Enrolment in the Regular Class:
the Best Option and the Default
Option
Enrolling students with disabilities in the regular class at school leads to better
outcomes. Social, academic and vocational outcomes are better for children
with disabilities in regular settings, and outcomes are the same or better for
students without disabilities*.
Despite this, we know that students with disability and their parents are turned
away from the regular school and class at a rate of roughly one in four**.
Currently, enrolment in the regular class is fraught with obstacles. Families
have the right to seek enrolment for their child with disability, but this right is
not guaranteed. People with disabilities and their parents need an improved
system, one that affirms their belonging in their local school.

The history
People often think that special schools were created in the interests of people
with disability. In fact, some parents did advocate for the creation of ‘special’
schools for their children because children with disabilities were thought by
the state to be ‘uneducable’.
In NSW the Wyndham report that led to the Public Education Act 1961
recommended the establishment of special schools because “special children
should not be left in the ordinary class to impede the progress of more able
children and to embarrass the class teacher”.***
This history tells us how entrenched the idea of segregating students with
disability is and why it is so important that NSW combats this by repeatedly
welcoming students with disabilities in to the regular classroom.

In summary
For a default enrolment policy to become a reality, a number of areas need to
be tweaked.
These include:
1. Making sure the website reflects the regular class as the first, default and
preferred option.
2. Mandatory training for principals and other key staff so they reflect that
that all local families have a right to enrol in the regular class and are
welcome to do so.
3. The NSW Education Minister and Secretary direct schools to enrol all
local children in the regular class as a default, expected option.
4. Information about the rights of students with disability should be provided
to all parents as part of the enrolment form, at initial meetings, at transition
stages, and when a disability or functional impairment is identified.

5. A simpler and shorter enrolment form premised on the acceptance that all
students are expected to attend their local school, with a later discussion
regarding the support needs of the student.
6. A system for gathering data about school setting of students with
disability from each school district, with tracking that monitors the numbers
who attend separate and regular settings.

The barriers
1. Website
For students with disabilities and their parents, barriers to regular class often
start with the Department of Education website. The website wording sends a
number of subtle messages that the regular class might not be the best place
for a child with disability.
The NSW Department of Education webpages directed to students with
disability and their parents includes a page under Support services called
‘Disability Support’ and a number of pages under the ‘Disability Learning and
Support’ section of the website.
- The ‘Educational Options’ page under
‘Disability Learning and Support’ is
positive because the regular class is
mentioned first and points out that
schools are ‘well prepared to support
students with disability’

- However the ‘Disability Support’
page under the of support services
section of the DoE website
emphasises that students with
disability have a right to education but
does not specify a setting. Parents
might have some sense that their
disabled child has a right to an
education but not that the child has a
right to be in the regular class.
Therefore, parents need to be
informed of the right to education in
the regular class at the local school.

- It also states that ‘students are supported through a wide range of programs
and services that operate in regular and special schools’ – parents are not
encouraged to consider the regular class, nor given tools to distinguish
between types of schooling, despite the overwhelming majority of evidence
in favour of inclusion in regular class.
- The disability standards are currently
mentioned under the NDIS tab of the
website, but could have their own
prominent tab and page and be more
obviously used to alert parents that
their children with disabilities have a
right to attend the local school

2. The principal and other school staff
Often parents make an appointment to meet the principal of a school prior to
filling out enrolment forms. In this situation, it is imperative that the principal:
• knows that all local families have a right to enrol in the regular class
• communicates this to the family
• gives the family information on their rights in written form
• and does not attempt to persuade the family regarding segregate
placement.
Compulsory training must be provided to principals and other staff who are
key to the enrolment process about this matter.

3. Leadership
The NSW Education Minister and Secretary can direct schools to enrol all
local children in the regular class as a default option and all principals and
staff that enrolment in regular class is best practice for students with
disability.
4. Information
Information about the rights of students with disability should be provided to
all parents as part of the enrolment form, at initial meetings, at transition
stages, and when a disability or functional impairment is identified.
All parents should be included in this process for two reasons. Firstly, a
disability can be acquired or identified at any time, particularly in the
development of a younger student. Secondly, for cultural change to occur, it
is important that schools communicate their expectations of inclusion to all
families associated with the school.

5. Enrolment
The enrolment form currently includes a page entirely dedicated to
information about a student’s disability, often filled out and seen before a
student ever gets near the school. This means that if the school is not inclined
to enrol students with disability, they have information that can be used to
their discretion.
We recommend a much simpler and shorter enrolment form premised on the
acceptance that all students are expected to attend their local school, with a
later discussion between the parents and the school that addresses the
support needs of the student.

6. Data on school settings
A system is needed for monitoring enrolment of student with disability from
each school district, with tracking that monitors the numbers of students with
disability who attend separate and regular settings. This would provide the
Department, and the public, with information about how inclusive school
areas are and steps could be taken to reward and use as exemplars, or
support greater inclusion, as necessary.
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