of trained teachers has declined. As the number of specialised Teachers of the Deaf declines it is becoming increasingly difficult to offer students the choice of services previously available and which they require to support their language and communication development.  This has meant that students, who should have an opportunity to be educated in their neighbourhood school along with their hearing peers, are unable to be catered for.

There is an urgent need to address the issue of training Teachers of the Deaf in Victoria, including deaf Teachers of the Deaf.  The Commonwealth should, as a matter of urgency, convene meetings with the training institutions and with the employer bodies such as DE&T to develop a long term strategy to increase the number of teachers who are trained as teachers of the deaf.  

In addition to the urgent need for more teachers of the deaf to be trained is the issue of the training of Deaf Bilingual Language Aides. In Victoria these aides are employed as teachers aides and provide a valuable contribution to the education of deaf students. They are role models in the classroom situation and bring a practical knowledge of deaf culture to the classroom. 

Generally they have undertaken formal training in AUSLAN at a university and are able to communicate with students in the classroom situation and with members of the parent population who are users of AUSLAN. The employment of these aides is imperative for the effective delivery of a Bilingual/Bicultural Program.

It is important to maintain the training programs for Bilingual Language Aides and to increase their employment opportunities so that more students have an opportunity to participate in Bilingual/Bicultural programs.

The writers would be happy to elaborate on these comments at a public hearing if this is the wish of the committee.
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