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Overview
The Gordon Institute of TAFE offers this submission in response to the Inquiry exploring access to
TAFE for learners with disability.
The Gordon is the backbone of vocational education in Geelong, providing access and opportunity
for individuals who want to forge a new life within a transformative economy. The training offered
is the foundation on which our community will evolve.
The Gordon operates within the State Government’s broad inclusion agenda. The State
Government is undertaking a wide number of projects to support improved inclusion of people with
disability, including initiatives outlined in:




Absolutely Everyone: State disability plan 2017-2020;
Every Opportunity: Victorian economic participation plan for people with disability 20182020; and
Getting to work: Victorian public sector disability employment action plan 2018-2025.

The TAFE Network employs over 8000 staff in Victoria. It also provides training for more than
500,000 students. This scale gives the TAFE Network the ability to improve opportunities and
outcomes for people with disability and contribute to the Victorian Government’s inclusion agenda.
Social and Economic Benefits of TAFE
Improving VET participation in and outcomes for learners with disability is an important strategy for
improving life and work opportunities. VET is a steppingstone for many into further education,
training and work, and is an essential tool for tackling a range of barriers to workforce participation,
including long-term unemployment, early school leaving, low literacy or numeracy skills, and the
need to retrain or upskill. As a result, VET is a fundamental contributor to productivity, workforce
development and participation. VET also provides personal benefits for learners, as well as social
benefits to the community.1
There is substantial evidence on the broad economic benefits of the TAFE system to Australia’s
future economy. However, the substantial economic benefits supported by the TAFE system,
quantified in Table 1, do not tell the whole story about the importance of TAFEs to our all-round
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Lamb et al. (2018) “Improving participation and success in VET for disadvantaged learners”,
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/2096175/Improving-participation-and-success-in-VET-fordisadvantaged-learners.pdf.

economic and social well-being. The TAFE system also underpins a wide range of broader social
benefits that are harder to quantify.2
For example, TAFEs promote stronger
economic and labour market outcomes in
regional areas. They help ‘bridge’ access to
further education and jobs pathways for
special and at-risk groups of young
Australians. They ensure greater social
cohesion and help to reduce crime. TAFE
students are more likely to come from the
lowest quintile of society according to socioeconomic disadvantage, more likely to be Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, and more likely to
identify as having a disability compared with students of private VET providers or universities. All
these features confirm that TAFEs are critically important in addressing systemic inequality in
Australia’s economy and society – and their vital role in improving opportunities and outcomes for
people with disability.
In 2019 the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) Project Team at The Gordon engaged
with Melbourne Polytechnic and Box Hill Institute (on behalf of the TAFE Network) to undertake
research, consult across the TAFE Network, and provide TAFE-wide recommendations on access
and achievement for students with disability. The content of this response is drawn from the
research.

Accessing and participating in TAFE programs
TAFE providers play a vital role in creating opportunities for disadvantaged Australians. For many,
it is the first step to employment, providing essential further education and skills needed to enter
the workforce. TAFE can also assist ongoing workforce participation, especially for the long term
underemployed, those who had their formative education disrupted, and those who require
retraining or upskilling (e.g. in response to structural changes in the job market).
Our recent research compared rates of disability prevalence amongst the TAFE student population
with the broader Australian population.
Only five TAFE institutes in the Network (of the 12 institutes that provided data) had a proportion
of students with disability that is greater than the average prevalence of disability in the general
Australian population aged between 15 and 64 years of age (see Figure 1 below). The majority of
TAFEs in metropolitan areas have less than half the proportion of students with disability relative
to the general population.
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Pennington (2020) “An Investment in Productivity and Inclusion: The Economic and Social Benefits of the TAFE
System”, https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2020-08/apo-nid307475.pdf
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Figure 1: Proportion of Victorian TAFE students with disability compared to non-TAFE population
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Analysis of student enrolment, commencement and completion data found that:






Few TAFES have a proportion of students that identify as having a disability similar to the
non-TAFE population;
TAFE students with disability report lower levels of satisfaction with TAFE than students
without disability;
A lower proportion of students with disability complete their TAFE course;
Students with disability undertake lower level qualifications at a higher rate; and
Traineeships and internships are associated with improved employment outcomes.

Improving Access
Students with disability attain better training outcomes when they identify their disability or
adjustment needs. The three main factors that encourage students to identify their disability and
needs include:




Access to resources including disability services officers;
Self-awareness and self-advocacy skills to identify their disability and request
accommodations; and
Mentoring to help students become aware of the resources available to them.

Only half of all students who responded to our survey had identified their disability. In addition:




Many students did not see the value in identifying their disability;
Students want simpler processes for identifying their disability and accessing support; and
Students want to know they will be supported when they identify their disability.

Some students reported not feeling safe to identify their disability because they were concerned
they would not get study-related opportunities, their disability would become the focus rather than
their studies, or their teachers and peers wouldn’t be supportive (See Figure 2).
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Figure 2 | If you are uncomfortable telling your teachers about your disability, what makes you uncomfortable?

I don’t have to discuss my disability with everyone

37%

I wouldn’t get any benefit out of telling them

30%

I’m concerned that my disability, and not my studies, will
become the focus

24%

My teachers and peers wouldn't be supportive

17%

I'm concerned that I won't get study-related opportunities or
I could lose my job

15%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Insights from discussions with students with disability included:







Creating welcoming shared spaces for all students supports wellbeing;
Mentoring for students is valued but inconsistently available;
That there is a sense of being less valued and supported than students without disability;
A call-out for teachers to demonstrate a zero-tolerance attitude to bullying and harassment;
That low self-confidence is the most significant barrier for them at TAFE; and
That high numbers reported mental health issues.

Our research identified a suite of measures that could be adopted across the TAFE Network to
improve access and achievement for students with disability. These recommendations draw on
best practice and our consultation findings and are provided below – Maximising the Student
Experience.

Barriers to Accessing TAFE
Students with disability who responded to our survey reported that the greatest barrier to their study
is a lack of confidence and self-doubt. The proportion of students citing self-doubt and low selfconfidence as the biggest barrier to their study did not fall below one third for any disability type.
Students with vision impairment and mental illness reported the highest levels of self-doubt and
low confidence.
“It affects my studies by not having confidence in myself my work and my abilities as well
as easily getting overwhelmed and finding it hard to concentrate on getting lots of work
done”
– TAFE student with disability
“My studies are affected because I lack confidence.”
– TAFE student with disability
“It affects [me] in many ways but especially with confidence and anxiety.”
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– TAFE student with disability
“I also struggle with depressive episodes that reduces [sic] my concentration, motivation
and confidence.”
– TAFE student with disability
“Sometimes get overwhelmed with workload, and lack some confidence.”
– TAFE student with disability
Our discussions with advocates suggest that there are two additional barriers inhibiting people with
disability from studying at TAFE:
1.

2.

Financial accessibility – while Free TAFE has alleviated financial pressure for some
students, it covers a select group of courses, and there are fewer courses at the lower
certificate levels (such as Certificate I and II) which are most likely to be relevant to
people with a learning, intellectual or cognitive disability.
Administrative barriers – staff in focus groups and advocates said that the administrative
requirements to enrol into TAFE could be confusing for all prospective students. Online
systems were identified as particularly problematic for many students, and some
institutes said that their online literacy and numeracy testing was a deterrent to
enrolment. While students require a certain level of literacy and numeracy, some TAFEs
have introduced flexible options in which students are able to take the literacy and
numeracy test at a separate time or in a different format.
“Students with disability have less access to finances than students without.”
– Middle Manager
“[It’s] increasingly the same [pathway] as for everybody else. Online enrolment with little to
no assistance, standardised literacy and numeracy testing, often referral to support services
is too late or misdirected.”
– Advocate
“We had 60 applicants who ran away when referred to the computerised literacy
assessment. Some people have difficulties with a computer. Now we tell them if they are
worried about the literacy and numeracy test they should let us know and they can come in
and complete it in person”
– Middle manager

There are a number of measures that could be adopted across the TAFE Network, alongside work
to improve access and achievement holistically. These recommendations draw on best practice
and our consultation findings:
1.

Conduct outreach to local disability service providers to raise awareness of TAFE
options.
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2.
3.
4.

Partner with local disability service providers to assist people with disability to enrol in
and complete TAFE.
Deliver (or continue to deliver) school outreach programs for both mainstream and
special schools.
Offer TAFE course tasters – these play a valuable role in that they provide an
opportunity for students with disability to understand what their course will involve and
what will be expected of them – assisting them in selecting the right course.

Our research identified a full suite of measures that could be adopted across the TAFE Network to
reduce barriers for students with disability. These recommendations draw on best practice and our
consultation findings and are provided below – Maximising the Student Experience.

Strategies to Increase Participation
Our research identified best practice processes, supports and resources to reduce participation
barriers for TAFE students:
Outreach: Community partnerships are key to effective outreach
“…community groups and
organisations which
promote belonging, grow
confidence and advertise
and encourage training
programs are vital to
improving access to
TAFE…

Students with disability may fail to enter the TAFE system due to a

lack of awareness of post-school options, a lack of understanding of
the TAFE Network, a lack of family support or other personal
obstacles. Lamb et al. found that community groups and
organisations who promote belonging grow confidence, and advertise
and encourage training programs improve access to TAFE for all
disadvantaged learners.3

Students are more likely to enrol in TAFE when encouraged to do so
by community groups or organisations with whom they already
interact or which have relationships with TAFEs.4 For example, some
TAFEs engage secondary school students from local schools through experience days and careers
expos that give them an opportunity to obtain an understanding of what it is like to study at a TAFE.
International evidence supports this. For example, the International Labor Organisation has
highlighted the importance of linking with disabled people’s organisations to undertake targeted
outreach to encourage people with disability to participate in training.5
Students attain better training outcomes when they identify their disability and adjustment needs
People with disability are often uncomfortable or unable to identify their disabilities in an educational
setting6 and this is particularly true of people with “invisible” disabilities such as mental illness and
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Lamb et al. (2018) “Improving participation and success in VET for disadvantaged learners”,
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/2096175/Improving-participation-and-success-in-VET-for-disadvantaged-learners.pdf.
4 Lamb et al. (2018) “Improving participation and success in VET for disadvantaged learners”,
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/2096175/Improving-participation-and-success-in-VET-for-disadvantaged-learners.pdf
5 International Labor Office (2013) “Inclusion of People with Disabilities in Vocational Training: A practical guide”
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_230732.pdf
Fosset (2015) “Supporting tertiary students with disabilities: individualised and institution-level approaches in practice”, NCVER,
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/supporting-tertiary-students-with-disabilitiesindividualised-and-institution-level-approaches-in-practice.
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autism spectrum disorder. 7 Research has found that students with Autism Spectrum Disorder face
substantial barriers to participation in higher education, and the design of education spaces (both
physical and digital) can affect students’ ability to engage in higher education.8
There is no obligation for students to identify their disability and
learning needs, it is a personal decision for them to make.
Students who do so and specify their adjustment needs have
greater academic success and completion rates9 suggesting
that there are benefits to encouraging students to identify their
needs.

“…students may not identify their
needs due to fear of
discrimination, stigma and
unequal treatment or lack of
awareness of available support.”

A recent review of barriers and enablers of disability
identification and for youth in post-secondary education in the US, the UK, Canada, Belgium,
Norway and Ireland found that students may not identify their needs due to fear of discrimination,
stigma and unequal treatment or lack of awareness of available support.10
The main factors that encourage students to identify their disability adjustment needs include:




access to resources including disability services officers (or DLOs in an Australian context);
self-awareness and self-advocacy skills to identify their disability and request
accommodations; and
mentoring to help students become aware of the resources available to them.11

Disability inclusion requires a holistic approach that accommodates individual student needs
Students with disability in the TAFE Network have a diverse range of needs which may need to be
accommodated in order for them to succeed. These must be reviewed on a case by case basis
and can be done by creating dedicated staff positions whose role it is to identify and determine the
adjustments or services required to optimise student success. For example, DLOs work with
students with disability to arrange reasonable adjustments and other supports, including:



7

the creation of disability access plans to allow students with disability to participate equally
in education; and
strong student monitoring, case management and counselling by trained staff.12

Lindsay, Cagliostro, Carafa (2018) “A Systematic review of barriers and facilitators of disability disclosure and accommodations for youth in postsecondary education”, International Journal of Disability, Development and Education 65(5) 526-556.
8 Cunninghame, Costello, Trindad (2016) “Issues and trends for students with disability”, https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wpcontent/uploads/2016/08/Issues-and-Trends-for-Students-with-Disability-Review-of-NCSEHE-Funded-Research.pdf
9 University of Tasmania (2016), “Supporting students with autism spectrum disorder in higher education”, https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wpcontent/uploads/2016/03/Supporting-Students-with-Autism-Spectrum-Disorder-in-Higher-Education.pdf; Volkoff, Clarke, Walstab (2008),
“Impact of TAFE inclusiveness strategies”, https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/file/0016/5920/nr04022_9.pdf.
10 Lindsay, Cagliostro, Carafa (2018) “A Systematic review of barriers and facilitators of disability disclosure and accommodations for youth in
post-secondary education”, International Journal of Disability, Development and Education 65(5) 526-556.
11 Lindsay, Cagliostro, Carafa (2018) “A Systematic review of barriers and facilitators of disability disclosure and accommodations for youth in
post-secondary education”, International Journal of Disability, Development and Education 65(5) 526-556.
12 Lamb et al. (2018) “Improving participation and success in VET for disadvantaged learners”,
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/2096175/Improving-participation-and-success-in-VET-for-disadvantaged-learners.pdf
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“…peer mentoring
strategies improve
student outcomes.”

There is also strong evidence that peer mentoring strategies improve
student outcomes. Peer mentors could be students with disability or
students without a disability who are following a similar career/job
outcome pathway. Mentoring programs can assist students to identify
their needs, as well as improve student retention and course completion

rates.
Universal design improves learning outcomes for all students
Universal design and flexible approaches improve outcomes for students. Lamb et al. found that
59 per cent of providers in high performing TAFE regions reported always having flexible
assessment formats compared to 49 per cent of lower performing providers having these
assessment formats.13
Universal Design for Learning is a key concept in pedagogical
theory which has been explored extensively in the work of Rose
and Meyer.14 According to the UNCRPD, universal design
involves “the design of products, environments, programs and
services to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent
possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised design.”
Universal design does not exclude the need for assistive
devices, adaptation or specialised adjustments based on the
particular needs of an individual, however in many cases
consistent use of universal design will reduce the need for these
types of adaptations.15

“…universal design means ‘the
design of products, environments,
programs and services to be
usable by all people, to the
greatest extent possible, without
the need for adaptation or
specialised design.’”

Building relationships with workplaces and the community creates pathways to employment
Lamb et al. found that some common and effective strategies to support employment outcomes for
students with disabilities include:





establishing secure partnerships between education providers and employers, to provide
students with access to employment and training opportunities;
provision of career counselling and guidance to students with disabilities; often in the form
of CV and career skills workshops;
internships, traineeships and work placements organised by training providers in
conjunction with employers, to provide students with opportunities to learn workplace skills
and gain confidence in workplace settings; and
integration with community supports and service agencies required by learners.16
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Lamb et al. (2018) “Improving participation and success in VET for disadvantaged learners”,
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/2096175/Improving-participation-and-success-in-VET-for-disadvantaged-learners.pdf
Rose, Meyer, (2002) “Teaching every student in the digital age: Universal Design for Learning” Alexandria, VA: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development.
15 UN General Assembly (2007) “Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities : resolution / adopted by the General Assembly”
A/RES/61/106 https://www.refworld.org/docid/45f973632.html
16 Lamb et al. (2018) “Improving participation and success in VET for disadvantaged learners”,
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/2096175/Improving-participation-and-success-in-VET-for-disadvantaged-learners.pdf
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The importance of partnering with employers emerged in multiple studies.17 This includes
mainstream employers or, in some cases, partnerships with specialist employers including
Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs) may be appropriate.
“The
importance of
A recent United Kingdom policy on people with disability’s inclusion within UK
partnering with technical and vocational education and training has also highlighted the
importance of work-based learning, noting that ‘collaboration between schools,
employers
colleges and employers is crucial to ensure a joined-up approach is taken to
emerged in
improving employment opportunities. The work-based learning model should
multiple
be at the heart of technical and vocational education and training, with planned
studies.”
opportunities for this type of learning.’18

Maximising the Student Experience
Our research on access and achievement for TAFE students with disability identified key
recommendations to maximise the student experience:
1. Outreach: Community partnerships are key to effective outreach a. Deliver school outreach programs for both mainstream and special schools;
b. Conduct outreach to local disability service providers to raise awareness of TAFE
options: and
c. Improve communication between TAFE and schools (mainstream and specialist) to
ensure that TAFEs receive up-to-date student data.
2. Identification: Students attain better training outcomes when they identify their disability and
adjustment needs a. Carefully word enrolment forms, using strength-based reinforcement;
b. Develop resources that provide students with guidance on when and how to identify
their disability; and
c. Simplify processes for identifying disability, including:
i. Train course advisors to be more disability competent by ensuring they are
confident to engage with people from diverse backgrounds and are aware of
when to refer students on to DLOs; and
ii. Encourage DLOs to email students who identify as having a disability to inform
them of supports available.
3. Wellbeing: Improving access and achievement requires a holistic approach that accommodates
individual student needs a. Implement mentoring programs for all students. Key considerations include:
i. Providing mentors with sufficient support, and professionalising the mentor
cohort where possible; and

17

Briel, Getzel (2001) “Internships in higher education: Promoting success for students with disabilities”, Disability Studies Quarterly 21(1),
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/254/257; NCVER (2018) “VET Student Outcomes”, https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-andstatistics/publications/all-publications/vet-student-outcomes-2018
British Council (2018) “Disabled People’s Inclusion within UK Technical and Vocational Training”,
https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/disabled_peoples_inclusion_within_uk_tvet.pdf
18
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ii. Promoting an inclusive culture by making the service available to all students,
while targeting students most in need to ensure they receive the support they
need to succeed.
b. Ensure that zero-tolerance policies for bullying and harassment are in place, including
accountabilities to ensure that teachers and staff enact the policy;
c. Introduce innovative models to improve student mental health, including actively
involving students in developing new initiatives; and
d. Establish inclusive common areas that encourage all students to mingle.
4. Pedagogy: flexibility in delivery is critical to enhance learning outcomes for all students a. Establish teacher communities of practice to share best practice teaching strategies,
including planning for universal design and reasonable adjustments;
b. Draw on existing online resources to support teachers in working with students with
disability;
c. Develop teacher capability to teach students with diverse needs, including:
i. Implementing flexible approaches to teaching;
ii. Understanding the needs of diverse cohorts; and
iii. Soft skills for communicating and interacting with all students.
d. Invest in adaptive design to maximise accessibility of existing buildings and technology;
and
e. Improve communication channels between DLOs and teaching staff to ensure disability
access plans are passed on to teachers and students.
5. Pathways: building relationships with workplaces and the community creates pathways to
employment a. Raise awareness of transition to work funding that is available to some students through
the NDIS, as well as potential pathways for students who are not NDIS participants;
b. Continue to offer work placements for all TAFE students or where work placements are
not possible promote links with industry, such as inviting industry representatives to
speak to classes; and
c. Consider traineeships, work experience programs and apprenticeships that lead to jobs
within TAFE.

Teacher Professional Development
Our report found that flexibility in delivery is critical to enhance learning outcomes for all students.
Consultation findings included:







Students with disability experience course pedagogy differently from students without
disability;
Students with disability have lower confidence in their ability to meet course requirements;
TAFEs often implement reasonable adjustments rather than investing in universal design
for learning;
Not all students are asking for and receiving reasonable adjustments;
Not all teachers feel adequately equipped to accommodate diverse student learning needs;
Classrooms and digital systems are not always accessible; and
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Not all teachers feel adequately equipped to accommodate diverse student learning needs.

Our survey asked people with and without disability to rate their teachers’ capability against a range
of pedagogical indicators. Data show statistically significant differences in how people with and
without disability rate their teachers’ pedagogical capabilities (Figure 3).
Figure 3 | How well do your teachers adapt the delivery of training to meet your needs?
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Not all teachers feel adequately equipped to accommodate diverse student learning needs.
TAFE leaders, teachers and employees in focus groups reported that their institute was not
sufficiently funded to provide training to teachers, particularly sessional teachers. Staff at some
institutes said that “teachers go over and above, including sessional [teachers] and are not paid for
that work.” However many raised concerns that there were not enough full-time teachers and that
“sessionals just go in, deliver and leave.”
While some institutes run training for teachers around pedagogical practices for people with
disability, many do not.
“We could do more around curriculum development and teaching development. We haven’t
necessarily gone as far we could around supporting teachers.”
– TAFE leader
“They don’t get taught how to support reasonable adjustments.”
– Teacher
“Teachers constantly request professional development on disability.”
– Teacher
“Not a lot of support for teachers to teach.”
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– Teacher
“I don’t think we as teachers have the full toolbox”
– Teacher
Some students also believe that their teachers are not properly trained to support diverse learning
needs.
“In my opinion there is lack of support for frontline staff engaging with students.”
– TAFE student
Though DLOs provide valuable expertise on diversity and inclusion, they can only provide limited
pedagogical support to teachers.
Where professional development is available to teachers, many said that it was too compliance
oriented. One DLO said that the increasing focus on compliance was limiting the time teachers
spent learning about disability. Teachers and other employees also said that online modes of
delivery – such as training videos and questionnaires – were not engaging enough. Instead
teachers wanted the opportunity to interact with, and learn from, their colleagues during training.
There is a broad range of materials available describing how to adapt pedagogy for students with
disability, including extensive materials developed by The Australian Disability Clearinghouse on
Education and Training (ADCET) and some disability specific materials such as the Autism MOOC,
which teachers in our focus groups found helpful.
Soft skills are also important for enabling teachers to build rapport with students. One DLO said
that teachers at their institute “don’t seem to have the skills to work with people outside their frame
of reference.” Students agreed that this was particularly an issue for mainstream courses, with one
saying “I think in most of the free courses the trainers aren't aware of people with disability.”
Some teachers said they would like to receive mentoring from other teachers to help them improve
access and achievement for students with disability.
“If teachers were trained to deal with people with disabilities in a more compassionate and
understanding way, it would help immensely.”
– TAFE student with disability
There are a number of pedagogical-related measures that could be adopted across the TAFE
Network, alongside work to improve access and achievement holistically. These recommendations
draw on best practice and our consultation findings and are provided above – Maximising the
Student Experience.

Effectiveness of Polices and Programs
The Victorian Government has a broad inclusion agenda and is undertaking a number of projects
to improve inclusion of people with disability, namely Absolutely Everyone: State disability plan
2017-2020, and Every Opportunity: Victorian economic participation plan for people with disability
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2018-2020. These documents include a focus on key areas to drive change such as adopting a
universal design approach, changing attitudes, and increasing access to affordable housing, public
transport, schools and jobs.
As public sector institutes, there is an expectation that TAFEs align with this agenda and meet the
same standards as other public entities. Under the Skills First reforms for the training and TAFE
Network, TAFEs are also expected to provide support for high-needs learners, such as students
with disabilities.
An overview of the policies that set out the Government’s plan for education and training for
Victorians with disability is provided in Figure 4.
TAFEs have already made strong efforts to improve access and achievement for students with
disability. There has already been substantial work on disability inclusion at individual institutes.
Leaders participate in the TAFE Leaders Network Forum which, as part of its work, has
commissioned projects to better understand and improve access and achievement for students at
TAFE.
As part of our research, we reviewed policy information from across the Network. Overall, policies
vary in scope and detail however in general, dual sector TAFEs tend to have more comprehensive
policy approaches to disability. Disability policies and programs across the TAFE Network are
typically directed at both students and employees with disability. They are supported by the
Disability Standards for Education and Victorian Government policies on disability.
TAFEs generally have discrimination and diversity policies to support inclusive environments, for
example:



Access and equity policies to ensure TAFEs are as inclusive as possible of diverse
employees and students; and
Equal opportunity policies to promote dignity, rights and opportunities for all employees and
students.

Figure 4 | Three policies that support the inclusion agenda
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Absolutely everyone:
State disability plan
2017-2020

Every opportunity: Victorian
Economic participation plan
2018-2020

Skills First reforms
2017 onwards

Key policies:
The ‘I contribute’ pillar aims to
ensure that people with a
disability can participate in
education and training
Key actions include:

The plan outlines some early
actions to be undertaken,
including:

•

• developing an inclusive
education index

• increasing skills training
opportunities for young
people, including those with
a disability by expanding
the Reconnect program
• Encouraging people with
disability to participate in
their community, including
through engaging with
TAFE

•

improve educational
outcomes through an
analysis of participation,
attainment and transition
data for students with a
disability in the Victorian
training system
complete reviews of Skills
First, Reconnect and TAFE
Community Service
Funding.

The reforms are designed to
ensure that Victoria's training
and TAFE system delivers high
quality training that leads
learners to real jobs. Key
commitments include:

•

funding for high needs
learners who need
additional support to
engage with and succeed
in education and training

•

high-quality training that
students and industry can
trust, aligned to industry
and workforce needs

Policies also cover services available to students with disability at TAFE including:










Disability access plans;
Reasonable adjustment policies;
Assistance with enrolment, orientation and teacher liaison;
Alternative or modified study materials and assessments;
Assistance with car parking and access services;
Adaptive technology;
Specialised equipment (e.g. ergonomic chairs);
Auslan interpreters; and
Study assistants, note takers and other study supports.

Context: TAFE plays a key role empowering disadvantaged Victorians
The political and economic context for TAFE has dramatically shifted with the introduction and
rollout of the NDIS and Free TAFE. These substantial policy changes have transformed
expectations, as well as access to education and training for people with disability.
The Victorian Government’s Free TAFE policy, which covers tuition fees for a number of priority
courses, is creating opportunities for more students to enter TAFE, but also placing pressure on
staff. TAFE leaders noted the great opportunities Free TAFE creates for disadvantaged learners,
but also the surge in demand as more students enter the system, which also drives demand for
disability supports:
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“We’ve had to increase our staffing and increase our capacity.”
– TAFE leader
“There’s been a surge in demand.”
– TAFE leader
Beyond TAFE, the disability service system is experiencing substantial change as the rollout of the
NDIS places higher expectations on inclusion for students with disability. The individual supports
provided under the NDIS will potentially enable greater numbers of NDIS participants to engage in
TAFE.
The NDIS has the potential to empower all students with disability, even those who may not be
eligible for NDIS funding. One advocate said that the NDIS would normalise the participation of
people with disability in TAFE, in turn reducing the barriers posed by a lack of self-confidence and
self-doubt.
TAFEs are also committed to preparing their staff for the role they will play in shaping the disability
workforce, with many having introduced disability awareness training for staff, with a focus on
understanding the NDIS. As these staff develop an understanding of the NDIS environment, there
is potential for greater understanding of and capacity to teach students who are NDIS participants.
Structure and governance: The TAFE Network is decentralised, diverse and geographically
dispersed
The TAFE Network operates as 16 autonomous organisations, many with multiple campuses
around Victoria and their own way of doing things.
TAFE qualifications are generally shorter than university degrees. The majority of students (55 per
cent) who responded to the survey were also working while studying, meaning there may be fewer
opportunities for students to connect with their peers compared to those undertaking university
qualifications.
“TAFE is a disparate institution – [mine has] no o-week or orientation, so it’s hard to create
a shared culture and expectation.”
– Teacher
Experiences of students with disability vary between TAFE institutes, campuses and courses. A
recurring theme from our research was that access and achievement is improved when teachers
and staff take personal responsibility for inclusion.
“Lack of systematic support or formal processes. We do it and we hope people are doing it,
but we don’t have any holistic procedure to tell people to do things as best practice.”
– TAFE leader
“[There are] no clear systems and processes – it’s always case by case.”
– Teacher
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Many consultation participants also said that inaccessible IT infrastructure poses challenges, and
the physical environment of TAFE often does not allow for ease of access and connection between
students.
“[our] response is hampered by our poor physical infrastructure, technology, understanding
and ability to fully include people with disability.”
– TAFE leader
Culture and operating environment: The legacy of the past impedes change
Culture is created and perpetuated by behaviours, actions and decisions that conform to ‘how we
do things around here. The consultation highlighted the commitment staff have for their students
above all else. While TAFE staff are strongly committed to their students and have good intentions,
change is perceived as challenging. A contributing factor to this is that many staff have worked
within the TAFE Network for a long time and have established ways of doing things.
“There’s a whole lot of things that could be done at a general level. We only change things
when people need assistance.”
- Teacher
Staff also expressed concern about lack of overall resources in the Network, which leads to
increased pressure on employees. Many staff feel that the TAFE Network is under-resourced, with
teachers in particular articulating the challenges associated with legacy systems, limited time and
too few resources.
The slow pace of change and tight resourcing environment has flow-on effects for students, who
can experience the system as fragmented and stretched for capacity.
“The administration management structure is highly fragmented. Administration and student
support staff work in silos of responsibility, so it is easy to find someone to blame, rather
than a team spirit of issue resolution.”
– TAFE student with disability
“Communication between the disability support department and the education department
needs to be improved.”
– TAFE student with disability
Relational dynamics: The TAFE system is not always designed for diversity
Our consultations found that designing and delivering courses for mainstream cohorts, as well as
the scarcity of resources to support diverse needs, can make it difficult for all students to participate
equally in education. Some respondents to the survey said that they found it difficult to keep up
with the pace and content of their course.
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“I am finding it very hard to keep up with the pressure of the course and also sometimes to
just keep up with the pace of the information being taught and fit in with everybody else who
seems to have not much trouble.”
– TAFE student with disability
“My main barrier is that TAFE does not always have an Auslan interpreter in all my classes
and I need an interpreter to understand class content and learning.”
– TAFE student with disability
These pedagogical challenges are often compounded by a lack of systems and processes in place
to support the diverse needs of the student cohort.
“Accessing the DLO is a difficult and lengthy process for individuals who may already be
struggling with their course load.”
– TAFE student with disability
“Often the processes aren’t clear enough.”
– TAFE student with disability
Lastly, programs and supports that target only one group can produce a dynamic wherein students
with disability are isolated from their peers.
“When you get an aide in class, the aide can’t say what the student’s disability is and it
separates the students from the class.”
– Teacher
These insights in relation to the overall TAFE context and culture inform the individual experience
of students with disability and were considered in developing our recommendations above Maximising the Student Experience.
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