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1. ABOUT ISA 

Independent Schools Australia (ISA) is the national peak body for Independent 
schooling in Australia. ISA represents the sector on national issues and engages 
with the Australian Government, national agencies, media, key stakeholders, and 
the wider Australian community.  

Working with the eight state and territory Associations of Independent Schools 
(AISs), ISA represents almost 745,000 students, 1,230 schools and a workforce of 
over 128,600 people.   

Independent schools are long-established partners in Australia’s education system, alongside 
government and Catholic schools. They make a valuable contribution to society and the learning and 
wellbeing of Australian children.  

The Independent school sector is diverse, and schools serve a wide range of communities. The latest 
available data shows that more than one in six Australian school students attends an Independent 
school. For secondary students, it is over one in five.  

Students at Independent schools reflect the full diversity of Australian society – including those who 
experience one or multiple forms of disadvantage. These students include: 

⎯ high-needs students with disability attending special schools 

⎯ Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students attending remote 100 per cent Indigenous schools 

⎯ students living in regional, rural and remote locations 

⎯ highly disadvantaged and disengaged young people attending Independent special assistance 
schools. 

Most families with children enrolled in Independent schools are middle-to-low-income earners, 
increasingly from culturally diverse backgrounds, and residing in outer-suburban and inner-suburban 
communities. Many of these families are currently facing economic stress and are making substantial 
sacrifices for their children’s education.  

According to the most recent data, the majority of Independent schools charge annual fees of less 
than $6,000, and there was a greater number of schools charging less than $1,200 per year than 
those charging over $20,000. Some Independent schools charge no fees at all. More than half of the 
sector’s recurrent income comes from parents and families. 

Many Independent schools provide a religious or values-based education. Others promote a specific 
educational philosophy or alternatively recognised curriculum. Some have been established by 
community groups seeking to meet particular needs or to reflect the religious values of a community. 
Independent Catholic schools are a significant part of the sector, accounting for eight per cent of the 
Independent sector’s enrolments.  

Most Independent schools are set up and governed independently on an individual school basis. 
However, some schools with common aims and educational philosophies are governed and 
administered as systems, for example, Lutheran schools. Systemic schools account for 20 per cent of 
schools in the sector but the majority of schools in the sector are autonomous non-systemic schools.   
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2. INTRODUCTION 

Independent Schools Australia (ISA) has prepared this submission in response to 
the Australian Government’s review of the 2025 Disability Standards for Education 
(DSE).  

This submission was prepared by ISA in consultation with the member state and territory Associations 
of Independent Schools (AISs), and was also informed by a consultation process led by the Australian 
Government with ISA and the AISs. 

ISA welcomes the review of the 2025 Disability Standards for Education. ISA’s submission highlights 
the Independent school sector’s ongoing engagement with the Standards and the importance of 
continued investment in resources and support mechanisms to ensure their effective implementation. 

Currently, over 175,000 students with disability are enrolled in 1,206 Independent schools across 
Australia, representing more than 23% of the total student population. Nearly all Independent schools 
(98%) have students with disability enrolled. Additionally, 151 Independent special and special 
assistance schools support approximately 22,000 students with disability and other complex needs. 

To meet their obligations under the Standards, many Independent schools rely on the specialist 
expertise and support provided by their AISs. This support includes: 

— Professional learning tailored to disability inclusion 

— Consultancy services offering advice on individual student matters 

— Guidance on implementing reasonable adjustments and inclusive practices. 

Many Independent schools report a growing need for additional support, particularly for students with 
complex or emerging needs. Many students present with multiple challenges such as disability, 
trauma, mental health and socio-emotional difficulties that require tailored interventions beyond 
classroom adjustments. Addressing these needs effectively requires specialised expertise, flexible 
resources, and coordinated support services, which are not always readily available or require 
significant funding. Without this additional support, schools can encounter significant challenges in 
meeting individual learning needs and ensuring every student can access a fair and inclusive 
education. 
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3. RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. The Australian Government should introduce funding that would enable AISs to provide 
professional learning for teachers and other school staff in relation to the Nationally Consistent 
Collection of Data on School Students with a Disability (NCCD), the Disability Discrimination Act 
(DDA) and the DSE. This will enable independent schools to deliver adjustments and tailored 
support for students with disability. We note that the discontinued Non-Government Reform 
Support Fund (NGRSF) was an effective and efficient program that supported these activities, 

2. All school educators, including school leaders, teachers, support staff and aides should complete 
accredited DSE e-learning modules (or an approved equivalent) every 2 years. This should be 
mandatory, not a voluntary process. 

3. The Australian Government should develop a collection of de-identified case studies or 
hypothetical scenarios gathered from previous conciliations and case law which help teachers, 
principals and other school staff with understanding concepts such as ‘reasonable’ adjustments 
and ‘unjustifiable hardship’. 

4. State and territory education authorities should provide clear information on the DSE to families 
and students so all parties know what they can expect and what they are entitled to. 

5. The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) should work with higher 
education providers to embed an understanding of the DSE and reasonable adjustment practices 
in all accredited initial teacher education (ITE) programs. 

6. ISA supports the Principles for consultation, issues resolution, and complaints handling in 
Attachment B, with the majority of member associations supporting Option 1 for implementation. 

7. The Australian Government should include in the principles a recommendation that schools 
appoint an independent person/body to facilitate impartial dispute resolution before litigation. 

8. The principles should be accompanied by clear practical examples to avoid any ambiguity with 
families during the consultation, issues resolution and complaints handling process. 

9. The Australian Government should provide additional support materials and guidance about the 
DSE for Vocational Education and Training (VET) and higher education providers, especially 
regarding reasonable adjustments in work-integrated learning settings.  

10. The Australian Government should develop national guidelines for work-integrated learning 
settings and recommend training for work placement hosts and exam supervisors. 
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4. RESPONSES TO THE DSE REVIEW PAPER 

PART 1: Effective implementation of the Standards 

Additional requirements and support for implementing the DSE 
There is a widespread awareness and understanding of the DSE in Independent schools. Schools use 
the resources produced by the Australian Government on the DSE, as well as resources which are 
available through the NCCD Portal. Through regular workshops, resource sharing, and direct support, 
AISs support member schools to apply the Standards effectively, implement best practice, and create 
inclusive policies and practices that support the diverse needs of students with disability. 

However, to support consistent compliance with the DSE across all schools, a significant shift is 
required - from relying on voluntary resources that ‘unpack the Standards’ to mandating structured, 
ongoing professional learning for all school educators (teachers, school leaders, support staff and 
teacher aides). While schools demonstrate a strong commitment to inclusive education, consistent 
implementation of the DSE remains challenging.  

The most significant barriers relate to workforce capacity, access to specialist expertise, and the 
translation of the ‘Standards’ into practical, sustainable actions at the school level. Many educators 
and leaders are aware of their obligations but some lack the confidence and professional learning 
opportunities to apply the Standards effectively in the classroom and whole-school contexts. This is 
compounded by staff turnover, limited inclusion training in initial teacher education programs, limited 
resources, large class sizes and the increasing complexity of student needs across social, emotional, 
and cognitive domains. 

To improve consistency, all educators should be required to complete accredited national DSE e-
learning modules (or an approved equivalent) at least every two years. This regular training cycle 
ensures that staff remain current with legal obligations, inclusive practices, and best practice 
approaches. Making this training mandatory, rather than voluntary, enables staff to acquire or maintain 
the necessary knowledge, understanding and skills to effectively support students with disability. 

To support meaningful engagement with the Standards, schools must be funded to provide release 
time for staff to collaborate on inclusive education planning and professional learning. This supports 
whole-school approaches to inclusion and ensures that DSE compliance is embedded in everyday 
practice. 

For many years there were resourcing arrangements in place that provided an effective means of 
implementing specific national initiatives in the Independent sector and ensuring that all schools have 
the capacity and the capability to engage in national reforms. 

The Non-Government Reform Support Fund (NGRSF) previously supported the ability of state and 
territory associations to deliver professional learning and other initiatives aligned with DSE-related 
outcomes. Without the NGRSF, there has been a reduction in Inclusive Education staff capacity, 
affecting member schools in meeting standards and addressing their needs. This is compounded by 
frequent staff turnover in disability roles in member schools leading to the need for ongoing training 
and support. Additionally, while effective partnerships between parents, medical and allied health 
professionals, and schools are vital, they can be difficult to establish and maintain without additional 
funding.  

ISA therefore urges the Government to ensure that a dedicated funding mechanism is made available 
to support schools. This support is particularly important given Independent schools do not have 
access to the centralised support mechanisms that are available to government and Catholic systemic 
schools. This means that the administrative and resourcing impacts of implementing national reforms 
and any subsequent reporting and accountability requirements fall directly on individual schools.  

Independent Schools have reported challenges in maintaining the documentation and evidence 
required to demonstrate compliance for the NCCD, particularly across the four evidence areas of 
consultation, assessed need, provision of adjustments, and monitoring and review. The administrative 
burden associated with collecting and storing evidence, especially in smaller or regional schools, often 
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diverts time from direct teaching and support. An investment by governments in digital compliance 
tools, regional advisory networks, and professional learning moderation opportunities would help 
schools, particularly smaller and regional ones, strengthen evidence collection and quality assurance.  

The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) should collaborate with higher 
education providers to embed DSE compliance, consultation principles, and reasonable adjustment 
practices into all accredited ITE programs. Graduating teachers need to be able to demonstrate 
competency in applying the DSE during their professional placements. By explicitly linking these 
expectations to the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (APST), the role of inclusive 
education in professional practice is reinforced and greater accountability is established. 

Both teacher and pre-service teachers need further training in disability to develop knowledge and 
understanding, as well as practical skills and strategies to provide suitable adjustments. The 
complexity increases when disability intersects with other factors such as trauma, socio-economic 
disadvantage, or EAL/D backgrounds, making accurate identification challenging, especially when 
diagnostic services are delayed. Teachers need targeted support to navigate these situations 
effectively. 

Independent schools require clearer guidance on key terms in the Standards, such as ‘reasonable 
adjustment’ and ‘unjustifiable hardship’. While the DDA review is considering removing ‘reasonable’ 
from ‘reasonable adjustment’, the Independent sector supports retaining it, as the term allows 
teachers and other school staff to exercise balanced judgement on whether an adjustment would 
result in ‘unjustifiable hardship’. 

To support teachers to make these on-balance judgments, ISA recommends further resources be 
made available on the NCCD portal, including:  

⎯ model adjustment plans and examples of reasonable adjustments relevant to different disability 
categories 

⎯ de-identified case studies and hypothetical examples drawn from real conciliations and case law, 
illustrating the four evidence areas: consultation, assessed need, provision of adjustments, and 
monitoring and review. 

⎯ practical guidance notes and illustrations of effective, evidence-based practice including those 
exhibiting Autism and Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). 

Providing education and support for parents and carers is important in empowering families to better 
understand and engage with the DSE framework. Sufficient time must be allocated for both planning 
and collaboration, with realistic expectations set for parents regarding what can be achieved within 
school environments and in set timeframes. Practical examples, especially those that highlight 
complex or grey areas, are highly beneficial for teachers, school leaders, parents and the school 
community.  

The Queensland Independent Schools Parent Network (QIS) have stated that they would like to see 
improved, clear and consistent communication both to and between parents and schools around the 
DSE and how they should look in practice across diverse contexts. The core issue is not the intent of 
the Standards, but the gap between intent and lived practice. Some parents of children with disability 
find navigating this space very confusing and are unsure of what their ‘entitlements’ are (or aren’t), 
while other parents feel empowered and informed to advocate strongly for their child’s right to 
adjustments and inclusion. Greater support and information for parents around how to work with their 
child’s school to support their child’s identified learning needs are needed. 

It is important that any DSE resources are regularly updated (beyond the five-year review cycle) and 
targeted at specific audiences (e.g., separate resources for classroom teachers vs. school leaders) to 
ensure that professional learning deepens educators' understanding and provides firsthand insights 
into practical issues. 
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PART 2: Inclusive decision-making 

Principles for Consultation, Issues Resolution and Complaints Handling (Attachment B) 
ISA is strongly supportive of the principles outlined in Attachment B of the Standards. The principles 
appear to be clear, easy to implement and provide a consistent approach to consultation, issues 
resolution and complaints handling. Applying them within the Standards would help ensure that 
consultation and decision-making processes are proactive, transparent, and accessible to students 
with disability and their families. 

By emphasising accessibility, transparency, accountability and respectful treatment within the 
complaints and decision-making processes, the principles shift the paradigm from a student-as-
complainant model to a provider-as-accountable framework. This is a critical step in reducing barriers 
to disclosure and improving retention rates for students with disability. The emphasis on early, regular, 
and open communication aligns well with inclusive education frameworks and with evidence-based 
approaches to shared decision-making.  

Equally important are the proposed requirements for record-keeping, timely communication of 
decisions, and clarity around responsibilities and timeframes, all of which address current areas of 
ambiguity that frequently lead to disputes or misunderstandings. ISA supports the need for cultural 
responsiveness, recognising that consultation processes must adapt to meet the needs of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students, students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, 
and families who may experience additional barriers. 

An additional principle could also be included to ensure that the final review stage of a complaint 
process, before external resolution, is conducted by a person or body independent of the initial 
decision-making process within the education provider. This ensures impartiality and builds trust in the 
complaints process. 

Similarly, access to independent consultation and reconciliation services would assist in resolving 
disputes. ISA also supports establishing an Ombudsman or third-party body to provide impartial 
investigations, support dispute resolution, and ensure accountability and governance. 

To assist implementation, it may be helpful for future guidance or regulations accompanying the DSE 
to: 

⎯ provide model templates for documenting consultations and decisions. 

⎯ offer specific examples of what constitute reasonable timeframes.  

⎯ clarify how these processes align with existing state and non-government complaints frameworks 
to avoid duplication or confusion. 

Ongoing professional learning should cover procedural complaints processes and include guidance on 
communicating with parents during enrolment, diagnosis, and when liaising with external practitioners 
to minimise misunderstandings.  

A national online hub, similar to the NCCD Portal, could provide downloadable tools, model policies, 
flowcharts, and FAQs. Additionally, an advisory helpline or virtual support service could assist schools 
and parents to interpret the Standards, particularly in complex or contested cases.  

Specific guidance should be developed to support schools in authentically including student and 
family voice during consultation. This could include visual communication aids, scaffolded meeting 
templates, and guidance for age-appropriate participation, ensuring that consultation moves beyond 
compliance to genuine collaboration. Regular feedback loops such as surveys or reflection tool should 
be built into complaints and consultation systems. This would enable providers to evaluate the 
accessibility, fairness, and responsiveness of their processes and make continuous improvements. 
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Options for including the Principles in the DSE 
Three options for including the principles in the DSE have been provided for stakeholders to consider. 

Option 1  
Option 1- To guide best practice – the principles would be included as an example of an additional 
measure that an education provider may take to help them to comply with the Standards – no 
requirements placed on the education provider  

Option 1 is the preferred option of the majority of AISs as it enables contextual application of the 
Standards without imposing additional mandatory requirements. AISs that support this option strongly 
agree that the guiding principles for consultation, issues resolution, and complaints handling should 
remain flexible to accommodate the diversity of Independent schools and align with each school’s 
policies, procedures and culture.  

Options 2 and 3 were not supported as Independent schools are already subject to a range of 
regulatory and compliance frameworks requiring schools to have policies and procedures in place and 
introducing additional mandatory requirements would create an unnecessary administrative burden 
and shift the focus away from meaningful consultation and effective implementation. To support 
schools, AISs agree that clear and practical guidance with examples should accompany the principles. 
The reintroduction of targeted funding would also allow AISs to provide tailored support and 
professional learning at little or no cost to schools. 

Option 2 
Option 2 - As a new Standard that would require the education provider to develop and publish their 
own policies for consultation, issues resolution and complaints handling that are consistent with the 
principles – requirement for education providers to have their policies publicly in place. 

Option 2 requires systems and schools to publish policies aligned with the principles and promotes 
greater transparency and accountability. It would also allow Independent schools to contextualise the 
application of the principles to their own local needs and ensures all schools are applying the 
principles. One member association supports Option 2 which attempts to strike a practical balance 
between enforceability and flexibility, however there are concerns that Option 2 could also result in an 
additional administrative and regulatory burden on schools. 

Option 3 
Option 3 - Embedded within the Standards – requirement for education providers to follow the 
principles 

Option 3 fully embeds the principles within the DSE and makes structured consultation, issue 
resolution and complaints handling a non-negotiable legal duty. It ensures that failures in complaints 
handling, or inclusive decision-making can be considered a direct breach of the Standards, thereby 
enabling pathways for external review and action. While Option 3 provides the strongest compliance 
and rights protection, it is seen as too rigid by most AISs and would require significant investment in 
professional learning, alignment with existing complaints legislation, and coordinated monitoring 
mechanisms to avoid duplication or confusion. It would also significantly increase the administrative 
and regulatory burden on schools.  

As noted above, the majority of AISs support Option 1. While implementation preferences may vary, 
there is consistent support across the sector for the Principles on Consultation, Issues Resolution, and 
Complaints Handling (Attachment B). 

PART 3: Clear responsibilities for assessment authorities and course developers 
Currently, the Standards do not provide sufficient clarity regarding where accountability lies when 
students with disability participate in assessments or work placements delivered by external providers 
or partner organisations. The ambiguity around whether responsibility rests with the home institution, 
the assessment or accrediting body, or the placement provider leads to inconsistent application of 
reasonable adjustments and fragmented support for students. 
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For senior secondary students in VET and higher education, the DSE does not always clearly convey 
their rights and responsibilities. Although Standards 3.3 and 6.2 outline providers’ legal obligations to 
ensure reasonable adjustments and non-discriminatory participation, awareness of these requirements 
remains limited in parts of the higher education sector. In VET, uncertainty persists around applying 
reasonable adjustments to assessments due to concerns about compromising industry standards.  

Clearer guidance is needed on implementing adjustments while maintaining competency 
requirements, supported by practical examples and inclusion in staff induction programmes across 
both sectors. For VET in Schools, strong partnerships between schools and workplaces are essential 
to enable tailored adjustments before work placements. 

Currently, the responsibility to secure reasonable adjustments often falls on the student, requiring 
them to navigate complex systems, advocate for themselves, and provide costly medical 
documentation. This burden is significant for students with non-visible disabilities who present specific 
learning disabilities e.g. ADHD, autism or mental health conditions. These students might fear stigma 
or judgment and therefore choose not to disclose their disability. 

The challenge lies not in the existence of the Standards, but in their practical implementation and the 
communication of rights and procedures. Students frequently struggle to understand and apply the 
protections the DSE afford them. Addressing this requires a fundamental shift from student-led 
advocacy to provider-led inclusion. Proactive communication about adjustments between schools, VET 
or higher education providers, and workplaces before placements help prevent placing the burden on 
students. 

Support and guidance required 
Additional support and guidance are needed to help VET and higher education providers implement 
reasonable adjustments in courses with work-integrated learning components, such as practical 
placements and professional requirements.  

To address this, new guidance should:  

⎯ include disability confidence and cultural competence training for placement hosts and workplace 
staff 

⎯ ensure placement environments are culturally safe and inclusive, with clear protocols for 
disclosure and support. 

⎯ cover DSE obligations, practical implementation of adjustments, and confidential and respectful 
responses to disclosure  

⎯ specifically address student concerns/fears about being perceived or judged as due to their 
disability. 

While resources and guidelines are helpful, alone they are insufficient. Professional learning delivered 
by disability and inclusion specialists is essential to translate the Standards into practice, and should 
be complemented by coaching and mentoring to sustain inclusive approaches. Additional funding is 
needed to ensure equitable access to this training across all sectors. 

Higher Education Providers must also be supported to develop Learning Access Plans tailored to work 
integrated learning settings. These plans should differ from standard academic LAPs by focusing on 
placement duties and expectations, physical and sensory environment considerations and clear 
communication protocols between the student, provider and placement supervisor. 

To reduce reliance on student self-advocacy, providers should explore models where, with informed 
consent, disability support staff proactively liaise with placement supervisors to arrange adjustments 
before placements begin. This ensures the focus remains on the required adjustments, not the 
student’s diagnosis. Beyond placements, providers require support and training to improve: 

⎯ disability confidence  
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⎯ embed Universal Design Learning principles in curriculum and course design to reduce the need 
for individual adjustments 

Support is also needed to fully integrate accessibility across all online platforms, learning 
management systems and course materials to ensure they are accessible and that the physical 
environment adheres to universal design principles. This should also include accessible digital 
solutions that support plans across academic and placement settings.  

The Australian Government could lead in this area by developing national guidelines for accessible 
assessments, and by offering training for exam supervisors and placement hosts. 

To support implementation, schools and education providers need access to: 

⎯ national guidance and templates for adjustment illustrating how reasonable adjustments are 
transferred and can be applied across contexts. These could include examples from schools, VET, 
successful staged work experience programs and higher education settings. 

⎯ information on funding sources (e.g., NDIS, school-based resources). 

⎯ clear pathways for collaboration between schools, workplaces, and support providers. 

Cross sectoral communities of practice where schools, RTOs, tertiary providers and placement 
organisations can learn together about their respective obligations under the Standards would 
improve understanding and strengthen partnerships through reflective learning. Ongoing cross-sector 
collaboration, supported by a national framework, would help promote equitable access, strengthen 
understanding of shared obligations, and contribute to ensuring students with disability experience 
support and participation across all components of their educational journey. 

5. CONCLUSION  

The Independent school sector has a strong commitment to inclusive education and strongly supports 
the need for ongoing investment in resources and support for schools to fully implement the 
Standards. While awareness of the DSE is widespread, consistent implementation remains 
challenging due to workforce capacity constraints, limited access to specialist expertise and the 
increasing complexity of student needs. The provision of targeted funding would enable AISs to 
provide the support Independent schools need to attract and retain specialised staff, deliver ongoing 
professional learning, and provide tailored resources to schools, ensuring that they can meet their 
obligations under the DSE and offer equitable support for students with disability. 

This submission also calls for mandatory accredited DSE professional learning for all educators to 
ensure consistent understanding and application, clearer guidance on key terms such as ‘reasonable 
adjustments’ and ‘unjustifiable hardship’ to support balanced decision making and practical 
communication advice and guidelines for schools when consulting with families on issues resolution 
and complaints handling. 

ISA supports the principles for consultation, issues resolution and complaints handling in providing 
proactive transparency and accountability and proactive engagement between schools, students with 
disability, and their families. Option 1 is supported by the majority of member AISs as it allows 
principles to be applied flexibly within each school’s existing policies and culture, avoiding 
unnecessary regulatory burden while supporting consultation and effective implementation. 

Additional support for VET and higher education providers is also required to strengthen school-to-
tertiary transitions, including work-integrated learning components, and ensuring students understand 
how to access disability supports post-school. 

Finally, ISA emphasises that any changes to the DSE must be fair, practical, and avoid imposing undue 
workload pressures or administrative and regulatory burdens on schools, allowing them to focus on 
delivering meaningful inclusion. 
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