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Abstract

In recent years there has been a strong movement in Australia away from segregated placements for persons with disabilities towards greater inclusion in their local communities. Similarly, there has been an emphasis on moving students out of segregated special schools that cater for the needs of students with similar disabilities, towards including them into regular schools. Implementation of this move towards inclusive practices varies considerably between states and territories in Australia. As education is a legislative responsibility of the various jurisdictions, rather than federally determined, there are, therefore, no single approaches to the education of students with disabilities. There is also currently no legislation that mandates for inclusive education although the policies in each state and territory tend to promote an inclusive approach. Placement decisions usually focus on the special requirements of each student together with the availability of appropriate support and facilities. In Australia, there are extreme variations in opportunities for persons with disabilities posed by the vastness and isolation of many areas. This paper will provide an overview of the education of persons with disabilities in Australia and discuss some of the challenges that are faced.

Introduction

During the last two decades there has been a rapid and considerable change in philosophies regarding the participation of persons with disabilities within different societies. Following the normalisation principle (Wolfensberger, 1972) that was introduced in the Scandinavian countries in the early 1970s there has been a concerted effort by all industrialising societies to promote greater inclusion of persons with disabilities within their communities. This has led to a tremendous change in service provision and expectations for persons with disabilities (Dyson & Forlin, 1999). The trend has been for governments to focus on improved community involvement, access and equity in both social and educational fields.

Education for persons with disabilities in Australia

This change in service provision is also very noticeable in Australia. The move towards a more community-based lifestyle has led to the closing of many residential institutions throughout all states and territories. People who have previously spent most of their lives in segregated and isolated residential homes have been gradually placed in smaller regular houses within existing communities. For some families this deinstitutionalisation has been a traumatic move. They have been very concerned about the ability of those placed previously in highly structured and supportive institutions to adapt to a less formalised way of living. For others this has been seen as a means of restoring the rights of those with disabilities to access as normal a life as possible.


In the early years this movement in Australia was not always welcome by local neighbourhoods. Residents were concerned about how people who had been institutionalised for many years would be able to cope, and how they would personally affect them. Their fears were invariable heightened as they had little previous contact with persons with disabilities and minimal understanding of their capabilities. There was also concern that the value of their homes would decrease if they had a community-based family home nearby. In recent years people have gradually become more accepting of this movement and many suburbs now have such community homes. There have also been a number of awareness campaigns such as the Year of the Disabled in 1981 and increased coverage of activities such as the Para Olympics that have helped to give greater exposure.


The education of persons with disabilities has mirrored this movement towards greater inclusion in the mainstream of society. The enactment of The Education For All Handicapped Children Act (Public Law 94-142) in the USA in 1975, and subsequently the Warnock Report in the UK in 1978 set the groundwork for many other countries to follow this regular education initiative. While some European countries such as Italy, Spain, Denmark and Sweden embraced a fully inclusive approach to the education of all students, other countries took a broader perspective (Daunt, 1991). The United Kingdom and the USA, for example, although promoting a more inclusive educational system, still advocate a continuum of service provision for students with special needs. Similarly, the education of students with disabilities in Australia occurs within a range of schooling options.


Education in Australia is a state prerogative. This means that there is consequently considerable variation in decisions regarding the education of students with disabilities between the eight Australian states and territories. The movement towards inclusive educational practice throughout Australia has been based on international legislation. Each state and territory has its own Education Act. The protection of the rights of all students, regardless of disability, to receive an equitable education is, however, contained within an array of Commonwealth, state and territory statutes, ordinances and regulations (Forlin & Forlin, 1997). Although the Commonwealth in Australia does not have any specific legislative powers over how jurisdictions will ensure equitable educational opportunities, it does have some influence over policy-making due to its Approbation Law.

While acknowledging that there are significant differences between education policies across all jurisdictions in Australia, many similarities can be identified. Education for students with moderate to severe disabilities prior to the end of the 1970s, occurred mainly within special schools. In 1979 the Andrews Report estimated that nearly 33,000 students, or 1.4% of the total school population, were being educated in special schools (Andrews, Elkins, Berry, & Burge, 1979). During the 1980s there was a noticeable decline in such enrolments. The Australian Bureau of Statistics reported that in 1991 there were only approximately 20,000 students being educated in special schools (Ashman & Ekins, 1994). This trend has continued throughout the 1990s. Although it is proposed that at least 14% of all Australian students require some form of special education (Casey, 1994), it is suggested that only approximately 4% of the total school population in Australia are actually receiving financial provision for special education (Bain, 1992).

The education of many students with disabilities has changed quite dramatically in recent years in Australia. Between 1980 and 1990 there was an increasing move towards mainstreaming many students who had traditionally been educated in segregated schools that catered only for those with a disability. By the end of this decade most students who had only mild or moderate disabilities were being educated in less restricted settings. There were a large number of closures of special schools, and a tendency towards re-locating special units, that catered for students with mild and moderate disabilities, from separate sites onto the same sites as regular schools. This was to allow greater opportunities for the integration of students from special units into regular classes, for at least part, if not all, of the school day.

This trend has continued in the 1990s. During the past nine years there has been a strong focus on the inclusion of as many students with disabilities as possible into regular classrooms. There have been a plethora of policies that have advocated for increased opportunities for all students to be educated with their same aged peers. The emphasis has been on a social justice mandate that has endeavoured to ensure equal educational opportunities for all students regardless of ability. This has led to a change in classroom populations with greater diversity of intellectual, physical and social ability among students in the same class. Inevitably this has resulted in greater involvement of regular class teachers in the education of students with disabilities, and an increased awareness of the need to be able to cater for all students within the regular classroom.

Currently in Australia there are still many different models employed to provide education for students with disabilities (Forlin, 1997). Most states and territories have retained a continuum of service provision that includes an array of facilities. These range from placement in segregated special schools, that mainly now only cater for the needs of students with severe and profound disabilities, to placement in regular classes. Some states, such as Western Australia, have special Education Support Centres that provide support for students with mild to moderate disabilities (Forlin, 1995). While these centres are autonomous in their operations are based on the same sites as regular schools. These centres tend to cater for students with moderate to severe disabilities. Many schools would alternatively have a special unit within their school that would consist of one or two classes that are staffed by teachers trained in special education. Many of the students enrolled in these special classes would spend part of their week in regular classrooms. These units may provide for students with a range of different disabilities or they may be specialized to provide support for students with specific categories of disability such as for students with Autism, or those who are blind. The vast majority of students in Australia who have a hearing impairment are educated in regular classrooms.

All students who are identified as having a severe or profound disability receive an Individual Education Plan. This would mostly be determined by an interdisciplinary team that could  involve the classroom  teacher, specialist  support  teacher, psychologist,

speech therapist or physiotherapist, among others, depending upon the individual needs of a student. Several states such as Victoria, South Australia and New South Wales have introduced a common enrolment policy in recent years that does not distinguish among students with and without disabilities when enrolling in their local schools. Support services for students with disabilities who are included in regular classrooms, though, vary between and within states depending not only on policy but also on geographical access. In some states such as Queensland, there is a formalized process, called ascertainment, for identifying the level of support required by students with disabilities in order to enable them to participate as fully as possible in education. Victoria is the only state to date, however, which has policy that supports the right for every child to be educated in a regular class.

Most states and territories have specialist teachers who provide itinerant support to students with disabilities. This can range from organizing the provision of necessary physical adaptations to the school or classroom to providing educational support. Traditionally, educational support has focused on intervention programs that specialist teachers developed and provided direct to students. In more recent years, there has been a change in this role away from providing direct support towards a more consultative role. Support teachers are increasingly devoting more of their time to assisting regular classroom teachers adapt curricula to meet the needs of individual students.

Australia is a vast country with many people living in remote and rural communities. Education for students in these areas is provided either within a small community school, by a School of the Air radio service, or by sending students to a boarding school in another town. For some students this could be more than a thousand kilometres away. In these situations the education of students with disabilities usually occurs by default within their local regular school, as there are frequently no viable alternative placements available for them.

The move towards a more inclusive educational system for all students has posed a number of challenges for Australia. The geographical isolation of many students is only one aspect that has had to be addressed. Similar to what is happening in most other countries, there had been a number of other educational reform issues that teachers have had to deal with at the same time. Economic rationalisation and changing Government philosophies and educational practice has promoted greater increased professionalism among teachers. This has made their work more complex, necessitating them to make more sophisticated judgements and to become increasingly involved in collective decision-making. The retainment of centralised systems while at the same time moving towards greater devolution of responsibility to district and school levels (Forlin & Forlin, 1996), has also resulted in a need for more personal commitment to school improvement and involvement in curriculum development. The introduction of anti-discrimination legislation has provided an avenue of redress for persons with disabilities. Most jurisdictions in Australia, though, still have an exclusion clause in their Education Acts that allows them to provide alternative placements for students with disabilities if they can prove that by including them in the regular classroom this would cause the school 'unjustifiable hardship'. The attitudes of teachers and parents towards inclusive educational practices also vary considerable. It seems clear that teaching in the regular classroom is quickly becoming more multifaceted and more demanding. The inclusive movement in Australia, as like that in many other countries, is only one aspect of change that teachers need to cope with.

Conclusion

The change in philosophy regarding the education of persons with disabilities, from receiving their education in segregated facilities towards their increased inclusion in regular educational systems, has not always been a smooth process. Many assumptions have been made that underlie the move towards greater inclusion of students with disabilities into regular classrooms. If all students, and in particular those with disabilities, are to be effectively included and to have the opportunity to participate fully in regular schools then these assumptions need to be addressed. Throughout the past two decades it has been assumed that teachers and parents will be accepting of students with a range of disabilities being educated in regular classes. It has also been assumed that inclusion will be a positive move. Many arguments have been proposed to support the inclusive movement, not least, that such a policy will benefit all students. It has also been assumed that regular class teachers will be able to meet the needs of a diverse range of students, having received appropriate teacher training and adequate support. Although on a positive note it would seem that all states and territories in Australia are moving towards ensuring that these issues are appropriately considered and addressed, there would be many people who currently believe that these assumptions are not being fully met (Forlin, 1998).

For rapidly developing countries who are beginning to initiate similar inclusive educational policies, it would be timely to reflect on issues that are still challenging for other countries that have been involved in such processes for many years. If we are really going to move towards more effective educational participation, of persons with disabilities in the new millennium, then we must be very wary of making any generic assumptions. We have the opportunity to make this happen - let us use this wisely.
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