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  Transform to an inclusive  
education system

Children and Young People with Disability 
Australia (CYDA) calls on the incoming 
Australian Government to:
•  Develop a National Inclusive Education 

Plan aligned to the Australia’s Disability 
Strategy 

•  Legislate for inclusive education and 
prevention of violence, abuse and neglect

•  Ensure the Commonwealth funding  
model supports, incentivises, and holds 
states and territories accountable to deliver 
inclusive education and the full inclusion of 
all students in mainstream school settings. 
This is necessary to meet Australia’s 
obligations under the United Nations (UN) 
Convention on the Rights of Persons  
with Disabilities and realise Australia’s 
Disability Strategy.

  Make early childhood education and 
care the first step of an inclusive life

CYDA joins calls by The Parenthood, Thrive 
by Five, Every Child and the Centre for Policy 
Development for the incoming government  
to ensure:
•  Universal access to education and care –  

affordable, high quality, inclusive and easy 
to access 

•  Simplification and coordination of the 
currently confusing and expensive array  
of services and schemes

•  Data are collected and shared at all  
levels of government to improve evidence 
of the range and quality of early childhood 
services.

  Protect the educational rights  
of children and young people 

CYDA urges the incoming government to 
fund and implement an independent oversight 
body to ensure that education providers –  
in early childhood, school, post-school and 
adult education settings – are meeting their 
legal obligations and complaints can be 
independently investigated, monitored  
and resolved.

Summary of recommendations

Ensure equity in education

1 2
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  Support young people to gain  
post-school qualifications

We request that the incoming Australian 
Government does significantly more to 
support young people with disability to 
undertake post-school education. 

To increase participation in higher education, 
there must be greater investment in the 
Higher Education Disability Support Program 
to at least match what is spent on average 
per student in the mainstream school system. 

For Vocational Education and Training  
(VET), we recommend that the Australian 
Government play a leadership role in setting  
a minimum standard for states  and territories 
to direct funding to educational institutions, 
with this support matched by Commonwealth 
funds.

  Support young people to find  
quality and secure employment

CYDA calls on the incoming government to 
invest in research and co-design to improve 
and streamline the current employment 
system. The current service system is 
fragmented, ineffective and pockets of good 
practice are being lost. While the barriers 
young people with disability experience 
entering the workforce – as both a young 
person and person with disability – are 
complex, the evidence on what is needed  
to secure sustainable outcomes and change,  
remains scarce. 

  Significantly reform the Disability 
Support Pension to ensure fair 
access to a financial safety net

The Disability Support Pension (DSP)  
in its current form is failing young people  
with disability. This can be addressed by 
abolishing unnecessary barriers to access. 
This includes removing the Program of 
Support and the ‘fully diagnosed, treated  
and stabilised condition’ requirements, 
reintroducing the Treating Doctor’s Report, 
increasing funding for advocacy and 
community legal services, and removing 
punitive compliance measures in the 
employment service system.

Create equity in employment and economic participation
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employment and social lives. The incoming 
government must guarantee ongoing and 
sufficient funding of the NDIS to ensure 
equitable life opportunities for children and 
young people with disability. There must  
also be an increased focus on supporting 
equitable access for new entrants to not 
undermine its insurance principle of investing 
early to enhance lifelong outcomes. 

  Protect children and young people 
from the developmental, social and 
economic scarring effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic

CYDA urges the incoming government to 
prioritise the development of a National 
Children and Young People Recovery Plan  
to mitigate the long-term consequences of 
the COVID-19 crisis on their life trajectory. 
CYDA endorses the policy recommendations 
in ARACY and UNICEF’s collaborative Kids  
at the Crossroads: Evidence and Policy to 
Mitigate the Effects of COVID-191 report. 
Additionally, CYDA calls for the development 
of a recovery plan to include a targeted focus 
on groups of children and young people, 
including those with disability, who are 
routinely excluded from government policy, 
before and during COVID-19.

Summary of recommendations

  Ensure accountability across all 
levels of government to uphold  
and defend the rights of children 
and young people

CYDA urges the incoming Australian 
Government to establish an Office for 
Children and Young People with a dedicated 
Minister within the Department of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet to ensure the rights  
of children and young people are promoted 
and upheld across government. This Office 
should have a strong oversight role across 
portfolios, ensuring each department reports 
on how they are supporting and including 
children and young people in their services 
and initiatives. 

This Office should have a targeted focus  
on groups of children and young people  
who are especially neglected by our systems, 
including those with disability. It should also 
ensure children and young people have  
a seat at the table and their voice heard  
in designing the solutions across all the 
systems and services involved in their lives.

  Create equity for children and young 
people in the NDIS by providing 
early support pathways and 
proportionate access to support

Without the NDIS, many children and young 
people’s quality of life will be impacted, and 
they will be left without the supports they 
need to flourish in their education, 

Lead equity through accountability and opportunity

7
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Our vision is that children and young  
people with disability are valued and living 
empowered lives with equality of opportunity. 

Our purpose is to ensure governments, 
communities, and families, are empowering 
children and young people with disability to 
fully exercise their rights and aspirations. 

CYDA welcomes the opportunity to provide 
our 2022 election platform to inform all 
parties and their commitments and specific 
actions for children and young people with 
disability, who make up nearly one in 10  
of all children and young people2. 

CYDA calls on all parties in the upcoming 
election commit to:
•  Ensuring election commitments recognise 

the need for children and young people 
with disability to have a seat at the table, 
have their voice heard, and co-create the 
solutions with them

•  Creating policy frameworks and support 
systems that tailor efforts specific to 
children and young people, and;

•  Funding initiatives that will lead to vast 
improvements in the lives of children  
and young people with disability. 

By investing in initiatives and strategies that 
will protect and empower this cohort, the 
incoming Australian Government can support 
children and young people to thrive – both 
now and as they transition into adulthood.

When children and young people are given 
equal opportunities to engage in a quality 
education, employment, make friends,  
and enjoy community life, we all benefit –  
culturally, socially and economically.

Introduction

Children and Young People with Disability Australia (CYDA) is the national 
representative organisation for children and young people with disability aged  
0 to 25 years. CYDA has an extensive national membership of more than 5,000  
young people with disability, families and caregivers of children with disability,  
and advocacy and community organisations.
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Ensure equity 
in education
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Having a quality education helps set us  
up for life. On an individual level, quality 
education and educational attainment are 
linked with increased employment outcomes, 
higher wage earnings, and reduced reliance 
on income support as a main source of 
income later in life.3,4 The skills, attributes  
and knowledge we gain through getting  
a good education also support us to be 
active citizens in our community.

Students with disability do not always 
experience quality education on the same 
basis as their peers. Despite academic 
literature revealing there is a lack of evidence 
to suggest any benefit of segregated 
education, enrolment in special schools  
in Australia is increasing.5 For students in 
mainstream settings, many are separated 
from their peers in segregated classes and 
units and/or are not receiving adequate 
support to foster their learning and 
participation in their school community.6 

Key messages
•  Students with disability generally  

do not experience quality education 
on the same basis as their peers. As 
result, they have poorer experiences 
of education and education outcomes

•  Research has demonstrated that 
inclusive education – where all 
students experience equitable and  
full participation and membership 
within the school community 
alongside their peers – has positive 
benefits for students with and without 
disability, teachers and the broader 
school community

•  The Australian Government  
holds integral levers in realising an 
inclusive education system. Namely, 
by developing a National Inclusive 
Education Plan, introducing and 
amending legislation, and ensuring  
the Commonwealth funding model 
increases accountability of states  
and territories to provide inclusive 
education

Transform to an inclusive 
education system1
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Achieving inclusive education “requires 
recognising the right of every child − without 
exception − to be included and adapting  
the environment and teaching approaches  
in order to ensure the valued participation  
of all children.”12

“[Inclusive education] lets us decide  
what we want from our education. It will  
do anything in its power to achieve that. It 
would ask me, us, disabled young people, 
‘what is it doing wrong?’, and it would listen 
to our answers. It would act on what we 
have told it. It would consider me the key 
stakeholder, not only in my life, but the 
education system overall. It would like me 
being viewed as somebody people can 
learn from.” – Young person (2020)

Transformation of our education system 
requires the development of an endorsed 
10-year National Inclusive Education Plan 
which outlines a strategy across the whole  
of the government to provide a universally 
accessible and fully inclusive education 
system with clear targets and timetables.  
This plan should also include the introduction 
of a National Inclusive Education Act, a 
proactive safeguard to protect educational 
rights that complement the existing 
discrimination-based leglisation.

“I don’t think anyone, regardless of what 
disability they have, should be seen the 
same. Teachers viewed us [students with 
disability] all the same and it was always 
negative. We weren’t given the opportunity 
to be individuals and for people to get to 
know us.” – Young person (2020)

These inequitable opportunities have 
consequential impacts on students’ 
experiences of education and educational 
outcomes. A 2019 national youth survey 
found that compared with those without 
disability, twice the proportion of respondents 
with disability reported that they were either 
dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their 
studies.7 Students with disability leave school 
before the age of 16 at a rate nearly three 
times higher8 than that of their counterparts 
and are less likely to complete year 12  
or attain a tertiary education, such as  
a gaining a bachelor’s degree or higher.9 

In contrast to the current education system, 
inclusive education – whereby all students 
experience equitable and full participation and 
membership within the school community –  
“has positive benefits for everyone”10, 
including students with and without disability, 
teachers and the broader school community. 
For all students, inclusive education facilitates 
social development, socially inclusive 
attitudes, improved education outcomes and 
communication and language development.11 

Clearing the Roadblocks: Promoting equitable pathways and opportunities 8



The existing Disability Discrimination Act is 
too limited in its scope to effectively ensure 
students from disability are protected in  
the education system. Our community  
are experiencing restrictive practices13 at 
distressingly high rates.14 There is no such thing 
as a low or no risk restrictive practice and the 
development of a strong and enforceable 
regulatory regime is required to prevent these 
harmful practices in education settings.

Further, the National Consistent Collection of 
Data (NCCD) is a critical tool for determining 
funding for educational adjustments. However, 
apart from in Tasmania, this funding does not 

follow the student to ensure it can be  
used for their inclusion. There is a myriad  
of funding barriers that need to be overcome 
across the states and territories. These need 
to be addressed so funding is not used as  
an excuse for lack of inclusive education in 
mainstream schools. The funding model 
should also incentivise inclusive education for 
students with disability in mainstream schools 
and disincentivise segregated education. 
While a dual track education system exists, 
this will prevent realisation of Australia’s 
obligations under the the Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).15 

Recommendations

The Australian Government sets the structure and tone of our country’s education  
system. It is responsible for legislation and programs that influence how states and  
territories use the money they are given. To ensure students with disability are fully  
included in their education, change must happen at a federal level. As such, CYDA  
calls for the incoming government to:
•  Develop a National Inclusive Education Plan aligned to the Australia’s Disability Strategy 
•  Legislate for inclusive education and prevention  

of violence, abuse and neglect
•  Ensure the Commonwealth funding model supports, 

incentivises, and holds accountable states and territories 
to deliver inclusive education and the full inclusion of  
all students in mainstream school settings. This is 
necessary to meet Australia’s obligations under the  
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with  
Disabilities (CRPD)16 and realise Australia’s  
Disability Strategy17.

CYDA’s 2022 election platform 9



The early years of a child’s development  
can impact their entire lives. Accessible and 
inclusive early childhood experiences are one 
of the surest and most sustainable pathways 
to an inclusive life and all the benefits that 
brings to the child and their family.  

Dependent on the support, engagement and 
experiences children and their families/caregivers 
and communities receive during early years, 
this life stage can bring both opportunity and 
risk.18 Tragically, we know that many children 
are not able to access equitable or adequate 
support. Namely, every child does not currently 
have access to high quality, affordable and 
inclusive Early Childhood Education and Care 
and Outside School Hours Care. As result, 
more than one in five Australian children enter 
primary school ‘developmentally vulnerable’.19 
This is in addition to the children who already 
have a diagnosed disability.

Make early childhood education 
and care the first step of an 
inclusive life2

Key messages
•  The early years of a child’s 

development will impact their  
entire lives 

•  Not every child has access to high 
quality, affordable and inclusive Early 
Childhood Education and Care and 
Outside School Hours Care. As result, 
more than one in five Australian 
children enter primary school 
‘developmentally vulnerable’

•  CYDA calls on the incoming 
government to give children their  
best start in life by:

 –  Ensuring universal access to  
quality education and care 

 –  Simplification and coordination  
of services

 –  Sharing of information and tracking 
of progress

10



Therefore the Australian Government should 
invest in:
Quality: Our federal systems that influence 
and should support key aspects of early 
childhood development are underperforming 
and must improve. For instance, our early 
learning centres are of inconsistent quality. 
Too many do not meet National Quality 
Standard (NQS). According to National 
Quality Framework Snapshot June 2020, 
17.7 per cent of centres did not meet the 
NQS, rising to 18.4 per cent for long day care 
(excluding preschools).20

Affordability: Australia’s early learning centres 
are also some of the most expensive in the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD). According to the 
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics  
in Australia (HILDA) Survey, approximately  
27 per cent of household income is absorbed 
by childcare.21 These costs have more than 
doubled since 2002.22

Inclusion: The COVID-19 pandemic has 
exposed the fragilities and inequalities in a 
range of service systems for children with 
disability and their families.23 Australia’s 
Disability Strategy recognises that high quality 
early childhood education sets children up 
with the foundations for success and that 
inclusion must begin from the earliest ages 
with a focus on access and participation  
of all children in early childhood education 
and care.24  

Connected services: The service systems 
that relate to early childhood development – 
including childcare, preschool, child health, 
family support, the NDIS early childhood 
approach and child protection – are 
disconnected, with policy, process and 
programs spanning federal and state/territory 
governments, and between ministries and 
departments within governments. This 
complexity is confusing for families and 
caregivers to navigate and children risk falling 
between the gaps of a fragmented system. 

Recommendations

CYDA calls on the incoming government to give children their best start in life. Specifically, 
CYDA joins calls by The Parenthood, Thrive by Five, Every Child and the Centre for Policy 
Development for the incoming government to ensure:
•  Universal access to education and care – affordable,  

high quality, inclusive and easy to access 
•  Simplification and coordination of the currently confusing  

and expensive array of services and schemes
•  Data are collected and shared at all levels of government  

to improve evidence of the range and quality of early  
childhood services.25
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Applying to each jurisdiction, the Disability 
Discrimination Act (DDA) and the Disability 
Standards for Education (DSE) are intended 
to protect students with disability from 
discrimination in education settings.  
More specifically, the DSE clarify and set  
out the obligations of educational authorities, 
institutions and providers under the DDA.26 
These obligations include, but are not limited 
to, enrolment, participation, curriculum 
development and student support services.27 

Despite the presence of these protections, 
we know from our community that too  
often providers and institutions are not 
meeting their obligations and students’ 
education rights are unlawfully withheld. 
Students are being denied enrolment and  
not being provided necessary and reasonable 
adjustments that support them to participate 
in their education on an equal basis as  
their peers.

Key messages
•  The Disability Discrimination Act  

(DDA) and the Disability Standards  
of Education (DSE) are intended to 
protect the educational rights of 
students with disability

•  Education providers and institutions 
are not consistently meeting their 
obligations under the DDA and DSE

•  The incoming government should 
develop an independent oversight 
mechanism to ensure student’s 
educational rights are being upheld 
and that education providers are  
held to account. This mechanism 
must include an accessible and 
independent complaints system  
for students and their families  
and caregivers

Protect the educational  
rights of children and  
young people3
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including CYDA – gave evidence of instances 
where student’s rights were not upheld. In the 
subsequent Commissioner’s report, it was 
concluded that:

“Existing laws and policies governing 
enrolment of students with disability, 
reasonable adjustments, the use of 
exclusionary discipline and restraints  
do not impose sufficient oversight of the 
practices employed in schools. As a 
consequence it can be difficult to hold 
educators accountable for their decisions 
and ensure they meet the obligations set 
out under the DDA.”28

Further, the Commissioner’s report 
commented that “Regulations must be 
accompanied by oversight mechanisms if 
they are to be effective. These mechanisms 
include independent complaints processes 
and data collection and analysis.”29 

“Basically, I got told I could take extra  
time in an assignment, and that’s the only 
accommodation … Extra time seemed  
like such a Band-Aid measure, to say,  
‘OK, we’re not prepared to do anything  
to make this less inaccessible for you.  
So, we’re going to keep it being 
inaccessible, but give you more time to  
try and account for that.’ When, obviously, 
the damage that inaccessibility causes is 
untold, and that cannot possibly be done  
if they gave me all the time in the world.”  
– Young person (2021)

In October 2020, the Royal Commission into 
Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation  
of People with Disability (Disability Royal 
Commission) held a public hearing on the 
barriers experienced by students with 
disability ‘in accessing and obtaining a safe, 
quality and inclusive school education and 
consequent life course impacts’. Many 
children and young people, families and 
caregivers, organisations and advocates –  

Recommendations

CYDA urges the incoming government to fund and 
implement an independent oversight body to ensure  
that education providers – in early childhood, school,  
post-school and adult education settings – are  
meeting their legal obligations and complaints  
can be independently investigated, monitored  
and resolved. 
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Create equity  
in employment  
and economic 
participation
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Support young people  
to find quality and secure 
employment4

Young people with disability are one of the 
most disadvantaged cohorts in the labour 
market and the barriers they experience in 
finding quality and stable work are complex 
and multi-faceted. The group are more than 
twice as likely to be unemployed than older 
adults30 with disability (24.7 per cent 
compared to 7.9 per cent).31 Young people 
with disability are also more than twice as 
likely to be underemployed32 – meaning they 
have the capacity and desire to work more 
hours than what they are currently employed.

Figure 1: Unemployment and 
underemployment rates in Australia  
by age and disability status 2018 

Source: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2020)
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Key messages
•  Young people with disability are  

one of the most disadvantaged 
cohorts in the labour market because 
of the complex and multi-layered 
barriers they experience 

•  Australia lacks a national 
comprehensive, consistent and 
evidence-based approach to support 
young people find employment and 
overcome these barriers

•  To see sustainable employment  
rates and outcomes, the incoming 
government must invest in developing 
an evidence-base to understand how 
to effectively support young people 
with disability

CYDA’s 2022 election platform 15



dollars, yet the underemployment and 
unemployment rates of young people  
with disability remain stubbornly and 
disproportionality high.

CYDA is deeply concerned that year after  
year young people with disability are subjected 
to services and programs that does not 
understand or attend to the complex 
employment barriers they experience as both  
a young person and a person with disability. 

“They [disability employment service 
providers] say that I’m lazy. Yeah, they do 
they say, ‘Oh, you just don’t want to find 
work, you’re just lying. You’re just making 
things up’, and I’m there proving that I do 
want to find work I’m actually really motivated 
to find work. And then, I feel that they’re 
actually not helping me find the work and  
I feel they’re the ones who are getting the 
benefits financially and they’re getting all of 
this money from the government to do their 
job, and I don’t feel they’re doing it well and 
it puts the burden and the pressure on me 
and other people around me and yeah,  
that’s very difficult.”  
– Young person (2021) 

“In my experience the [employment service] 
operators acquired a list and are just trying to 
fill a box without seeing me as a person with 
interests, needs, and passions.”  
– Young person (2021)

Despite this, there lacks a national 
comprehensive, consistent and  
evidence-based approach to support  
young people find employment and overcome 
barriers in the labour force. At a national level, 
young people can find themselves in a range 
of employment programs coordinated by 
Department of Social Services, the 
Department of Education, Skills and 
Employment or under the National  
Disability Insurance Scheme. To add to  
this fragmentation, all states and territories 
have their own programs which support  
a portion of young people.

The myriad of national programs largely differs 
in how they understand the ‘problem’ of 
unemployment, and as such, provide different 
problem solutions. This means that some 
young people are exposed to programs that 
incorporate punitive measures to ‘push’ them 
into employment, irrespective of suitability  
or fit. Alternatively, others are included in 
programs that recognises the increased 
structural barriers young people with disability 
face in the labour market and are designed to 
‘pull’ them into employment opportunities.

This lack of coordinated approach also  
means that programs are operating in silos  
and good pockets of practice are being lost  
or underutilised. Fundamentally, each year 
– across departments and portfolios – the 
Australian Government spends billions of 

Recommendations

To see sustainable change in the employment rates of young people  
with disability, the Australian Government must invest in developing  
an evidence-base to understand how to effectively support 
cohort. More specifically, CYDA calls on the incoming 
government to build an evidence-base-through:
•  Further consultation and co-design with young people 

themselves and; 
•  Investing in research to determine what service model  

best supports young people with disability to secure  
and maintain meaningful employment. 
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The Disability Support Pension (DSP)  
is intended to provide financial support for 
people living with serious medical conditions 
and disability who are unable to work. 
However, over the last decade there has 
been an increasing divide between those 
considered to be ‘deserving’ of receiving  
the DSP and those who are not. In 2020–21, 
only 39,000 of 96,000 claims were granted – 
meaning 59 per cent of all claims were 
rejected.33 This was the highest rate of 
rejection for any major federal welfare 
payment last financial year.

Significantly reform the Disability 
Support Pension to ensure fair 
access to a financial safety net5

Key messages
•  Young people with partial capacity  

to work are increasingly being denied 
access to the Disability Support 
Pension (DSP)

•  The current access process is overly 
complex and burdensome and is 
creating an unfair divide of who and 
who is not ‘deserving’ of receiving  
the DSP

•  The incoming government must fix 
these access issues, including by 
reinstating the Treating Doctor’s 
Report; removing the ‘full treated and 
stabilised’ and Program of Support 
requirements; increasing funding  
to advocacy and community legal 
services; and abandoning punitive 
compliance measures in the 
employment services system

17



Young people with disability struggle to secure access to the DSP when they need  
it and are forced onto the lower funding level of Jobseeker or Youth Allowance with  
partial capacity to work. 
•  The number of Jobseeker (known as Newstart prior to 2020) recipients aged between 

20 and 25 years with partial capacity to work has increased by 336.2 per cent in  
the decade from 2009, growing from 5,308 in 2009 to 23,153 in 2021

•  The number of Youth Allowance recipients under 19 years old with partial capacity  
to work has increased by 124.8 per cent, from 2,299 in 2009 to 5,167 in 2021

•  The number of Youth Allowance recipients aged between 20 and 25 years with  
partial capacity to work has increased by 892.4 per cent, from 936 in 2009 to  
9,289 in 2021

•  The number of DSP recipients under 19 years old has decreased by 20 per cent,  
from 18,414 in 2009 to 14,729 in 2021

•  The number of DSP recipients aged between 20 and 25 years has increased  
by 13.3 per cent, from 36,128 in 2009 compared to 40,919 in 2021. 

Clearing the Roadblocks: Promoting equitable pathways and opportunities 18



Figure 2: Trends from 2009 to 2020 of Newstart/Jobseeker  
Allowance, Youth Allowance with partial capacity to work and  
Disability Support Pension recipients aged 20 to 25 years

Source: Department  of Social Services data provided to CYDA

Source: Department  of Social Services data provided to CYDA

Figure 3: Trends from 2009 to 2020 of Youth Allowance with  
partial capacity to work and Disability Support Pension recipients  
aged 19 years and under
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of 518 DSP applicants and recipients found 
that the majority experience high or very high 
information, compliance and psychological 
costs associated with applying for the DSP 
and interacting with the national social 
security agency Centrelink.34 

“… [T]he Disability Support Pension is 
ridiculous to get on. I’ve submitted my 
application now that I’ve been diagnosed 
but I’m just waiting now. But they’re making 
it harder for people on JobSeeker to even 
live because they’re going to force us to  
do 20 [job applications] a month just for an 
increase of $50 a fortnight, which is still 
below the poverty line. And I’m already 
panicking about that. And I think the 
government really needs to take a step  
back and see what they’re doing to disabled 
people and how it affects people with 
different disabilities, because it’s ruining  
us. I’ve told my employment providers  
that before and they don’t listen. So that’s 
my biggest barrier at the moment.”  
– Young person (2021) 

These access barriers were also affirmed  
in the final report from the Senate inquiry  
into the Purpose, intent and adequacy  
of the Disability Support Pension (2022):

“At the heart of this inquiry is the 
inaccessibility of the Disability Support 
Pension (DSP). People have difficulty 
demonstrating that their disability, or chronic 
illness, is permanent and sufficiently severe, 
and that they have a continuing inability to 
work. For those unable to demonstrate that 
their level of impairment is ‘severe’, the 
program of support (POS) requirement  
can also be an insurmountable hurdle.”35

At the core of the decline in people with 
disability being able to access the DSP is  
the overly complex, burdensome and unfair 
access requirements that have been 
introduced during the last decade. 

Young people in our community have told us 
that the DSP access process is overwhelming, 
and they are not confident on how, or if, to 
start the process. In applying, individuals are 
required to navigate and complete complex 
forms and impairment guides, as well as 
source and provide supporting medical 
evidence. This heavy administrative burden 
creates disproportionate impacts and has 
implications for who meets access – with 
those equipped with more personal resources, 
such as money, literacy and English skills, 
access to medical professionals and people 
to support them, more likely to succeed. 

Our community, particularly young people 
with psychosocial disability, have also raised 
concerns around the rigidity of the requirement 
to demonstrate that their disability is a “fully 
diagnosed, treated and stabilised condition.” 
Young people have expressed that they feel 
influenced to take medications or undertake 
medical treatments against their will in order 
to ‘prove’ their disability. The costs associated 
with obtaining proof to demonstrate that the 
disability has been ‘fully treated’ also create  
a barrier to access. The burden of proof  
is further exacerbated for people with 
psychosocial disability, as mental health  
is often episodic, making it difficult to 
demonstrate a ‘stabilised condition’. 

Beyond the onerous process pushing people 
out of eligibility to the DSP, it also is putting 
avoidable strain on the mental health and 
wellbeing of people with disability. Recent 
research surveying and interviewing a cohort 
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Recommendations

It is clear that our current social security system is broken and is creating unavoidable 
hardship and distress for people with disability. CYDA urges the incoming government  
to remove unnecessary obstacles in the DSP access process.

Specifically, the incoming government should:
•  Reinstate the Treating Doctor’s Report (TDR) that was abolished in 2015.36 The TDR 

was an important mechanism that helped applicants and treating professionals 
understand what evidence supported DSP claims. These TDRs should be billable 
under Medicare.  

•  Remove the rigid requirement that to meet access disability must be “fully treated, 
diagnosed, and stabilised”. This criterion creates unfair barriers for different disability 
cohorts, those who can afford the evidence to ‘prove’ they have exhausted all 
avenues, and fundamentally, is not appropriate for assessing the complexity  
of disability.

•  Remove the Program of Support (POS) access criterion from the access process 
entirely. The 18-month POS requirement is an excessive and arduous requirement. 
There is no evidence to support that the POS improves people’s ability to find and 
maintain work.37 

•  Provide additional funding to advocacy groups and community legal services  
to support DSP claimants.

•  Abandon punitive compliance measures in the employment services system  
and provide genuine support for young jobseekers.

These recommendations are in line with the recommendations  
from the recent Senate inquiry into the purpose, intent and 
adequacy of the Disability Support Pension.38  
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Figure 4: Proportion of people with disability 
in post-school education settings and the 
proportion of people with disability in the 
general population

 

Sources: Department of Education, Skills and Employment 
2018; ADCET VET Statistics 2018; NCCD 2018; Australian 
Bureau of Statistics 2018
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Key messages
•  Young people with disability are not 

accessing post-school education  
on an equal basis

•  A major barrier for students with 
disability is accessing educational 
supports and reasonable adjustments

•  The incoming government must  
do more to support students with 
disability by increasing funding of the 
Higher Education Disability Support 
Program and taking a leadership role 
in supporting the Vocational Education 
and Training sector 

Young people with disability are not 
accessing post-school education, including 
university and Vocational Education and 
Training (VET), on an equal basis. While it is 
encouraging to see that the enrolment rates 
of students with disability in post-school 
education have increased39, the group 
remains grossly underrepresented when 
compared with the proportion of people  
with disability in the general population  
(18 per cent) (Figure 4).40 
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Comments from young people within the 
CYDA community (2021)

“One thing myself and other friends  
with disabilities find at my university is 
things like disability supports or psychology 
services are incredibly difficult to access. 
It’s not as easy as just calling up. Often 
times … you won’t get through, or there  
are massive backlogs. … [I]t is very 
disheartening, and I think because of  
that a lot of people who need that support 
are not getting it, not because they’re not 
making an effort to reach out and get it, it’s 
just not available – although they advertise 
as such. Even when you’re in the system  
it’s incredibly hard to get that support.”

“The accessibility of materials that were 
handed to students in class was typically 
non-existent to me. I found that I missed 
out on a lot of information because it  
wasn’t made in a format that I could read  
in a timely manner, so I was always behind. 
This meant the other students had an unfair 
advantage over me and I needed to work 
double harder to catch up.”

A common defence education providers  
use when failing to provide adjustments for 
students with disability is that they do not 
have adequate funding to do so (which then 

the student must take the burden on to 
challenge or complain the claim). While the 
national Higher Education Disability Support 
Program exists to provide ‘funding to eligible 
higher education providers, to assist with 
supporting students with disability to  
access, participate and succeed in higher 
education’41, the amount of funding allocated 
to this program is insufficient.

In 2020, only $7.78 million of federal funding 
was spent through the program to support 
reasonable adjustments in higher education 
(generally universities) – which equates to an 
average of $110 per student.42 Not only is  
the funding for reasonable adjustments per 
student is grossly inadequate, but it has also 
more than halved43 in real terms since 2008.44 

The situation is even more bleak for students 
in the VET sector. Beyond the national 
Disabled Australian Apprenticeship Wage 
program which funds employers to hire 
trainees and apprentices with disability – 
which has had very limited impact on 
increasing participation rates – there is  
no nationally consistent approach, focus  
or commitment to supporting access by 
students with disability. While some states 
and territories do fund their own programs, 
there are only a handful around the country 
with varied approaches and limited and 
inconsistent funding.

Recommendations

The incoming government must do significantly more to support the education sector.  
For higher education, there must be increased investment in the  
Higher Education Disability Education Support Program to at 
least match what is spent in the school system. 

In the VET sector, the Australian Government must also  
take a stronger role in convening a nationally consistent 
approach to supporting students. This role should  
include a coherent funding mechanism to incentivise  
and support states and territories to deliver inclusive  
education. 
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Lead equity through 
accountability and 
opportunity
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Children and young people with disability  
are often overlooked in policy and service 
development. In child and youth-specific 
policies, the distinct needs and strengths  
of children and young people with disability 
are unrecognised. Similarly, the cohort’s rights 
and developmental and social needs are also 
commonly absent from disability-specific 
policies. 

At its root, our community’s needs are 
missing from policy because their voices are 
not being considered in policy development. 
Across departments and portfolios, there  
are few mechanisms that support children 
and young people with disability to express 
their views and be heard. Without genuinely 
including them, the Australian Government 
ultimately risks investing in initiatives and 
strategies that will not be effective for the 
almost one in 10 Australian children and 
young people45 and/or failing to provide 
targeted supports when and where it’s  
most necessary. 

Ensure accountability across  
all levels of government and  
defend the rights of children  
and young people

7
Key messages
•  Children and young people with 

disability’s needs and strengths  
are often overlooked in policy and 
service development

•  This was particularly evident during 
initial responses in the COVID-19 
crisis, where existing systematic 
inequalities were further entrenched

•  The incoming government should 
develop an Office for Children and 
Young people with a dedicated 
Minister to ensure there is a consistent 
focus on children and young people’s 
needs across government, including 
those with disability. This Office  
should also be responsible for 
ensuring children and young have 
ongoing and accessible opportunities 
to express their views on the issues 
and systems that impact their lives
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Comments from young people within the 
CYDA community (2020):

“Politicians don’t have lived experience  
of the systems they are designing. So,  
they don’t necessarily know the ways of 
enacting systems change that are going  
to best benefit the people that exist  
within the system.”

“Young people in particular … are not part 
of the conversation about what should be  
in those supports or plans or policies [that 
affect young people]. … People very much 
think, ‘I know all about young people so I 
can put this policy together without talking 
to them’, but when you do that, there are so 
many stories, narratives, bits of information 
that you miss because you are not talking  
to the affected person.”

The lack of representation of children and 
young people in policy development is further 
compounded by the lack of any oversight of 
the departments and portfolios whose work 
directly impacts their lives. CYDA argues that 
readily available data for this cohort is either 
non-existent or misrepresented. There should 
be a focus on transparency of information 
across systems and jurisdictions to ensure 
the experiences and outcomes of children 
and young people are adequately recognised. 

Sadly, we saw the consequences of not 
including children and young people in policy 
development and the absence of authoritative 
body within government representing their 
interests play out in Australia’s COVID-19 
crisis responses. 

In early 2020, CYDA ran a national survey46  
of children, young people and their families 
and caregivers on their experiences during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey found 
that existing inequalities were exacerbated 
during the crisis for the community, and that 
systems failed to respond to their needs.47 
This includes:
•  Children and young people left without 

essential goods that are necessary 
because of their conditions

•  Lack of appropriate and targeted 
information about COVID-19 

•  Barriers to accessing crucial supports and 
services, including in health and education. 
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Researchers have also analysed the 
development of a COVID-19 policy response 
for people with disability in Australia, including 
the failures of the Australian Government to 
include the community’s needs in initial 
actions and rapid policy responses.48 
Identified barriers to developing disability-
inclusive policy included:
• The lack of a joined up government  
 –  Challenges linking up across 

departments and portfolios
 –  Lack of clarity of responsibility for 

planning and actioning policies to 
protect people with disability

•  Absence of a whole of government 
disability advisory process or structure  
that spanned across systems.

Our government must do better to support 
children and young people in our systems.  
As such, CYDA calls for the incoming 
government to develop an Office for Children 

and Young People within the Department  
of Prime Minister and Cabinet. This Office 
should work across government, monitor 
portfolio’s obligations of meeting the rights  
of children and young people, and provide 
expert advice and guidance in improving 
systems. Within this Office there should also 
be targeted focus and understanding of 
different intersectional needs and strengths  
of children and young people – including,  
but not limited to, disability. 

Further, a fundamental component of  
this Office should be developing a formal  
and ongoing engagement framework to 
amplify the voices of children and young 
people across government. This framework 
must incorporate different activities and 
approaches to ensure children and young 
people from all different backgrounds, with 
different communication access needs and 
strengths can participate in a way that is  
safe and empowering. 

Recommendations

We urge the incoming government to:
•  Establish an Office for Children and Young People with a dedicated Minister  

within the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet to work across  
government, monitor portfolio’s obligations of meeting the rights  
of children and young people, and provide expert advice and 
guidance in improving systems

•  Develop and implement an engagement framework to  
amplify the voices of children and young people, including 
those with disability, across government.
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Children and young people make up more 
than half (57 per cent) of all National Disability 
Insurance Scheme (NDIS) participants.49 
While acknowledging that the world-first and 
still relatively new Scheme has many areas  
for ongoing development improvement,  
we hear from our community that when  
the NDIS is good – it’s great. It has allowed 
many children and young people to access 
supports they need to participate in activities 
and communities in line with their interests 
and aspirations. 

Comments from young people within the 
CYDA community (2020): 

“Having easy access to supports and  
the technology and equipment you need  
is really important. I think things have 
improved with the NDIS and I hope they 
improve further.”

“I also found that since I joined the NDIS, 
having support workers is really healthy.  
My parents wouldn’t always listen to me … 
so having support workers helped me gain 
independence.”

Create equity for children and  
young people in the NDIS by 
providing early support pathways 
and proportionate access to support

8
Key messages
•  The NDIS has positively transformed 

the lives of many children and  
young people

•  The disability community hold deep 
concern that there is intention to cut 
the NDIS and reduce personalised 
supports. This is particularly worrying 
considering the current inadequacy  
of mainstream services in supporting 
children and young people with 
disability

•  The incoming government must 
guarantee ongoing and sufficient 
funding of the NDIS to ensure 
equitable life opportunities for children 
and young people with disability
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many children and young people’s quality of 
life will be impacted, and they be left without 
the supports they need to flourish in their 
education, employment and social lives.

The NDIS has reached a critical juncture  
in meeting the needs of children and young 
people. Since first being legislated in 2013, 
many adults with disability have now had 
opportunity to access the NDIS. It is time  
for the focus to shift toward new entrants  
into the scheme and fully establish an early 
childhood approach with clear and simplified 
access to the NDIS. It is integral that children 
have access to timely support during early 
development stages. 

Fundamentally, our systems should be based 
on need – not cost-cutting agendas and rigid 
estimates and projections of who ‘should’ 
and ‘shouldn’t be’ receiving NDIS funds. 

Knowing the immense value of the NDIS,  
the public and political debate around its 
ongoing funding has been incredibly 
distressing for the disability community. 
Leaked documents from the NDIA, 
establishment of cost-cutting taskforces, 
forceful attempts to introduce discriminatory 
and inappropriate access requirements, and 
cases of reducing individual’s plans without 
notice or explanation have all contributed to  
a feeling of distrust and unease around the 
government’s intentions for the future of  
the NDIS.

CYDA share these concerns. We are 
particularly concerned that access to  
the NDIS will be restricted, and children  
and young people’s plans will be slashed 
during crucial development and life stages. 
Mainstream services do not currently provide 
inclusive, safe and adequate support for 
people with disability. Without the NDIS, 

Recommendations

CYDA calls on the incoming government to guarantee ongoing 
and sufficient funding to the NDIS so children and young people 
have equitable opportunities and the insurance principle of 
investing early to enhance lifelong outcomes will not be 
undermined.
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As the COVID pandemic advanced, children 
and young people’s lives were turned upside 
down during pivotal developmental and life 
stages. Their learning and education was 
interrupted, they were socially isolated from 
their peers, incurred the stress of household 
economic pressures and were pushed out  
of employment. 

As COVID restrictions were implemented, 
children and young people with disability,  
and other marginalised young people,  
faced additional challenges because of an 
inadequate government response. A recent 
research report50 prepared for CYDA 
demonstrated how children and young 
people with disability are more at-risk during 
the global pandemic, not because of their 
impairment, but because of discriminatory, 
limited, or inappropriate policy strategies. 

Protect children and young people 
from the developmental, social  
and economic scarring effects  
of the COVID-19 pandemic

9
Key messages
•  Children and young people with 

disability have been more at-risk 
during the global pandemic, not 
because of their impairment, but 
because of discriminatory, limited,  
or inappropriate policy strategies

•  Without intervention, children and 
young people will continue to feel  
the social and economic impacts  
of COVID for a lifetime

•  The incoming government must 
implement a COVID recovery plan for 
children and young people to mitigate 
these ongoing impacts
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A joint report authored by UNICEF and  
the Australian Research Alliance for Children 
and Youth (ARACY) has found that not only 
have existing inequities for some groups  
of children and young people been further 
entrenched throughout COVID-19 
disruptions, but without intervention,  
children and young people will feel the 
impacts for their lifetime and disadvantages 
will continue be widened.53 

Comments from CYDA’s community during 
early stages of the COVID-19 crisis (2020):

“I am a disabled young person with no 
family support. I work as a freelancer 
because traditional employment is 
inaccessible. My work is being cancelled, 
but there’s no support for dealing with this 
lost income because freelancers don’t have 
anywhere to get sick pay, and we’re falling 
through the cracks.”51

“As a student with a highly modified 
program there has been no attempt by  
the school to make learning accessible. 
While I am capable of developing a suitable 
program the majority of parents at our 
school with students requiring adjustments 
are not. I worry about the effect the break in 
these students learning that this will cause.”52 

Recommendations

CYDA calls on the incoming government to develop and  
deliver a Child and Youth COVID-19 Recovery Plan to mitigate 
adverse social and economic impacts. Specifically, CYDA 
endorses UNICEF AND ARACY’s Kids at the Crossroads: 
Evidence and Policy to Mitigate the Effects of COVID-19 report 
that provides immediate and longer-term recommendations 
across six wellbeing domains.54 
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