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Position Paper on Education
Plain English version
About Down Syndrome Australia
Down Syndrome Australia (DSA) is the national organisation for people with Down syndrome in Australia.
We work together with the state and territory Down syndrome associations and with people with Down
syndrome. Together we speak out for people’s rights and fight for changes that are needed to make
Australia a country where people with Down syndrome are valued and respected. We want people with
Down syndrome to have the chance to live their best lives by being fully included in all parts of Australian
society.
What this paper is about
This paper is a Plain English summary of DSA’s position on education for children with Down syndrome.
There are two other versions of the paper you can choose to read:
•

The original, longer position paper. This has more detail and also tells you how to find more
information and research.

•

An Easy Read version with the main information using less writing and with pictures.

You can find all versions of the position statement here:
https://www.downsyndrome.org.au/position_statements.html
DSA will use the information in the position paper to tell government that they need to make changes to
the education system. The paper explains why the current education system needs to be changed. It has a
list of things the government should do to change the education system so that children with disability can
be included.

Background
Human rights and the law
DSA’s position is that Australian children with disability have the right to be fully included in mainstream
schools.
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The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), article 24, says that inclusion in
schools is a right for all children. Inclusion means that schools welcome all children as equal members, who
participate equally by getting the help they need. The UNCRPD says that governments must remove
barriers that stop all children being included at school. It also says that regular schools must make changes
to the way they do things so that all students can be included.
The Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992, and the Disability Standards for Education 2005
say that schools and education authorities must not discriminate because of disability.
Education in Australia
In Australia, students with an intellectual disability learn in different kinds of settings (schools and
classrooms). Places where there are only students with disabilities are often known as ‘special’ schools, but
they may be called different things in different states and territories. Some of the settings include:
•

special schools - where all the students have a disability

•

special units - which is a separate classroom or building in a regular mainstream school just for
students with disability

•

general classrooms in mainstream schools

•

a mix of settings – for example, some students spend part of their time in a mainstream classroom
and part of their time in a special unit or classroom.

A Down Syndrome Australia survey in 2017 found that:
•

46% of children with Down syndrome were going to mainstream schools

•

29% were in special schools

•

17% went to a special unit in a mainstream school

•

8% were in other settings including mixes of settings

•

1 in 4 parents with children in a special school or unit said they would prefer their child to be in a
mainstream setting.

The benefits of inclusion
Research over the past 40 years tells us that children with disability do better when they are included with
other children in school. The research found both short-term and long-term benefits. These include:
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•

academic benefits including language and mathematics skills

•

better social skills

•

more involvement in school activities

•

being more likely to get a mainstream job

•

being more likely to live independently.

The research also found that being in mainstream schools had no negative effect on children without a
disability. Some research shows that students without a disability also see benefits from inclusion. It found
that they:
•

are more accepting of diversity

•

have a positive attitude towards disability

•

have better social skills

•

have more developed values and ethics.

Researchers looked at all of the studies about inclusion and did not find any that said that children with
disability did better in a special or segregated school setting.
Yet, the Australian education system isn’t inclusive for all children. This means that many children with
Down syndrome and intellectual disability aren’t able to go to school in inclusive settings, even though this
is their right. In fact, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare released a report in 2017 which
showed that the number of children going to ‘special schools’ increased by 4% between 2011 and 2015.
Reasons for choosing an educational setting
This paper is not about the decisions that individual families make about where their child will go to school
and DSA does not take any position on decisions that individual families make. DSA recognises, and
research shows, that families choose special schools for various different reasons including:
•

lack of help to include children at mainstream schools

•

beliefs that a special school will meet their child’s needs better

•

being aware that having to advocate for their child’s needs in a mainstream school can be hard for
the child and the family.
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Parents who took part in the 2017 DSA survey said that the barriers to their children going to mainstream
schools included:
•

principals and teachers saying they don’t have the skills or resources to help a student with Down
syndrome

•

teachers who parents felt had little or no training about disability

•

not enough teacher assistants in the classroom

•

concerns about safety or health issues

•

feeling they are not welcome in the mainstream school

•

not being included in school activities or as a part of the school community

•

their applications to private schools being rejected.

This shows that many families don’t have a real choice if they want an inclusive school. If children don’t get
the support they need, or discrimination happens at school, it’s not real inclusion. So, parents often choose
a special education setting for their child because the general education system doesn’t do what is needed.

What needs to change?
DSA says that the Australian education system needs to be changed, so that every student gets a high
quality inclusive education. Parents should not have to fight to have their children included in regular
schools. The education system has a responsibility under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) to
make sure that every student, with or without disability, can be included and get the individual support
they need.
The DDA says that the education system needs to make adjustments (changes) so that children with
disability get the help they need in regular classrooms and schools. Adjustments could be helping children
to learn in the way that best suits them and any other changes or equipment they may need. Down
Syndrome Australia has a toolkit on education that has more information on adjustments
(www.downsyndrome.org.au).
Students with Down syndrome are not all the same and need different supports. Teachers need to take
time to get to know the student and understand each student’s needs. Making changes for children with
Down syndrome will not have a negative effect on the learning of other students and will likely benefit
them too. So, having different ways of learning in a regular classroom helps everyone.
DSA says that all learners, including those with Down syndrome, should have equal access to a wide choice
of subjects and courses. This includes:
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•

All students being taught the right year level of the Australian Curriculum, with each student getting
any changes and help they need.

•

All students being able to choose from the same range of elective subjects, such as music, arts and
foreign languages. Students should not have to give up their choice of elective subjects to do
‘functional’ or ‘life skills’ courses.

•

Making sure that any ‘functional’ programs are not outdated. They should be designed to be modern
and forward-looking, so that students learn skills that will be useful for them now and into the
future.

Government should not continue to fund separate special schools, units and classrooms just because the
general education system is not good at including children with disability. It also makes economic sense to
have one inclusive system, than two expensive separate systems.
The Australian Government and state governments must change from the current education system of
special and mainstream schools. They must work towards having one inclusive education system for all
students. By doing this, Australia will be doing what the UNCRPD says we must do. The change will
ensure children with disability get the education that research says is best for them, now and into the
future.
Governments should move as quickly as possible to make the change to a fully accessible and inclusive
education system. They must set clear goals and timetables.
The goals must include:
1. Legal and policy changes

DSA says that all governments should define inclusive education in the same way. This must fit with what
the UNCRPD says. Governments must change laws and policies so that children’s rights to inclusion are
clearer, more respected and protected. There must be a system to make sure that schools or systems are
penalised if they don’t support a child’s rights to inclusion.
2. Support for teachers

Teachers need training and help to be able to teach in an inclusive environment. This must start during
teacher training and must focus on meeting children’s needs in inclusive classrooms, not in special schools,
units or classes. Teachers must also get ongoing professional training (including in the classroom),
especially when they know a student with Down syndrome is joining their class.
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3. Adjusted curriculum

All students must have the chance for the changes they need, to be made to the subjects they learn. DSA
states strongly that learners have the right to be taught the course work set in the Australian Curriculum
for their year level of schooling. The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 says they should too. Schools should
make changes to each child’s year level of the curriculum. They must assess students on the adjusted
curriculum. Schools must check these adjustments regularly (at least every six months).
4. Complaints process

Government must make sure there is a way for people to make reports and complaints when a child’s
rights to inclusion are breached. The system must be easy to find and use by everyone involved in the
education of children with disability (including by children). It must be free and not discriminating in any
way. DSA believes this system should include the chance for the people involved to talk about the
complaint together. This should include mediation support; they are independent people who can help the
people involved to talk about the problem together and work out a way to put it right. People should still
be able to make complaints to the Human Rights Commissioner when they have not been able to sort out
the issue using the new system.
5. Support for parents

Parents often need help to find inclusive education for their children and to help their child’s development
in the best way. They must be able to find good information about legal rights and the benefits of inclusive
education. They also need information about parent training and advocacy services.
6. Funding and resources

Schools must get enough money from government to make sure all children can have an inclusive
education. Education systems need to move resources from specialist schools to the general education
setting. This includes having specialist teachers in mainstream schools to give expert advice to general
classroom teachers. Government should pay for expert organisations, such as Down Syndrome Australia,
to provide professional development to teaching teams.

www.downsyndrome.org.au

