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Introduction
This Guide has been developed as a resource to assist staff to respond effectively 
to the needs of people with a disability.

It outlines state and federal legislative requirements and provides practical 
assistance for staff in responding to these requirements.

It reflects TAFE SA’s commitment to not only increase participation levels of people 
with disabilities in vocational education and training, but to broaden the range of 
study undertaken and increase the likelihood of successful completion.

Students with a disability are currently under-represented in vocational education 
and training.  To redress this situation understanding is required of the shared 
responsibility to provide an inclusive and non-discriminatory environment for all 
staff and students. 

All staff, whether directly or indirectly involved with the delivery of education and 
training, need to be aware of their legal obligations to provide equitable and non-
discriminatory services to everyone.

Part of this responsibility is to ensure the current students as well as prospective 
students applying for a TAFE course do not experience disadvantage or unfair 
discrimination on the grounds of disability.

In particular, the first part of this Guide focuses on the implications for staff in 
relation to the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA).

The DDA requires TAFE SA to offer people with a disability equitable access 
to educational opportunities.  To this end, decisions made through selection 
processes must be based on the ability of the intending student to meet the 
inherent requirements of the course, rather than assumptions about what the 
intending student can or cannot do because of their disability.
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Procedures during enrolment, selection, participation, learning activities and 
assessment must be sufficiently flexible to enable people with disabilities to 
participate on the same basis as those people who do not have a disability.

This Guide is divided into six sections, these are:

• Disability Law and TAFE SA

• The DDA and TAFE SA

• Access Plans

• Teaching Students with a Disability

• Frequently Asked Questions

• Useful Resources and Links

Aim
The aim of this document is to: 

• Clarify the general principles of the State and Federal Disability Acts which 
apply to TAFE SA as providers of vocational education and training.

• Enable staff to have a better grasp of their legal responsibilities under the 
state and federal legislation.

• Assist staff to respond effectively to the needs of people with a disability.

• Ensure that communication with students and support given by staff is 
appropriate and well informed.

• Provide staff who work with students with disabilities with some of the 
potential issues and questions that may arise.

• Provide staff with strategies to implement inclusive teaching practices.
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Disability Law and TAFE SA
The two Acts that specifically relate to rights and responsibilities of students and 
providers of vocational education and training (VET) in South Australia are the 
Equal Opportunity Act and the Disability Discrimination Act.  Other legislation 
and South Australian Government policy commitments also influence TAFE SA’s 
responsibilities in relation to working with students who have disabilities. 

Equal Opportunity Act 1984

The Equal Opportunity Act 1984 is a State Act administered by the South Australian 
Equal Opportunity Commission.

The Act makes it unlawful to discriminate against a person in areas of public life on 
the grounds of:

• age

• association with a child

• caring responsibilities

• chosen gender

• disability

• marital or domestic partnership status

• pregnancy

• race

• religious appearance or dress (in work or study)

• sex

• sexuality

• spouse or partner’s identity

The areas of public life include education, employment and provision of goods and 
services.

The South Australian Equal Opportunity Act 1984 also provides protection from 
sexual harassment, victimisation and treating people unfairly because they are 
whistleblowers.  Victimisation means treating someone unfairly because they have 
acted upon their legal rights under Equal Opportunity laws (or supported someone 
in doing so) eg if your job is threatened because you have made a complaint to the 
Commission, this would be unlawful victimisation.  A person is considered to be a 
“whistleblower” where they have revealed information that is in the public interest 
and have been victimised for doing this. 
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Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1992

The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1992 is a Federal Act which makes 
discrimination on the grounds of disability unlawful.

One of the aims of this Act is to eliminate, as far as possible, discrimination on 
the grounds of disability in areas of education, access to public premises and 
employment.

A person’s disability should be taken into account only when it is relevant and fair to 
do so.

The definition of a disability under the DDA is broad and includes:

• physical

• intellectual

• psychiatric

• sensory

• neurological and learning disabilities

• physical disfigurement and

• the presence in the body of disease causing organisms.

What is a disability? 

• loss of physical or mental functions eg person who has quadriplegia, a brain 
injury, epilepsy or a vision or hearing impairment;

• loss of part of the body eg amputation;

• infectious and non-infectious diseases and illnesses eg AIDS, hepatitis, TB, 
allergies, typhoid bacteria;

• malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of a person’s body eg 
diabetes, asthma, birth marks or scars;

• a condition which means a person learns differently from other people eg 
autism, dyslexia, intellectual disability;

• any condition which affects a person’s thought process, understanding of 
reality, emotions or judgement or which results in disturbed behaviour eg 
depression, neurosis, personality disorder, schizophrenia. 
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The Act covers a disability which a person:

• has at present eg: cerebral palsy or diabetes;

• had in the past eg: repetitive strain injury, cancer or a mental illness;

• may have in the future eg: HIV positive and potential to develop AIDS;

• is imputed to have eg: on the basis of living with someone with a disease 
such as AIDS or hepatitis.

The DDA also covers a person who:

• needs special equipment to assist them eg a wheelchair or oxygen supply;

• is accompanied by a carer, interpreter, reader or assistant;

• is accompanied by a guide or hearing dog or other trained assistance animal;

• is an associate of a person with a disability eg: a friend or a family member.

The DDA applies to all aspects and stages of vocational education and training and 
includes enquiries, enrolment, selection, course delivery, assessment, planning, 
monitoring and graduation.

Under the DDA, TAFE SA has a legal obligation to ensure or as far as possible that 
prospective and existing students with a disability have the opportunity to access 
vocational education and training and achieve the outcomes not dissimilar to that of 
their peers (without disabilities).

You might not be able to see a disability, but it may still impair how a person 
contributes and participates unless adequate provision or help is given.

The Disability Standards for Education (2005)

Disability Standards for Education were formulated under the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1992 and tabled in the Parliament on 17 March 2005. They came 
into effect in August 2005. 

The Standards clarify the obligations of education and training providers to ensure 
that students with disabilities are able to access and participate in education 
without experiencing discrimination.

The Standards ensure the rights of students with a disability to gain assistance that 
enables equity of access to:

• enrolment;

• participation in a course;

• curriculum development, accreditation and delivery;

• student support services;

• elimination of harassment and victimisation.
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The Standards do not support:

• lowering standards;

• ignoring the inherent competency requirements of a qualification;

• ignoring workplace health and safety.

An educational institution can not use the cost of flexible teaching, learning and 
assessment as a reason to discriminate against a student. 

Promoting Independence Strategy

As an agency of the Department of Further Education, Employment, Science and 
Technology (DFEEST), TAFE SA is also subject to the all-of-government strategy 
Promoting Independence: Disability Action Plans for South Australian Government.  
This strategy was introduced in 2000 and aims to progressively improve disability 
access and inclusion across all funded services and to comply with the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1992 (Commonwealth) and the Equal Opportunity Act (South 
Australia) 1984. 

Inclusion and access of students with a disability is addressed through the TAFE 
SA Disability Action Plan and is reported on annually via the DFEEST Annual Report 
and the Promoting Independence Annual Report to the Minister for Disability. 

Carers Recognition Act 2004

The Carers Recognition Act 2004 is State Legislation.  In partnership with the DDA, 
it means that TAFE SA must recognise the contribution and special responsibilities 
of carers.  As such, carers of people with a disability who are students at 
TAFE SA may be entitled to accommodations as a consequence of their carer 
responsibilities.

Australian Quality Framework

This document must be read in the context of the Australian Quality Training 
Framework 2007 and recognising that minimum entry requirements are adhered to 
in accordance with training package requirements. 
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The DDA and TAFE SA
The DDA applies to all staff throughout all stages of education including: inquiries, 
selection, enrolment, course delivery, assessment, planning, monitoring and 
graduation.

Under the DDA, TAFE SA has a legal obligation to ensure or as far as possible that 
prospective and existing students with a disability have the opportunity to access 
vocational education and training and achieve the outcomes not dissimilar to that of 
their peers (without disabilities).

In response to the DDA, TAFE SA has developed a Disability Action Plan (DAP) 
as a positive way of eliminating discrimination and increasing participation and 
successful outcomes in vocational education and training for people with a 
disability.

Disability Discrimination

Disability discrimination occurs when a person is treated less favourably because 
they have a disability or because they are an associate of a person with a disability.  
Discrimination can be direct or indirect.  It may be considered to be unlawful 
whether it is intentional or not.

Direct discrimination occurs when the person with a disability (or their associate) 
is treated less favourably than a person without a disability in the same or similar 
circumstances.  Circumstances are deemed not to be materially different because 
a person with a disability requires different services.  Direct discrimination is usually 
obviously unfair.

An example of direct discrimination is refusing to consider a person’s application for 
admission to a course because of the disability.

Indirect discrimination refers to situations where a condition is the same for all 
people but in some way unreasonably disadvantages or excludes a person because 
they have a disability.

An example of indirect discrimination during student selection is insisting that each 
applicant complete the same written assessment without provision of alternative 
formats (such as large print or oral format).  The assessment may appear fair, but in 
effect it can exclude people with a range of disabilities.

In relation to questions of indirect discrimination the act does not require the 
institution to accommodate students when it is unreasonable to do so in the 
circumstances.  More information on reasonable adjustments is outlined in the 
following section.
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Reasonable Adjustments

A reasonable adjustment is a measure or action taken in the areas of enrolment, 
participation, facilities or services, to assist a student with a disability to participate 
on the same basis as students without a disability.  

Under the DDA there is an expectation that educational institutions will at times 
need to make adjustments to ensure equal opportunity for students with disabilities.

These can include administrative, physical, or procedural modifications, depending 
on the need of the individual student.

Examples of reasonable adjustments include installing a ramp in a room with stairs 
to allow wheelchair access, providing a sign language interpreter, allowing a student 
to submit assignments differently, and providing additional learning support.

When accommodating student needs, each person should be assessed on an 
individual basis.  Often the most effective and appropriate responses to particular 
needs will be found through collaboration between staff and student.

Unjustifiable Hardship

The Act does not require an educational institution to admit a student when the 
services and facilities required by that person would cause unjustifiable hardship to 
TAFE SA.

There may be times when a request for an adjustment to accommodate a person’s 
disability appears unjustifiable or unreasonable because it is too costly or too 
difficult to implement.

TAFE SA must consider all requests to meet a student’s needs unless it can be 
demonstrated that to do so would cause TAFE SA unjustifiable hardship.

Unjustifiable hardship is determined by considering all relevant circumstances 
including cost, physical and health and safety issues of the particular case.

Examples of these considerations include:

• Any benefits the adjustment would have for the person with a disability 
and others.  For example, installing automatic doors in a campus will assist 
people who have a mobility impairment and also make it easier for other staff 
and students who may be carrying books or equipment.

• Any detriment the adjustment may have on the person with a disability or 
others.  For example, placing automatic doors in some places can make air 
conditioning ineffective thus creating unhealthy working environments.
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• The financial circumstances and estimated costs for the organisation which 
is claiming unjustifiable hardship.  For example, a large organisation may 
be expected to install a lift to provide wheelchair access, whereas a small 
private provider with a smaller budget may not.

Questions of reasonableness are determined in a similar way.

Staff Responsibilities

All staff have a responsibility to ensure that students do not experience disability 
discrimination.

TAFE SA has a commitment to promoting an inclusive environment which means 
that all staff are expected to be responsive to the needs of everyone, including 
people with disabilities.

At all stages of your contact with people with disabilities, including providing course 
information, selection, and teaching, it is important to remember the following:

• do not make assumptions about the nature of the person’s disability;

• treat every person on an individual basis;

• do not assume that people with the same disabilities will require our identical 
support;

• do not make assumptions about the adjustments a person may require.

Many people with disabilities have become skilled at adapting situations to 
accommodate their particular needs and will be able to manage with little or no 
adjustments.

People who do require adjustments can often suggest inexpensive and simple 
solutions.  It is extremely important to consult with individuals about their 
requirements before requesting or implementing any adjustments.

Student Selection

All people, with and without disabilities, must meet the Minimum Entry 
Requirements (MER) to gain entry into a TAFE SA course.  

Generally, an ability to become employed in the area of the course of study should 
not be a requirement of the selection.

However, some TAFE SA courses require an Internal Assessment either by attending 
an audition, the submission of a portfolio or a written exercise.
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To ensure a fair, equitable, defensible and transparent selection process, the 
following principles of selection should be applied:

• Students applying must be selected according to merit.

• the selection methods used must be valid, reliable, equitable and 
administratively efficient.

• The entry requirements must be appropriate to the level and aims of the 
course.

• Information about courses is available in alternative formats if necessary.

• Information sessions are held in accessible venues at a range of times.

• General principles of transparent, fair, defensible, merit based selection are 
adhered to throughout the process.

• Applicants who disclose their disability are informed of the TAFE SA 
commitment to the DDA, confidentiality of information, and of supports 
available to assist them.

• selection processes are modified where necessary to ensure that the 
applicant can fully demonstrate their knowledge and abilities.

Applicants will only be considered for selection if they meet the minimum entry 
requirements of the course.  These applicants will then be ranked in order of merit 
and selected accordingly.

Non selection

The DDA is not intended to provide students with a disability with an advantage 
for entering TAFE courses.  Rather, its purpose is to eliminate disadvantage and 
discrimination.

Therefore there will be times when it is appropriate for students with a disability 
not to be admitted into a course, just as there are times when students without a 
disability miss out.

Entry is not granted when:

• the student does not meet the Minimum Entry Requirements;

• the student does not meet the selection criteria;

• it can be demonstrated that the student would not meet the inherent 
requirements to successfully undertake the course even if adjustments or 
supports were provided;

• the student is not ranked highly enough;

• the provision of adjustments and supports would cause TAFE SA unjustifiable 
hardship or may be unreasonable in the circumstances.
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For example, Joe is colour blind and applies for an electrical trades assistant 
course.

• An entry requirement of the course is the ability to colour code.  This is 
used to distinguish between different wires.  There are many types and 
varying degrees of colour blindness.  Joe’s type of colour blindness inhibits 
his ability to perform this task.  In this case Joe does not meet the inherent 
requirements of the course.

Another reason the student may fail to gain selection into TAFE SA is that their entry 
would put other students at risk.

An example of this could be a person whose disability results in occasional 
aggressive and threatening behaviour.  It is important to note here that the other 
students must be genuinely at risk.

Feeling uncomfortable because someone’s appearance or behaviour is unusual are 
not grounds for excluding a student.

These issues are rarely straightforward and careful discussion and negotiation 
between student, lecturing staff and support staff should take place before 
attempting to exclude the student.  It may also be appropriate to consult with 
outside specialists and resource agencies.

Disclosure

It is the right of people with a disability to decide when and who to tell about a 
disability.

Some people are very comfortable discussing their needs while others who have 
experienced discrimination in the past may be reluctant to disclose information.

Use the following strategies to help people feel comfortable when talking about a 
disability:

• Inform people that TAFE SA is committed to the principles of equal 
opportunity and that support is available to assist people with a disability.

• Stress that all information given to you will be treated as strictly confidential.  
This means that you will not discuss the student’s disability with anyone else 
unless you first obtained permission from the student.  If you do need to 
speak to other staff about the student it is important that you emphasise to 
them that the information is confidential and should not be discussed with any 
other staff or student without the permission of the student with a disability.

• Only ask for the information that you really need.  For example in most 
situations you will only need to know what adjustments the person requires 
or how the person’s disability may impact on their study, not how long the 
person has had a disability or how it was caused.
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Access Plans
If a student with a disability or medical condition requires additional support whilst 
studying, negotiating an Access Plan is the preferred way TAFE SA can help them to 
identify and communicate their learning needs. 

It is the intention of the Access Plan to provide information to teaching and support 
staff so that they may adapt their services to support a student’s needs.

However it should be noted that Student Services Officers may not be available 
on site at all campuses.  Access Plans can be developed and negotiated by either 
telephone or email.

Key People

Student Services Officers are available to assist a student with any concerns 
regarding: 

• course selection, delivery and assessment;

• accessing assistive technology;

• negotiating adjustments to the course including assessments;

• identifying supports to maximise their learning experience; and 

• general counselling.

Before a student commences the process of negotiating an Access Plan they are 
required to make an appointment with a Student Services Officer.  The Student 
Services Officer will assist the student to identify their needs and help the student 
negotiate a Plan.

The Lecturer or the Disability Contact/Course Coordinator within the teaching 
program is the person the student should keep informed about their needs, using 
the Access Plan as a guide. They will assist student to implement their plan, and if 
required, help them negotiate any modifications.  

It should be remembered that it is the student’s responsibility to articulate their 
needs and to work cooperatively with staff to address their needs.

Information Provision

Fundamental to the Access Plan is the information that is provided.  While it is the 
student’s decision how much information they disclose, the most useful Plan will be 
developed if the Student Services Officer is able to fully understand the student’s 
disability. 
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All the information provided to the Student Services Officer is confidential.  
However, the Student Services Officer will ask the student to consider the option of 
disclosing their disability to the Lecturer, Disability Contact/Course Coordinator and 
support staff as part of the Access Plan process.  This disclosure may further assist 
those working with the student to better address their needs.

Additionally, the student is asked to bring to their initial appointment any formal 
reports that describe the student’s disability. If the student does not have 
any reports, the Student Services Officer will be able to provide them with 
documentation for completion by an appropriate health practitioner. The Student 
Services Officer will explain what is required during the meeting.

Responsibilities

The Access Plan is designed to clearly state what needs to happen to maximise the 
student’s learning experience.  It also identifies who is responsible for what and the 
expected timeframe in which accommodations should be made. 

TAFE SA staff will assist the student, in any way that is reasonable, to be able to 
achieve their goals.  However, it is the student’s responsibility to ensure that the 
Access Plan process is working appropriately.

It is also the student’s responsibility to bring to the attention of their Lecturer or 
the Disability Contact/Course Coordinator within the program area or a Student 
Services Officer any difficulties or modifications that may be required to the Access 
Plan.

Plan Modification

If the Access Plan requires a simple modification, this should be discussed with 
the Lecturer, Disability Contact/Course Coordinator in the first instance.  However, 
if the modification is more complex, then the student should make an appointment 
with the Student Services Officer to amend the plan.  The student should also be 
made aware that modifications to the plan may, in some cases, take a little time to 
organise.  Once the plan has been amended the student will be provided with a 
copy.

Creating the Plan

Information regarding assessment, communication and teaching strategies in the 
following sections may be useful when generating an Access Plan. 
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Teaching Students with a 
Disability
Students with a disability or medical condition coming straight from the school 
system may have been used to a structured and controlled learning environment, 
with significant support, and may be uncomfortable taking some of the learning 
risks associated with the relatively free and unstructured environment of post-
school study.  

Furthermore, some students will not consider that they have a disability or they may 
have received assistance in the school system that they did not know they would 
have to specifically request when enrolled at TAFE SA.

Many students with a disability have had a disrupted education or may be retraining 
after acquiring a disability.  Students returning to education after a significant 
absence may set unrealistically high standards for themselves.  Lecturers may need 
to help them focus on more realistic and achievable standards and goals.  This 
process will be assisted if expectations are clear and explicit. 

When communicating with students with a disability or medical condition it is 
important to acknowledge that they are students first and foremost, not ‘victims’, 
‘sufferers’ or having ‘conditions’. 

Many disabilities may not be immediately apparent eg a sensory disability or 
physical disability.  Lecturers may notice students who are struggling due to a 
disability, learning difficulty or medical condition, but who have not disclosed their 
disability.

In this situation, addressing the support needs of this student must be handled 
sensitively.  Lecturing staff must determine whether they wish to approach the 
student directly or whether they wish to seek advice from a Student Services 
Officer. 

Some students will refuse to acknowledge that they have a disability and decline the 
offer of the development of an Access Plan or even additional assistance.  This is 
their right, but they should also be advised if their refusal of assistance could result 
in their failure to satisfactorily complete the requirements of the course.
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Teaching Strategies

• Providing a variety of learning tasks eg practicals, project work, problem-
based activities and resource-based activities. 

• Making sure students know what and how they are expected to learn ie, they 
are told, or they can accurately work it out for themselves. This can be done 
by: 

 - previewing new topics and showing how the new material fits in with 
other parts of the subject;

 - making explicit what students are expected to learn in a class 

 - summarising the main points of a topic and making clear how that 
topic will be assessed. 

• Enabling students to talk through the material with other students.  Lecturers 
might provide opportunities for structured group activities so that they 
experience both individual and collaborative learning.  

• Having students research selected areas of a topic independently, but 
then collaborating in small groups for the purposes of completing a report, 
assignment or presentation on the topic often promotes success for all 
students, but students with a disability in particular.  

• Encouraging the establishment of student self-help, discussion or focus 
groups has often proven successful.  There are many benefits to be gained 
from shared experiences in learning.  

• Providing opportunities for students to apply their learning in a practical or 
vocationally-relevant way.  

• Many students learn best when they are able to move from the concrete and 
personally relevant to the abstract.  Beginning explanations with examples 
or applications of theory to ‘real life’ situations that students will recognise or 
have personal experience of, then moving to discussion of the more abstract 
issues is helpful to many students with disabilities, while also beneficial to 
students who do not have a disability. 

• Integrating instructions on how to learn with content teaching. 

• Designing the workload so that students have time to think, to reflect on 
what they have learned, to see how it fits in with their previous learning and 
experience and to work out what they do not yet know but need to know 
next. 

• Providing appropriate and adequate feedback on how students are 
progressing with their learning, particularly on their achievement of learning 
goals. 

• Providing opportunities for students to learn how to deal with assessment 
tasks before the final assessment. 
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Assessment Strategies

There are some good assessment practices which will enhance the learning of 
students with a disability (and other students in the class):

In considering alternative forms of assessment, equal opportunity, not a guaranteed 
outcome, is the objective.  Lecturers are not expected to lower standards to 
accommodate students with a disability, but rather are required to give them a 
reasonable opportunity to demonstrate what they have learned.

Students with a disability or medical condition may need particular adjustments to 
assessment tasks.  If alternative methods of assessment are required, details of 
adjustments should be outlined in a student’s Access Plan.  

Some examples of reasonable adjustments in assessment practice may include:

• When their range of vocabulary is limited, students may require the use of 
a thesaurus or dictionary during exams.  A personal computer with spelling 
and grammar functions may be required.  

• Provision of alternatives to assignments, and flexibility with assignment 
deadlines, particularly if students have to wait for alternative formats eg 
providing materials in electronic formats or for recorded materials being 
transcribed.

• Provision of extra time in assessments, particularly extra time for reading 
and writing.  Some students may prefer to have questions and instructions 
‘signed’ to them.  

Some assessment practices that will benefit all students:

• Being very clear and developing assessment tasks accordingly of what 
is being tested, whether it is for a practical, decision-making, creative 
application of information, data collection and processing, logical 
sequencing, or argument.

• Creating assessment activities in which students have the opportunity to link 
their learning to what they already know, and to past experience.

• Making expectations clear so that students know on what basis to negotiate 
for assessment accommodations or alternatives. 

• Keeping written assessment instructions and making sentences within 
assessment questions short.  Use of bullet points, lists or separating parts 
are more likely to be followed and correctly interpreted. 

• Avoiding using assessment methods which encourage students to rote learn 
material. Open book examinations are one way of doing this. 

• Making explicit the way in which marks will be allocated, both in discussion 
with the class beforehand, and on the assessment paper. 
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• Providing optional pathways towards meeting stated objectives, options 
which allow for flexibility in approach, in organisation and assessment.  
Project-based exercises in which students choose their own topic for 
exploration might be provided.  Given the diversity of students, the greater 
the diversity in methods of assessment, the fairer the process.  

• Making accommodations based on individual circumstance and need and 
remembering that students may need the opportunity to experiment to find 
the adaptation or accommodation which best meets their learning style or 
needs is beneficial.

• Including self-assessment as a component of the course may be an option.  
Self-assessment involves discussion with students about the criteria 
according to which they assess their own performance, and the level of 
performance required for different grades. 

• Discussing and collaborating on assessment alternatives with staff who 
have had previous experience teaching students with disabilities.  Lecturers, 
Disability Contacts/Course Coordinators should regularly review any 
alternative arrangements to ensure that these meet the student’s needs. 

• Providing alternative venues, under the supervision of another staff member, 
where assistive technology such as voice recognition software is being used 
for assessments or exams.  

• Providing extra time in exams for students who have reduced reading and 
writing speeds may be required.  Some students with a mobility disability 
may need rest breaks.  Consider take-home examinations and split papers 
as options, given that some students may need double time to complete 
tests. 

• Allow extensions to assignment deadlines if work involving physical activity 
(for example, frequent trips to the library or collection of data from dispersed 
locations) is required.
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Hearing Impairment and 
Deafness
Hearing will fluctuate for some students.  For others the impact of their hearing 
disability will be constant.  However, because the disability itself and the 
complexities arising from hearing impairment are not always apparent, the impact 
of the disability and the inclusive practices that might accommodate the student’s 
learning needs may not always be obvious. 

Impact on Learning
• Students who have been deafened in early childhood are very different 

from students who have lost hearing later in life in terms of educational 
disadvantage. For example, their range of vocabulary may be limited, which 
in turn may affect their reading ability. 

• Deaf and hearing impaired students tend to be visual learners – and this is 
difficult in an environment where much essential information is delivered by 
word of mouth, and in no other way. 

• Participation and interaction in groups may be limited. Students who 
cannot hear the flow and nuances of rapid verbal exchange will be at a 
disadvantage.   The possibility for social contacts and for interaction with 
other students is also often limited and may have an impact on learning. 

• Past learning failures and put-downs can have a long-term effect on 
confidence, self-esteem and on the approach to learning for some students. 

• Anxiety about performing in front of others may affect participation, 
particularly for students who have an associated speech disability. 

Communication Strategies
• If communicating with a student who is a lip-reader, ensure that you have 

positioned yourself appropriately, that you do not turn away as you are 
speaking or cover your lips with your hands.  It is not necessary to speak 
more loudly than usual.  Students who lip read may pick up less than half 
of what is spoken and there may be a lag time while their brain processes 
the stimulus from both their ears and their eyes.  It may be helpful to ask 
regularly whether anything needs to be repeated. 

• Students who lip read will find it very difficult to follow everything in a 
discussion situation where many people may speak at once.

• If a deaf student is using a signing interpreter, speak to the student, not 
to the signer.  Do not speak too rapidly, particularly if difficult terms and 
concepts are being introduced with which the signer may not be familiar. 
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• Ask students about any assistive technology they may be using to access 
information or to prepare assignments.  It will always help to understand just 
what is involved for a particular student in the preparation of their work. 

• Students may set unrealistically high standards for themselves, and so you 
may need to help them focus on more realistic and achievable standards and 
goals.  This process will be assisted if you make your expectations clear and 
explicit.  

Teaching Strategies
• Access Plans for students with a hearing impairment may address issues 

such as seating themselves toward the front of the lecture theatre or 
classroom where they will have an unobstructed line of vision or the use of 
assistive hearing technology.  If using a microphone as part of an assistive 
hearing device it is not necessary to change your speaking or teaching style. 

• Ensure that any background noise is minimised. 

• Repeat or paraphrase any questions asked by students in the lecture or class 
before giving a response. 

• Ensure you can be seen clearly when you speak.  Do not speak when 
facing the whiteboard; be aware of moustaches, beards, hands, books or 
microphones in front of your face.

• Students who lip-read cannot function in darkened rooms; you may need to 
adjust the lighting in your teaching environment. 

• It is difficult for a student watching a signer to also take notes from a 
PowerPoint presentation or whiteboard.  Neither is a signer able to translate, 
at the same time, both your words and any information given projected to a 
screen.  It is important that all essential information should be available in a 
handout.  

• Provide written materials to supplement all lectures, tutorials, and practical 
sessions.  Announcements made regarding class times, activities, field work, 
industry visits, etc should be given in writing as well as verbally.  

• Allow students to record lectures or preferably, provide copies of your lecture 
notes.  Flexible delivery of teaching materials via electronic media is also 
particularly helpful for students who have difficulty accessing information in 
the usual ways.  For deaf students, new technology and the internet can be 
used to bridge many gaps. 

• Ensure that lists of the subject-specific jargon and technical terms which 
students will need to acquire are made available early in the course to assist 
lip-reading and interpreters. 

• Any videos or films should be captioned.  When this is not possible, a 
transcript may need to be provided.  
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• In discussion activities, assist students who lip-read by having the student 
sit directly opposite you and ensure, if possible, that they can see all other 
participants.  Control the discussion so that only one person is speaking at a 
time. 

• Students with hearing impairment, particularly those with an associated 
speech disorder, may prefer to have another student present their oral 
requirements.

• Language abilities are often affected by hearing impairment.  Some students 
with hearing impairment, particularly those deafened in childhood have lower 
reading level and limited vocabulary.  Provide reading lists well before the 
start of a course so that they can begin reading early.  Consider tailoring 
these reading lists where necessary, and provide guidance to key texts.  
Allow assignments or reviews to be completed or an in-depth study of a few 
texts rather than a broad study of many. 

• Encourage confidence and avoid making students over-anxious about 
making mistakes, asking questions, getting through the work, or meeting 
learning goals.  It may be helpful for students with a hearing impairment to 
have an individual orientation to equipment or computers to minimise anxiety, 
particularly in cases where class sizes are large, and where it may be difficult 
to see or hear the lecturer.

Adjustments & Assistive Technology

The following are examples of adjustments and assistive technology for students 
who are deaf, hard of hearing, or who have an auditory processing disorder. 

• Personal FM system or Portable PA system;

• Notetakers; 

• Open or closed-captioned films;

• Visual aids eg videotapes and films; 

• Written assignments, instructions, demonstration summaries; 

• Visual warning systems for emergencies; 

• Use of electronic mail (eg email or SMS) for class and private discussions; 

• Preferential seating and the elimination of unnecessary background noise; 

• Use of headphones and microphones;

• Sign language interpreters; 

• Real-time captioning which allows immediate transcription of words to a 
computer screen; 

• Assistive Listening Devices (ALDs) which combined with a student’s personal 
hearing aid can augment and amplify sound in a group setting.  Microphones 
for these devices can then be accessed by the instructor and students;

• Preferential seating during the discussion for optimal listening or lip reading;

• Options for electronic discussion.
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Learning Disability
Learning disabilities may cause the learner to receive and process some information 
inaccurately.  The specific causes of learning disabilities are not clearly understood, 
however, these disorders are presumably related to central nervous system 
dysfunction.  The effects of a learning disability are manifested differently for each 
individual and can range from mild to severe.  

Learning disabilities may also be present with other disabilities such as mobility 
or sensory impairments.  Often people with Attention Deficit Disorder also have 
learning disabilities.  The most common learning disability that TAFE SA students 
may present with is dyslexia, however other common types of learning disabilities 
are also listed below. 

• Dyslexia 
A person with dyslexia may mix up letters within words and sentences while 
reading and may have difficulty spelling words correctly while writing.  Letter 
reversals are common.  Some individuals may have difficulty with navigating 
and route finding tasks as they are easily confused by directions and spatial 
information such as left and right.  They may also have difficulties with the 
literacy in mathematics and many will have memory and organisational 
difficulties.

• Dysgraphia 
A person with dysgraphia has a difficult time with the physical task of 
forming letters and words using a pen and paper and has difficulty producing 
legible handwriting. 

• Dyscalculia 
A person with dyscalculia has difficulty understanding and using 
mathematics concepts and symbols. 

• Dyspraxia 
A person with dyspraxia may mix up words and sentences while talking. 
There is often a discrepancy between language comprehension and 
language production. 

• Non-verbal Learning Disorder 
Poor motor coordination, visual-spatial organisation and/or a lack of social 
skills may characterise non-verbal learning disorders. 

• Auditory Processing Disorder 
A person with an auditory processing disorder intermittently experiences an 
inability to process verbal information. 

Learning disability is to all intents and purposes a ‘hidden’ disability.  Often the first 
indication for staff will be a discrepancy between the knowledge or ability a student 
demonstrates in class or in discussion and results for written assignments or 
exams.  Students with a learning disability may be outstanding participants in class 
discussion and many practical tasks, but struggle with reading and writing.
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While it is never desirable to generalise about any disability or to rely on 
stereotypes, there are a number of characteristics considered common to students 
with a learning disability.  Difficulties resulting from errors in perceiving and 
processing information are manifested particularly in written work: through unusual 
and inconsistent spellings; reversals or transpositions of letters in words, or of 
numbers in figures, formulae, dates; omission of parts of words or sentences, or 
omission of auxiliary words, pronouns and prepositions; and lack of proper order or 
demonstrated sequence in writing and mathematical calculations.  

Impact on Learning

Many students with Dysgraphia and Dyspraxia in milder forms have never been 
diagnosed, they have just been considered extremely clumsy during their schooling 
years.  Neither is related to intellectual disability.  The two disabilities are different, 
but often present together.  

• Students may also mispronounce or misread words, and have difficulty 
acquiring new vocabulary or a new language.  The reading rate of students 
with Learning Disabilities is generally slower than average, though not 
necessarily in all areas.  

• Students may exhibit difficulties in time and task management, and 
in prioritising and organising generally.  They may also have memory 
difficulties and be overwhelmed by large volumes of verbal information and 
misunderstand complex instructions.

• Making changes and adjusting to new situations have been shown to be 
particularly difficult for many students with learning disabilities.  Students 
may begin their post school study or training with an unclear understanding 
of their own disability, though some will be very clear about their particular 
strengths and weaknesses.  

• Students with dysgraphia and dyspraxia have difficulties with dexterity, which 
can impact on their studies.  

• Students who have a learning disability can have significant difficulties 
in perceiving and/or processing auditory, visual or spatial information.  
Manifestations of the disability may vary somewhat over time.  

• Many students who have been diagnosed as learning disabled in childhood 
have already established avoidance, protective or compensatory strategies 
to minimise the impact of the disability.

• Students with dyspraxia often have poor balance, hand-eye coordination and 
have difficulties with small manual tasks.

• Students may struggle with ‘practical’ subjects – particularly where there are 
a series of movements requiring coordination.

• Depression may be a secondary issue because they have been long 
term victims of bullying in their school life.  This makes people with these 
disabilities reluctant to ask for assistance.



L
e
a
rn

in
g
 D

isa
b

ility

25A guide for staff on disability discrimination

• Dysgraphia is characterised by extremely poor handwriting sometimes to 
the point where the student cannot form letters.  This often results in poor 
spelling because the student will write letters back to front and are often very 
slow to write.

• Students with dysgraphia are often assumed to be lazy, slap dash, uncaring 
about their work, are reluctant to show others what  they have written and 
may fail to hand up some tasks.  

• Students may also appear to be poor learners because they may be unable 
to read back what they have written, and be unable to take notes to assist 
with learning.

• It is important to recognise that a student with perceptual or processing 
impairment will have difficulty with some academic tasks, but not with others.  
Performance may appear uneven.

• Deficiencies in short-term memory and cognitive processing limitations are 
common.  This means that students may have difficulty following sequences 
or complicated directions, and with integrating material from a number of 
sources.  Problems following or creating a sequence will interfere with many 
things in the learning environment: following and understanding the structure 
of a lecture; remembering facts presented chronologically; seeing the 
relationship between a main idea and subordinate ideas in a text. 

• Students with a learning disability sometimes report information overload 
and confusion resulting from having more ideas (and having to hold on to 
them) than they can manage to translate into acceptable words or structures.  
They may have difficulty in moving from the role of writer to that of reader, 
and objectively viewing the ideas, organisation, and style of their written 
assignments, and achieving coherence in writing. 

• Students may have difficulty with the ‘search and locate’ strategies required 
in library work, and in independent learning generally. 

• When reading rate and reading comprehension are slow, difficulties are 
compounded when large amounts of material must be dealt with in a short 
space of time, or when many new words or concepts must be learned and 
incorporated into understanding. 

• Visual memory skills may be poor.  By comparison, oral language and 
discussion skills are often exceptional, though students are likely to be 
extremely reluctant to read aloud. 

• Manual dexterity or coordination problems may be evident, often a result of 
difficulties in judging distance.  Students may also have difficulty interpreting 
two or three-dimensional models or diagrams, and following maps or 
directions. 

• Heightened anxiety levels are common in test or performance situations.  
Anxiety about performing in front of others may affect participation.  
Students will deal with anxiety in any number of ways – from medication to 
meditation, or simply by avoidance. 
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• Being labelled ‘learning disabled’ has a considerable impact on emotions, 
confidence and self-esteem.  Students will often have behind them years of 
negative attitudes and dismissive feedback about their abilities and this will 
have an impact on learning. 

Communication Strategies

The following strategies will assist students with a learning difficulty.  Basically, 
good practice involves making it easier for the student to comprehend:

• Suggest or recommend the student sits away from auditory and visual 
distractions to help focus and maintain attention.  This includes windows and 
doors.

• Make sure the student is sitting close to the whiteboard and the Lecturer.  

• Avoid asking the student to listen and write at the same time. 

• Give students other ways of ‘getting the message’, such as verbal or written 
instructions.  Use visual aids to supplement spoken information. 

• Break instructions into simple steps, and give the student the next instruction 
when they have completed the first one. 

• Encourage or provide quiet study places either at the campus or at home. 

• Gain the student’s attention before giving instructions and make sure 
you speak slowly and clearly, but do not over-exaggerate speech.  Giving 
directions in a logical, time-ordered sequence and use words that make the 
sequence clear, such as first, next, finally.

• Emphasise key words when speaking or writing particularly when presenting 
new information.  Check comprehension by asking the student questions or 
asking for a brief summary after key ideas have been presented to be sure 
the student understands. 

• Paraphrase instructions and information in shorter and simpler sentences 
rather than by only repeating.  Encourage the student to ask questions 
for further clarification.  Another good idea is to review previously learned 
material. 

• In a lecture situation, the student may benefit from a copy of the lecture 
and any notes or diagrams that written on a whiteboard.  This will serve to 
reinforce the lecture content and allow them to focus better on what you are 
saying.
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Teaching Strategies

• Students will benefit from having lecture notes provided in audio form, 
electronic form or printout.

• Students may require additional time to complete some written tasks – in 
particular where exams are hand written.

• Students may achieve more representative results in exams if they are able to 
use a computer – particularly one with voice recognition software in extreme 
cases.  Others may benefit from dictating their responses to a scribe.

• Provide reading lists as soon as possible so that reading can begin early.  
Consider tailoring reading lists, and provide guidance to key texts.  Allow 
work to be completed on an in-depth study of a few texts rather than a broad 
study of many.

• Whenever you are introducing procedures or processes, or giving directions, 
such as in a practical exercise, ensure that stages or sequences are made 
clear, and are explained in verbal as well as written form. 

• Use as many verbal descriptions as possible to supplement material 
presented by a PowerPoint presentation or on a whiteboard.  Students with 
a learning disability often have a marked preference for an auditory mode of 
learning. 

• Present information in a range of formats – handouts, worksheets, 
overheads, videos, electronic files – to meet a diversity of learning styles. 

• Allow students to access information by a variety of methods not only by 
reading.  Where possible, present material diagrammatically – in lists, flow 
charts, concept maps etc.  Keep diagrams uncluttered, and use colour 
wherever appropriate to distinguish and highlight.

• Ensure that lists of technical / professional jargon are available early in the 
course. 

• Students with a learning disability often find it difficult to listen and write at 
the same time.  Being able to record lectures will assist those students who 
have handwriting or coordination problems, those who write slowly, as well 
as those who have a tendency to mishear or misquote.  Students will be 
more likely to follow correctly the sequence of material in a lecture if they are 
able to listen to the material more than once. 

• Repetition is important for students with a learning disability.  Wherever 
possible, ensure that key statements and instructions are repeated or 
highlighted in some way. 

• Students with a learning disability may not use time efficiently, and so will 
benefit from discussion on time management and organisation issues.  Such 
discussions can be built in to class and be directed at the entire class.

• The student’s Access Plan may provide for some Learning Support for 
subjects where processes and sequences are important. 
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• Students with a learning disability may benefit from having oral feedback in 
addition to written feedback on their written assignments. 

• Do not make students over-anxious about making mistakes, asking 
questions, getting through the work, or meeting learning goals.  It may be 
helpful for students with a learning disability to have an individual orientation 
to equipment to minimise anxiety. 

• Students with a learning disability may take longer to organise thoughts 
and sequence material.  In drafting an essay or written assignment some 
students will write, read on to tape, listen and then correct.  This all takes 
time.  Students will benefit from discussing their outlines, either with the 
Lecturer or Learning Support staff, with particular attention being paid to 
appropriate relationships and connections between points.  

• If a student has submitted an unsatisfactory assignment, rather than giving 
a fail grade, discuss the shortcomings of the paper with the student, and if 
possible allow resubmission. 

• Students with a learning disability will need extra time in an exam for reading 
and analysing questions, and for planning their answers.  Some students 
may request that examination questions be read to them while others 
may need to dictate their answers.  Organise a venue which is quiet and 
distraction-free.

• Many students with a learning disability will prefer oral assessment to written.  
Allow students to read written examination responses aloud and correct as 
they read.  Some students need to hear what they have written in order to 
determine whether they have written what they intended while others may 
prefer a combination of oral and written assessment – with greater weighting 
for the oral component.  

• An oral examination is not an easy option for students.  Give the same time 
for an oral examination as for a written exam, but allow extra time for the 
student to listen to, and refine or edit taped responses.  In your assessment, 
allowance should be made for the fact that spoken answers are likely to be 
less coherent than written answers.  Oral examinations should be conducted 
in privacy in order to reduce anxiety and the student’s perception of 
difference.

• Keep written instructions and sentences in exams and assignment questions 
short.  Questions using bullet points, lists, or distinct parts are more likely to 
be correctly interpreted.  Students with a learning disability find it difficult to 
read multiple choice questions in a way that allows them to appreciate subtle 
changes in the arrangement of words.  Short answer questions will be a 
better test of their knowledge. 

• Many students with a learning disability are chronic misspellers, and use 
dictionaries only with great difficulty.  Allow students to use a word processor 
in examinations so that they have access to a spell checker.
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• Avoid using assessment methods which encourage students to rote learn 
material. Open book examinations are one way of doing this, though students 
with a learning disability will need extra time if this option is used. 

Adjustments & Assistive Technology

The following are examples of adjustments and assistive technology for students 
who have a learning disability. 

• Notetakers, smartpens and/or audio-taped class sessions, captioned films; 

• Extra exam time, alternative testing arrangements;

• Visual, aural, and tactile instructional demonstrations; 

• Computer with software that includes text-to-speech output, screen reading, 
spellchecker, grammar checker and word prediction eg Read & Write Gold;

• Phonetic Spelling software which can render phonetic spelling into correctly 
spelled words eg Read & Write Gold;

• Speech recognition software to help students dictate assignments as well as 
navigate the internet using voice commands eg Dragon Naturally Speaking;

• Concept mapping software allows for visual representations of ideas and 
concepts; 

• Enlarged screen displays; 

• Alternative colour contrasts. 
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Medical Disability
Many students who have a medical condition may not think of themselves as having 
a disability.  However, they still have the protection of the Disability Discrimination 
Act and the Education Standards arising from the Act.  These require that TAFE 
SA provides them accommodations where required and where the integrity of the 
qualification can be maintained despite the adjustments.

A wide range of medical conditions may interfere with students’ ability to attend 
classes, complete assignments by due dates or be assessed in the usual ways.  
These conditions include epilepsy, asthma, diabetes, kidney disorders, cystic 
fibrosis, cancer, hepatitis, chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) and HIV/AIDS.  While 
some of these conditions are life long, others, such as CFS, for example, may last 
for periods ranging from a few months to several years.

Students with neurological diseases may also have mobility and/or vision 
impairment. 

There may be a lack of balance and coordination with some conditions, as well as 
chronic fatigue and pain.  Other common disabling characteristics include severe 
headaches, backache, joint pains, blurred vision, weakness or numbness in limbs, 
and breathlessness, often triggered by stress.  Students receiving treatment for 
cancer may have long and debilitating periods of nausea and fatigue.

Additionally, respiratory and cardiac diseases, which are debilitating, may affect 
mobility and impair the strength, speed, endurance, coordination and dexterity that 
are necessary for moving and manipulating equipment, and for writing.

Symptoms may fluctuate, varying in severity even over relatively short periods of 
time. Some medical disabilities are progressively degenerative.  The course of some 
diseases is highly unpredictable.

Epilepsy

There are virtually no generalisations that can be made about how epilepsy or 
a seizure disorder will affect a student.  How one person reacts to a particular 
treatment can be very different from how another will react.  The impact of seizures 
in a person’s life will also vary greatly.  

No single factor relating to epilepsy accurately predicts what, if any, impact epilepsy 
will have on learning abilities.  The impact may be determined by what the cause 
of the epilepsy might be, at what age the student began having seizures, the type 
of seizure the student experiences, what part of the brain is affected by the seizure 
activity, and the frequency. 
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Epilepsy is also often found in people who have one or more other disabilities.  
For instance, 25% of people with Autism Spectrum Disorders also have epilepsy.  
Additionally, people with epilepsy sometimes have learning disabilities and 
behavioural disabilities.  However, the majority of people with epilepsy have no 
associated disability. 

In rare instances, students with severe epilepsy may have damage to the part of the 
brain that affects speech.  

Different seizure types can have different impacts on a student’s performance. 
For example, memory may be adversely affected by a generalised tonic-clonic 
(grand mal) seizure or a complex partial seizure.  Absence seizures, which are 
characterised by a brief loss of consciousness, may prevent a student from hearing 
and seeing what is happening in class while the seizures are occurring.  This loss 
of contact with surroundings can therefore impede learning.  Students may also fall 
behind from missing classes for doctor’s appointments, tests, or while recovering 
from a major seizure. 

Learning can be affected by the type of medication, the number of medications, 
and the dosage level the student may be taking.  Some commonly prescribed 
medications have side effects which may include drowsiness, inattention or 
restlessness, all of which can have an adverse impact on a student’s learning 
potential.  If a student is taking multiple medications to control seizures, or taking 
medication at a very high dosage level, he or she may experience more learning 
difficulties than students taking only one drug or taking a lower dose of a medicine. 

If a lecturer is not confident of their ability to assist a student who might have a 
seizure, they should contact the Student Services Officer or go to: 
http://www.epilepsycentre.org.au

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (CFS) & Multiple Chemical Sensitivity (MCS)

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome and Multiple Chemical Sensitivity often present together.  
Stigma attached to people with CFS and MCS can result in low disclosure rates.

Students with CFS may have high rates of absence or only be able to study for 
short periods.  Chronic fatigue unrelated to CFS may arise from treatment for 
another medical condition and/or use of medication.

Students with MCS may become ill or be unable to concentrate in environments 
where perfumes or aromatic chemicals are in use.  Pesticide use, fresh paint and 
new carpets in the vicinity of study environments are also likely to impact on the 
student’s ability to study.  
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Where Lecturers suspect a student may have CFS and/or MCS they should be 
encouraged to speak to a Student Services Officer about the type of adjustments 
that can be made to support their learning needs.

Lecturers seeking additional information about the potential impact of CFS and 
MCS on study should visit: http://sacfs.asn.au/

Pain

Students may experience pain for a variety of reasons.  It may be temporary, 
periodic or chronic.  Whatever the cause, while pain impacts on a student’s ability to 
study, they have protections under the Education Standards of the DDA.

Many students who experience pain may not acknowledge it as a disability and 
may not understand that adjustments can be made that may assist them to study 
to their potential.  If pain is impacting on a student’s performance, Lecturers should 
encourage the student to approach a Student Services Officer to develop an 
Access Plan.

Impact on Learning

• Some medical conditions leave students vulnerable to a wide range of 
infections and viruses, and frequent absenteeism owing to hospitalisation 
and/or medication changes may be the first indication teaching staff have of 
the existence of a medical condition. 

• There may be significant inconsistencies in performance.  Some students 
may have difficulty persisting with tasks particularly when physical 
discomfort is an issue.  There may be intolerance to extremes of heat or light, 
and to some chemicals. 

• Some medications may result in lethargy and concentration difficulties.  This 
may mean that students do not participate actively in class discussions.  
Participation may also be affected when energy levels are low, and in those 
whose speech is affected by the disability. 

• Medical conditions and medications may interfere with performance at 
varying times of the day.  If these issues present, students should be 
encouraged to discuss them with a Student Services Officer.

• Mood swings and depression may be associated with chronic medical 
conditions.

• Students may sometimes exhibit extreme anxiety, particularly if there is a 
history of unexpected ‘episodes’ in public. 

• Some students will have had gaps in their educational experience as a result 
of periods of hospitalisation, and thus will often lack confidence in their 
learning abilities. 
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Communication Strategies

• Some students will choose to disclose their disability; others will not.  
Students may be both sensitive and anxious about discussing a ‘hidden’ 
medical disability.  Some students will experience fluctuations in symptoms 
and changes in different stages of some diseases, so difficulties associated 
with a medical disability may not always be obvious.  

• If it is obvious that a medical condition is impacting on a student’s ability to 
complete course requirements, the student should be encouraged to work 
with a Student Services Officer to develop an Access Plan.

• Students may require the physical environment be organised to minimise the 
impact of extremes of temperature, light or sound disturbance in order to aid 
concentration.  They may also require the re-scheduling of academic tasks 
and negotiating changes to due dates etc. 

Teaching Strategies

• Students with a medical disability may have frequent or unexpected 
absences from class.  Flexible delivery of teaching material via electronic 
media is particularly helpful for these students.  Recording of lectures should 
be considered so that students who are absent do not have to rely on other 
students for their learning materials. 

• Workload may need to be negotiated so that students do not become 
over-anxious about absences.  Students who are frequently absent will 
benefit from advance notice of topics to be covered, and assignments to 
be completed.  You may need to be flexible about attendance rules and 
deadlines, the number of academic tasks to be completed, and the amount 
of material students are expected to access from different locations.  Where 
attendance becomes an issue, the student should be encouraged to speak 
to a Student Services Officer if there is a potential impact on Centrelink 
payments.

• Where there are required numbers of hours of practice as part of a 
qualification, a student, with a medical condition that impacts upon 
attendance, should be counselled as to how they will meet these 
requirements.

• Academic activities which take place off-campus (such as industry visits, 
interviews or field work) may pose problems.  Advance notice of such visits 
is important.  For students who are unable to participate because of their 
disability, supplementary practicals, films or videos should be considered as 
alternatives to visits or field trips where allowed in the qualification.

• Students with a medical disability may need particular adjustments to 
assessment tasks.  Once a clear picture of how the medical condition 
impacts on performance is achieved, alternative assessment strategies can 
be considered and be documented in an Access Plan.
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• Allow extensions to assignment deadlines if extensive reading has been set, 
particularly if a student’s attendance has been interrupted, and opportunities 
for accessing information have consequently been limited. 

• Consider redistributing the weighting of assignments.  Students who have 
been unwell or unable to perform prescribed assessment tasks need to be 
able to negotiate with the Lecturer to have some of the assessment weighted 
differently. 

• Provide extra time in examinations or split papers to accommodate students 
with reduced writing speed.  Some students with a medical disability may 
need rest breaks.  Take-home papers may be an option, particularly for 
students with kidney disease, cancer etc.  It is important for these students 
to be in an environment where they can use their usual support systems.  

• When a medical condition enters an active phase, any assessment should 
be postponed.  If the cut-off date for withdrawal without penalty has passed, 
students should be counselled to seek advice from a Student Services 
Officer about their situation. 

Adjustments & Assistive Technology

The following are examples of adjustments and assistive technology for students 
who have a medical disability. 

• Options for electronic discussion;

• Notetakers;

• Classrooms, labs, and field trips in accessible locations; 

• Preferential and accessible seating; 

• Audio recording of class sessions;

• Use of a Laptop computer for notetaking;

• Flexible attendance requirements and extra exam time;

• Voice recognition software eg Dragon Naturally Speaking;

• Word prediction software eg Read & Write Gold; 

• Assignments made available in electronic format;

• Use of email to facilitate communication; 

• Additional time for assignments and exams;

• Opportunities for breaks/rest periods/use of medication.
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Mobility Impairment
Mobility may be impaired by a number of conditions, some of which are permanent, 
others of a temporary or intermittent nature.  These conditions include acquired 
spinal injury, spina bifida, cerebral palsy, arthritis, muscular dystrophy, multiple 
sclerosis (MS), Parkinson’s disease, repetitive strain injury (RSI) and many others.  
Back or neck injuries may also affect general mobility.  A stroke may result 
in temporary or permanent loss of feeling or movement of part of the body – 
frequently on one side. 

Coordination and balance may be mildly or severely affected by any of these 
conditions.  Movement may be impaired by muscle spasms, numbness or pain.  As 
a consequence both manipulation of equipment and writing may be difficult. 

Speech and vision may also be affected with cerebral palsy, multiple sclerosis or 
those who have suffered a stroke.

Mobility impairment may also result from head injury (ABI – acquired brain injury).  
Increasing numbers of students are returning to study and training following vehicle 
or sporting accidents in which they have sustained some degree of brain injury.  
Resulting impairment may affect speech, vision, coordination, and the injury may 
also be responsible for personality disorders or depression. 

Depression is also often associated with degenerative conditions such as multiple 
sclerosis.  When speech is affected there may be difficulty communicating with and 
relating to others.

Some cardiac and respiratory diseases may also affect general mobility.  Some of 
these conditions are characterised by periods of remission so the disability will not 
always be visible, and will not always impact on the student’s ability to function.  
We need to acknowledge that every disability is a unique case and generalisations 
should not be drawn.

Impact on Learning

The impact of a mobility impairment on learning will vary according to the specific 
disability.  However, the issues of most significance relate to physical access (to 
classrooms, laboratories, workshops, studios and equipment), participation (in 
field trips, off-campus visits) and the time and energy expended in moving around 
campus.

Students may be affected in the following ways:

• When there is limited time to move between venues, students may miss the 
beginning of a class. 
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• Fatigue is common. Using facilities which others take for granted, such as 
toilets, food-outlets, libraries, and lecture rooms may be a major undertaking. 

• Students may experience functional difficulties: an inability to write using 
a pen; reduced writing speed; involuntary head movements which affect 
the ability to read standard-sized print; and reduced ability to manipulate 
resources in the learning environment.  They may have difficulty turning 
pages or using computers. 

• Students may have frequent or unexpected absences from class owing to 
hospitalisation or changes in their rehabilitation or treatment procedure.  
Earlier periods of hospitalisation may have meant gaps in schooling. 

• Those with a mobility impairment may be isolated in the learning 
environment. The possibility for social contacts and for interaction with other 
students is sometimes limited which may have an impact on learning. 

Communication Strategies

• The fact that students have a mobility disability may not always be 
immediately apparent. 

• It is also important to ask students if physical assistance (for example 
opening doors or carrying books) is required.  Ask the student what you can 
help with and how.

• Students using wheelchairs often complain of being patronised, and of being 
spoken to as if they are deaf, or in some way ‘not quite there’, or mentally 
deficient.  Communicate just as you would with any other student. 

• Do not lean on a student’s wheelchair or move it without seeking permission.  
Consider the wheelchair as part of the student’s personal space. 

• Where possible, sit down next to a wheelchair user so that you are close to 
the same height.

• Ask students about any assistive technology they may be using to access 
information or to prepare assignments.  It will always help to understand just 
what is involved for a particular student in the preparation of their work. 

Teaching Strategies

• Students who use wheelchairs, callipers, crutches or walking sticks, or who 
tire easily, may find it difficult moving about within the constraints of lecture 
timetables.  Absence or lateness may be a result of the distance between 
teaching venues, so at the end of a lecture you may need to recap any 
information given at the beginning. 

• Activities which take place off-campus (such as industry visits, interviews or 
fieldwork) may pose problems.  

• Consider supplementary practicals, films, or videos as options to field trips if 
the qualification allows.  
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• Students with a mobility impairment may need alternate furniture, such 
as ergonomic chairs or sloped writing tables.  Extra space may need to 
be created in classrooms, but this should be done unobtrusively.  Some 
students with back problems may prefer to stand rather than sit. 

• Some students may need to use a sound recorder or notetaker in lectures.  
Extra time is involved in processing information acquired in this way.  
Recording lectures can often assist students with mobility disabilities.

• Students may need extensions to deadlines for work involving locating and 
using library resources.  Provide reading lists well before the start of a course 
so that reading can begin early.

Adjustments & Assistive Technology

The following are examples of adjustments and assistive technology for students 
who have a mobility impairment.

• Notetaker, lab assistant, group lab assignments;

• Classrooms, labs, and field trips in accessible locations;

• Adjustable tables, lab equipment located within reach; 

• Audio recordings of class sessions; 

• Use of a Laptop computer for notetaking;

• Flexible positioning or mounting of keyboards, monitors, etc; 

• Class assignments made available in electronic format;

• Computer equipped with special input device (eg speech input, Morse code, 
alternative keyboard);

• Accessible on/off switches;

• Software utilities that consolidate multiple or sequential keystrokes;

• Mouth sticks, head sticks, or other pointing devices;

• Modified keyboards (eg expanded, mini, or one-handed);

• Trackballs or other input devices that provide an alternative to a mouse;

• Keyboard emulation with specialised switches that allow the use of scanning 
or Morse code input;

• Word prediction software eg Read & Write Gold;

• General assistance may be needed to access printed materials;

• Preferential and accessible seating.
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Mental Health
Disabilities labelled as mental health issues may include, but not limited to, 
depression, schizophrenia, bipolar effective disorder, anxiety disorders such as post 
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), eating disorders, obsessive compulsive disorder 
(OCD) and the group of personality disorders which includes borderline personality 
disorder. There may also be psychological issues associated with substance abuse 
and acquired brain injury (ABI).

These disabilities may be characterised by anxiety, erratic behaviour, panic attacks, 
attention deficit, fluctuating motivation, and disorganisation.  These may also be 
features of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

These disabilities may be transitory (induced by recent personal trauma) or of 
longer standing.  Symptoms range from mild and episodic to severe and ongoing.  
Students may sometimes require academic accommodations, and other times not.  
To all intents and purposes these disabilities are ‘invisible’.

Depression is one of the most common psychological disabilities. Also common 
are various anxiety disorders.  Anxiety may manifest itself in a number of ways and 
may occur as a result of other disabilities.  Students may withdraw from interaction 
with others.  They may experience unpleasant physical manifestations – feeling hot, 
sweaty palms and palpitations.  In some cases anxiety may provoke inappropriate 
responses.

Students taking prescription medication may experience drowsiness, persistent 
thirst, vision difficulties, and problems with coordination and concentration.

Inappropriate behaviour or behaviour that poses a risk to people and/or property 
should not be excused by a psychiatric disability.  Staff should refer to the TAFE SA 
Student Conduct Policy and associated procedures.

While every mental health illness and disability has its own symptoms, there are 
some signs that might assist you to recognise that a student may be experiencing a 
problem eg:  

• withdrawal

• impaired concentration

• irritability

• rapid change in weight

• sadness and gloom

• worry and agitation

• aggression

• inappropriate behaviour

• disinterest

• delusions and grandiose behaviour
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Impact on Learning

The learning processes of students with mental health issues may be affected in the 
following ways:

• The idea of being ‘sick’ or ‘different’ may have resulted in low self-esteem 
and lack of confidence, and this will affect approaches to learning.  Students 
who are anxious about new situations and new people may isolate 
themselves. 

• Students may have frequent or unexpected absences owing to 
hospitalisation and/or medication changes. 

• Staff may notice that students have rigid thinking patterns and inflexible 
approaches to tasks, a result of lack of confidence and anxiety about new 
experiences. 

• Students may tend to rote learn because of anxiety, may lack confidence 
generally, and have difficulty performing consistently or following through 
on tasks.  They may also worry about perceived inadequacies, without there 
necessarily being any evidence of these. 

• Severe anxiety may significantly impair participation in the classroom and 
performance in exams. 

• There may be evidence of short-term memory loss which will affect both the 
ability to recall information, and attention span.  

• Students may have difficulty following sequences, complicated instructions 
and directions, and with integrating material from different sources.  They 
may be easily ‘overwhelmed’ by information. 

• When students are unwell they may be inclined to misinterpret questions, 
comments or instructions, or be vague in their responses to questions.  

• Some students may misinterpret non-verbal cues in particular.  They may 
tend to impulsiveness and unpredictability and may sometimes appear 
obsessive, asking questions repeatedly, returning frequently to issues already 
covered, or being repetitive.

Communication Strategies

• Always allow sufficient time for discussions with students so that they do not 
get anxious about unfinished conversations or unresolved matters.  Students 
who fear that they are misunderstood (both generally and specifically) may 
have difficulty asking for adjustments. 

• If any disturbing or inappropriate behaviour is evident in the classroom this 
should be discussed with the student privately, and future behaviour agreed 
upon.  Safety of staff and other students must always be considered if a 
student is using inappropriate behaviour.

• Express your concern in private to the student and make sure the student is 
aware of the appropriate supports available.
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Teaching Strategies

• Flexible delivery of teaching material via electronic media is particularly 
helpful for students who are unavoidably absent from class, or who cannot 
participate in classes for extended periods of time. 

• Anxiety is prevalent among people with mental health issues.  Severe anxiety 
may reduce concentration, distort perception, and interfere with the learning 
process.  Students who are anxious about workload may benefit from 
tailored reading and task lists, with some guidance to key pieces of work and 
how to prioritise their commitments.

• Provide an individual orientation to new equipment or processes to minimise 
the anxiety likely for some students in unfamiliar learning situations.  

• Emotional and behavioural changes may make if difficult for students to 
participate in the classroom or to give presentations.  It may be appropriate 
to organise one-to-one tutoring, or to ask the student to record their 
presentations on tape.  A referral to a Student Services Officer may also be 
appropriate.

• Some students may be over-sensitive to what they perceive as criticism from 
others.  They may prefer (private) verbal to written feedback on assignments. 

• Being able to record lectures may assist those students whose attention 
span is affected by their disability, as well as those who, because of 
the effects of medication and/or short-term memory loss, may tend to 
misinterpret or misquote.

• When a psychiatric disability enters an active phase it may be necessary to 
postpone an assessment.

Adjustments & Assistive Technology

The following are examples of adjustments and assistive technology for students 
who have a mental health issue.

• Notetakers;

• Use of a Laptop computer for notetaking;

• Audio recordings of class sessions;

• Options for electronic discussion;

• Flexible attendance requirements and extra exam time;

• Alternative venue for exams and tests;

• Assignments made available in electronic format, use of email to facilitate 
communication. 

• Support person (carer).
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Vision Impairment
The impact of a vision impairment depends on the type, extent and timing of vision 
loss.  Some students have gradually lost vision over a number of years; others may 
have been blind since birth; others still may have experienced sudden vision loss, 
usually as a result of trauma.  Students who are blind will often use a guide dog 
or white cane for mobility and increased independence.  Other students may be 
light-sensitive, have low or limited vision, or have limited peripheral or central vision.  
Students may use a range of adaptive equipment, for example magnifiers, closed-
circuit TV, or screen-reading software.

It is important to recognise that with some vision impairments, sight fluctuates.  
Most people who are declared legally blind have some residual vision.  Students 
may have some days, or times of day, when vision or light tolerance is much better 
than on others.

Impact on Learning

The learning processes of students with vision impairment may be affected in the 
following ways:

• Headaches may often result from eyestrain.  This may reduce considerably 
the length of study time available to these students in any one block.

• Students with vision impairment may access information in a variety of 
ways, for example Braille, audio recordings, digital audio, electronic files, 
or enlarged print.  Braille readers may not skim read as readily as other 
students, and may take up to three times as long as other students to read 
a text.  Students with some types of vision loss may be large-print readers.  
Many will be unable to read examination questions and handouts in standard 
print, or read their own handwriting when answering examination questions, 
or taking their own notes.  Extra time is needed to carry out some tasks, 
such as locating words in a text when shifting from one reading medium to 
another. 

• Students who need information transcribed into alternative formats must 
wait, often for several weeks, for the material to be produced for them – 
particularly if they are new students.  This means that they will often fall 
behind in their pre-reading to other students in the class.  Confidence and 
self-esteem may also suffer as a result. 

• Students with vision impairment may appear isolated in the learning 
environment.  The possibility for social contacts and for interaction with other 
students is often limited, which may have an impact on learning. 



V
is

io
n

 I
m

p
a
ir

m
e
n
t

A guide for staff on disability discrimination42

• Participation and interaction in classes where group work is a feature may be 
restricted to begin with.  It is sometimes difficult for students who are unable 
to see the non-verbal cues and interactions of others to feel comfortable 
about participating.  Judging when it is appropriate to interrupt or to take 
a turn in discussion may particularly difficult until the student gains more 
confidence and others in their various groups also become used to group 
participation.

Communication Strategies

• It is best to use your normal voice when speaking to a student with vision 
loss.  Identify yourself by name, in case the person does not recognise 
your voice, and indicate verbally whenever you are entering or leaving the 
student’s presence.  Keep doors either closed or open, corridors clear, bags 
and other items under chairs and keep other objects in their usual place or 
inform the student when they have been moved. 

• Ask students about any adaptive technology they may be using to access 
information or prepare assignments.  It will always help to understand just 
what is involved for a particular student in the preparation of their work. 

Teaching Strategies

• The amount of visual information received every day is often underestimated.  
Many students who are blind or vision impaired do not have a lifetime of 
visual experiences to draw upon.  It may be necessary to consider the 
amount of assumed visual content in your subject when designing learning 
tasks. 

• Reassure students who may become over-anxious about making mistakes, 
asking questions, getting through the work, or participating generally.  It 
may be necessary for students with significant vision impairment to have 
an individual orientation to equipment in order to minimise the anxiety likely 
in an unfamiliar environment and as a safety measure.  Similarly, students 
who are blind or vision impaired may benefit from a ‘pathfinding’ visit prior to 
formal classes starting so that they can become familiar with the space they 
will be navigating.  

• Students who are blind or vision impaired may also choose to tape lectures/
tutorials/seminars etc to better support their note taking and later reference 
for learning.

• For students with vision impairment your teaching style will need to be 
‘verbal’.  Think about how to communicate information to students who 
cannot see what you are doing.  Verbalise what is written on the board and 
on projected electronic media.  Thick black pens are best on whiteboards, 
and it is best to keep coloured pens to a minimum.  When writing on the 
board or facing a screen, it is best to project your voice more so students 
can clearly hear what you are saying.  Talk through any calculations as 
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they are made, or procedures as they are carried out.  Read any printed 
information, and describe any charts or graphs being used.  Make reference 
to page, screen table, picture numbers etc so the students can keep up with 
you. 
Additionally, this information will need to be available in written form so that 
it can be transcribed for Braille and large-print readers, and referred to at a 
later date for revision or assignments.  Alternatively, students may be able 
to access the information if it is in electronic form by using an earpiece 
connected to a laptop that is using screen reading software.  

• Activities that take place off-campus (such as industry or workplace 
visits, interviews or field work) may pose some problems, and on-campus 
alternatives may need to be considered if this can be accommodated within 
the inherent requirements of the course.

• Inform the student if it is planned to use videos, slides or information 
projected to a screen and discuss alternative ways of accessing the 
necessary information. 

• Because students with vision impairment may be significantly slower than 
other students in completing reading tasks due to the alternative format used 
(reading may be slower; considerable time is involved in getting material 
recorded or Brailled), provide reading lists well before the start of a course so 
that reading can begin early. 

• The vision of some students may be affected by the glare from fluorescent 
lights or sunlight, or reflective light, eg projector light bouncing off a glossy 
screen, may cause difficulty.  You may need to attend to some aspects of 
your teaching environment. This should be done unobtrusively. 

• Students who have a vision impairment may need particular adjustments 
to assessment tasks. Once a clear picture of how the disability impacts 
on learning has been achieved alternative assessment strategies can be 
considered.  These would be specified in an Access Plan.

• Access Plans may allow for extensions to assignment deadlines if extensive 
reading has been set.  They may also state that examination papers may 
need to be enlarged or converted to Braille, with tactile diagrams, maps etc.  
Access Plans may also specify the necessity to provide heavy line paper, a 
scribe, or special writing implements or for students to complete exams on a 
laptop that uses speech recognition and/or screen reading software.  

• Provisions may be necessary for extra time in exams.  Some students with 
vision impairment will require double time for exams.  Rest breaks will be 
essential.  Take home examinations or split papers are a preferred option 
under such circumstances.
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Adjustments and Assistive Technology

The following are examples of adjustments and assistive technology for students 
who have vision impairment.

• Audio transcription, eg cassette, digital audio files (CD, MP3 etc), Braille or 
electronic-formatted lecture notes, handouts, and texts;

• Verbal descriptions of graphic content/visual aids - eg graphs, tables, 
photographs, diagrams, art, sculptures, flow charts, etc.

• Tactile diagrams and maps (raised-line drawings) of the above for those 
students who are skilled in reading them and tactile models of graphic 
materials;

• Braille signage – lab signs and equipment labels, auditory lab warning 
signals;

• Computer with optical character reader, speech output, Braille screen display 
and printer output;

• Refreshable Braille displays that allow line-by-line translation of a screen or 
electronic text/Word file into a Braille display area; 

• Scanners with optical character recognition that can read printed material 
and store it electronically where it can be read using speech output or Braille. 
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Autism Spectrum Disorders - 
ASD and Aspergers
Autism Spectrum Disorders and Aspergers are defined as developmental disorders.

People diagnosed with ASD may also have mental health issues such as depression 
and/or anxiety disorders.  This is often due to the fact that they have difficulties 
fitting in socially and would have most likely experienced bullying and harassment 
throughout their lives due to them appearing to be “different” or “quirky” even in an 
adult education environment.

Impact on Learning

• People with ASD are often very intelligent, but equally often – only in one or 
two areas.  They will often have narrow areas of interest and monitoring to 
ensure all areas of the curriculum are completed will facilitate success.

• ASD is often characterised by obsessions and obsessive behaviours.  This 
can be beneficial to some classes, but if obsessive behaviours occur in class 
and are distracting, Lecturers may wish to seek advice. 

• People with ASD often have very fixed ideas about what is right and wrong 
and may not understand ‘horses for courses’, differential treatment or 
flexibility around requirements.

• Social skills may be deficit which may impact on their ability to make friends 
and pick up on social cues from other people.

• Many people diagnosed with ASD will see things as black or white and will 
not feel comfortable with rules being flexible or students being given different 
information or opportunities.

• People diagnosed with Autism will have a level of intellectual disability and a 
level of impaired language development – each person will be functioning at 
their own individual level, thus the term Spectrum Disorder.

• People diagnosed with Aspergers Syndrome do not have an intellectual 
disability and may have a high IQ in some areas but always have poor social 
skills. This is known as “scattered skills”.

Communication Strategies

• People with ASD are often poor communicators, but can be excellent at 
direct relaying of facts.

• People with ASD often have difficulties with communication, both receptive 
(listening to others speak) and expressive verbal communication, but may 
have strong reading skills, and rote memory skills.
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• People diagnosed with Aspergers Syndrome often have excellent expressive 
language but they have difficulties understanding and retaining verbal 
information given to them.  They may not pick up on irony/sarcasm and will 
often take things very literally.

• People with ASD may prefer their own company and thus choose not 
to communicate with others. They may also want friends but lack the 
communication and social skills to make them and keep them. 

Teaching Strategies

• Students with ASD may have difficulty in completing tasks as they may 
pursue one part of a task obsessively.  Many students who have ASD 
respond better to clear tasks that are set out in stages with each section 
explained explicitly.

• Students with ASD will often be more successful in a class where the 
Lecturer keeps their word and routine is followed.

• Many people diagnosed with ASD are visual learners and may struggle 
retaining audio information – eg Lecturers talking at the front of the 
classroom for long periods of time.

• Many people diagnosed with ASD have difficulties when changes in routine 
occur.  Pre warning of any foreseen changes will help the person to prepare 
themselves for that change and may avoid any added anxiety or behavioural 
issues.

• Many people diagnosed with ASD have excellent memories and show great 
attention to detail.

• Many people diagnosed with ASD may have obsessions about certain 
topics eg computers, trains etc.  This can become an issue when the 
individual is focussing on only one part of their course, the part that interests 
them.  Monitoring by Lecturers to ensure all parts of the course are being 
completed will support the student’s success.

• Many students diagnosed with ASD respond well to visual study schedules 
with the due dates of assessments clearly marked on the schedules. This 
helps them to organise their time to prepare for due dates.

• Autistic people have to understand scientifically what non-autistic people 
already understand instinctively.  Therefore there is a need to break down 
information into smaller steps to enhance learning.

• People with an ASD often relate to things logically rather than emotionally 
and so appealing to their sense of justice can motivate them to adhere to 
rules.

• Students should be encouraged to use a computer/ laptop where possible as 
they may lack the hand writing skills or the ability to copy information off of 
the whiteboard.
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• Students may need to be given more time and information to complete tasks 
and assignments as they may need to be broken down into smaller tasks 
first, and may need help understanding the question.

• Students may need to be encouraged to sit in the front of the class to 
cut down possible distractions and may like to sit in the same chair/spot 
every class.  Some may even need the assistance of auditory processing 
technologies eg headphones and microphones.

• Be aware that most people with ASD have several sensory processing issues 
which may need to be addressed if they are impacting on their behaviour.

• Students need to be aware of their own calming/relaxation strategies so you 
can encourage them to use them if they become anxious.

Adjustments & Assistive Technology

The following are examples of adjustments and assistive technology for students 
who have Autism or Aspergers.

• Options for electronic discussion;

• Notetakers;

• Preferential seating and the elimination of unnecessary background noise. 

• Written instruction broken down into smaller tasks;

• Use of headphones and microphones;

• Audio recordings of class sessions;

• Use of a Laptop computer for notetaking;

• Flexible attendance requirements and extra exam time;

• Assignments made available in electronic format;

• Additional time for assignments and exams.
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Behavioural Disabilities
Behavioural disabilities include Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), Attention Deficit & 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD).

It is important to note that most people with ODD have a history of abuse or severe 
trauma in childhood, but behavioural disabilities may have many causes, including 
psychiatric, physiological, neurological and genetic.

However, unacceptable or unsafe behaviour is not excused by a diagnosed 
behavioural disability.

Lecturing staff must be aware that increasing numbers of students who have 
behavioural disabilities and who are not yet legally adults will be undertaking flexible 
learning options that include TAFE SA study.  Staff need to remember that they are 
Mandated Notifiers regarding abuse and danger to a child.

Impact on Learning

• Behavioural disabilities are not always linked to intelligence and people with 
behavioural disabilities are often very intelligent, but equally often, have poor 
academic records.

• Students may be disruptive in class, but equally do not always engage in 
inappropriate behaviour by choice.

• Behaviours and responses are often ingrained by the time students with 
behavioural disabilities get to post school education.  

• Many adults with behavioural disabilities may have had an interrupted 
education and may be returning to formal education after a long break.  They 
may have poor understanding of how to study successfully as they have 
achieved little success in an education or training setting. 

Communication Strategies

• Many people with behavioural disabilities such as ODD often have fixed 
ideas about right and wrong and can become agitated when these ideas are 
challenged without respect.

• The best way to communicate with students is normally and in a non-
threatening manner; talk to them like people, they will respond better.

• Teaching students how to accept positive feedback, particularly from peers 
without interruption or defence.  

• Encouraging students to iterate what they think they had heard from others 
before responding also identifies possible misunderstood communications. 
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• Finally, encouraging students to respond with what they think and what they 
are willing to do to cooperate or compromise also teaches them to interact in 
a positive way.

• Students with behavioural disabilities often form a successful relationship 
with one or two adults who can function as a support.  Linking them to a 
Student Services Officer or a Learning Support Lecturer may be a valuable 
relationship to support the student’s learning. 

Teaching Strategies

• Students with behavioural disabilities often respond well to lists as 
reminders, to lessons and concepts being broken up into bite-sized chunks 
and often respond well when responsibility for a particular function is 
assigned to them.

• People with behavioural disabilities frequently self harm and have low self-
esteem.  Additionally, they often get ‘wound up’ and bullied by others, even 
in an adult education environment.  These are behaviours lecturing staff may 
want to be vigilant about and seek advice from a Student Services Officer.  

• Students with ODD in particular will often engage in behaviour that will 
disadvantage them regardless of the consequences.

• Consistency in how the class runs is very important to the success of 
students with behavioural disabilities.

• Paying attention to safety is important when students with behavioural 
disabilities are in a class.

Adjustments & Assistive Technology

The following are examples of adjustments and assistive technology for students 
who have a psychological or psychiatric disability.

• Notetakers;

• Use of a Laptop computer for notetaking; 

• Audio recordings of class session;

• Options for electronic discussion;

• Flexible attendance requirements and extra exam time;

• Alternative venues for exams and tests;

• Assignments made available in electronic format;

• Use of email to facilitate communication.
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Frequently Asked Questions
1. Adjustments

An adjustment is a reasonable change that removes a barrier to a student’s ability 
to study.  It can mean a physical change, such as putting in a ramp to allow a 
student in a wheelchair to gain entrance to a classroom, or a change to assessment 
procedures such as extra time in exams. 

Q1: How can I legitimately make reasonable adjustments for a student with 
a disability when I know that an employer may not be prepared to make 
similar accommodations? 

A: Under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and The Education Standards, 
which arise from the DDA, it is our responsibility as educators to provide 
appropriate and reasonable adjustments to ensure that students are able to 
complete all aspects of their course.  However, this does not mean lowering 
academic standards.  When a student seeks employment, it is up to the 
student to negotiate appropriate work accommodations with the employer.  It 
is not our function to act as ‘gate keepers’ to employment. 

Q2: A student has disclosed to me that they have a disability and asked me 
for advice about adjustments – but I don’t know how to help them.  What 
should I do? 

A: There are several avenues you may like to take: 

• Talk to a Student Services Officer – they are trained professionals who 
have expertise in the field.  It is part of their job to know about possible 
adjustments; 

• Access the Australian Clearinghouse on Education and Training (ADCET) 
website www.adcet.edu.au; 

• Contact your regional National Disability Coordination Officer.  Contact 
details are available at www.deewr.gov.au/ndco; 

• Talk to other Lecturers, Disability Contacts or Course Coordinators who 
have had experience in working with students with disabilities; 

Q3: A student has requested adjustments, having informed me that they have 
a disability – but they haven’t told me what the disability is.  What do I do? 

A: As long as the student has a Disability Access Plan and the disability has 
been verified, teaching staff do not necessarily need to know the nature of 
the disability.  However, they do need to know what impact the disability will 
have on the student’s ability to study, so that appropriate adjustments can be 
negotiated.  If you have any concerns contact the Student Services Officer. 
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Q4: What do I do if I believe that the adjustments requested by the student 
are not appropriate? 

A: Contact the Student Services Officer and discuss why you believe the 
adjustments are inappropriate and why that particular accommodation has 
been sought.  This may enable you to understand why the adjustments have 
been recommended and then you can negotiate a more suitable adjustment, 
if required.  Further, when changes are recommended, it will be necessary 
to decide who will be responsible for discussing the reasons why with the 
student. 

Q5: If a student with a disability is not going to be able to fulfil the inherent 
requirements of the course – what is my responsibility? 

A: It is important to ensure that the inherent requirements of the course are 
reasonable and are clearly stated.  There may be appropriate adjustments that 
can be made to enable the student to fulfil the inherent requirements. 

 Discuss this with an SSO and the student concerned.  It may be prudent for 
notes of these discussions to be kept by teaching staff and the SSO. This is to 
ensure that any misunderstandings can be resolved in a sensitive and realistic 
manner in line with TAFE SA policies. 

 It is often a sensitive task to explain to a student that they may not be able to 
fulfil the inherent requirements of the course. 

 After adjustments have been provided, if the student is still unable to fulfil the 
inherent requirements of the course, then they will not be able to complete 
their course.  The Disability Discrimination Act does not require education and 
training providers to lower academic standards. 

 When considering making changes in line with adjustments for students 
to complete the course it may be valid to consider whether the original 
inherent requirements have kept pace with current employment skills required 
by employers.  The Student Services Officer can assist in making this 
assessment. 
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2. Education

Q1: A student with a disability in my course has limited people skills.  People 
skills are very important in this career - what do I do? 

A: If the person did not have a disability and lack of people skills was an issue 
what would you do?  It is important to understand that not all issues a student 
with a disability presents are directly related to their disability.  At the same 
time it is also important to understand that the disability may have magnified 
or had an impact on the development of or the lack of certain skills.  For 
example, the disability may have led to the person being socially isolated, 
which has meant that they have not been able to develop the range of skills 
necessary to interact in society. 

 The Student Services Officer may be able to assist the student to develop the 
appropriate skills or provide them with information on external resources to 
assist them. 

Q2: What do I do if I make a mistake about a student’s disability eg use the 
wrong terminology, invade their space in an inappropriate way, make an 
assumption about their capabilities? 

A: Apologise – in the same way you would to anyone else and demonstrate a 
genuine effort to modify your behaviour. If you are unsure as to the correct 
thing to say or do there are a number of things you can consider, eg: 

• Seek the student’s support in helping you to understand what is appropriate 
behaviour or terminology; 

• Contact a Student Services Officer for advice; 

• Contact the relevant disability support organisation. The Disability 
Information Resource Centre [DIRC] can provide you with the name of an 
appropriate group or organisation.  
DIRC’s contact details are:

 - Telephone: (08) 8236 0555 or 1800 305 558

 - Fax:  (08) 236 0566.

 - URL: www.dircsa.org.au

Q3: I have a student acting ‘strangely’ in my classes and I think it may be 
because of a disability.  However, the student hasn’t disclosed to me – 
what do I do? 

A: You may like to begin by discussing TAFE SA’s services for assisting students 
with a disability, and expectations under current legislation, with the whole 
class.  
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 If the behaviour is becoming inappropriate and impacting on the learning 
of other students, then you need to speak to the student confidentially and 
advise that the behaviour is inappropriate and give reasons.  Refer the student 
to the TAFE SA Student Conduct Policy and associated procedures.

 If a student with a disability is behaving inappropriately it is the behaviour that 
is the issue not the student’s disability. 

 Students have the right not to disclose their disability, and many choose not to 
disclose because of discrimination experienced in the past. 

Q4: I have a student with a disability in my class.  How do I get further 
information about the disability in general, to ensure that the student is 
appropriately accommodated? 

A: There are a variety of ways for you to gain further information: 

• Contact a Student Services Officer; 

• Search the web for information about the disability; 

• Use disability specialist clearing houses such as the Australian 
Clearinghouse on Education and Training for people with a disability 
(ADCET) which can be found at www.adcet.edu.au; 

• You may also like to approach the student directly.  They will be the expert 
on their disability and will often be happy to provide you with information or 
a link to a resource.
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3. Employment

Q1: What do I do when I know that the student is simply not going to get a 
job in our profession? 

A: Because of your knowledge of the profession you are aware of any limitations 
on opportunities open to students – whether they have a disability or not!  You 
could meet with the student and outline some of the realities for them in that 
work environment and how they might work creatively to overcome challenges.  
Point out that there may be limited opportunities for them in that field and 
discuss what other career opportunities may be available eg the possibility 
of working in administration or combining the qualification with another and 
specialising. 

 Outline the challenges in the environment and suggest how these may be 
overcome.  Provide the student with ideas on how to deal with job interviews 
and the challenges of the workplace.  You may find that the student has 
already considered these options and is not interested in a traditional career 
path in the field. 

 At no time inform the student that they definitely will not get a job (as you do 
not know this for a fact) and do not discourage them.  Make the student aware 
of career possibilities and a range of pathways to achieve this.  Do not try to 
counsel them out of their chosen career. 

 The role of TAFE SA is to assist students to gain a qualification and/or 
enriching learning experience.  It is not the role of staff to decide what a 
student should or should not aspire to.

Q2: What do I do if I believe there are duty-of-care issues around a student 
with a disability going on placement? 

A: Arrange a meeting with the Student Services Officer who prepared the 
student’s Access Plan and the student to discuss your concerns and to find 
methods to accommodate and facilitate the placement. 

 It may then be appropriate to arrange a further meeting with people from 
the placement area to put in place support mechanisms and reasonable 
accommodations. 
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4. Registration

Some employment fields require that employees are registered with a professional 
body or otherwise hold a particular qualification in order to practice.  

In other cases, employers may require membership of a professional body as a 
criterion for employment.  However, this does not mean that membership is a legal 
requirement which will permit a person to work in that field. 

There is a difference between a legal requirement to be registered to work in a 
particular profession, such as nursing, medicine, architecture and teaching and that 
of an employer or profession strongly encouraging membership of a professional 
organisation. 

Q1: I have an excellent student but I believe that they will not be able to meet 
the registration requirements for employment because of their disability 
and the additional criteria established by the registering authority.  What 
can I do? 

A: Investigate different strategies for demonstrating the required skills and/or 
assessing the component.  Alternatively, it may be appropriate for the student 
to do another, complementary subject/course that will allow them to gain 
sufficient points/units to complete their qualification.  If you have concerns 
that this will have a negative impact on the student’s ability to be able to 
register you may wish to contact the registering body and have a hypothetical 
conversation.  You may find that they are willing to register with limitations 
eg the person will be fully registered to work except in a certain area.  If 
however, the Lecturer has strong grounds to believe that a student cannot 
be registered to work in their chosen field due to their disability, the student 
must be informed of this fact.  Prior to enrolment a frank and open discussion 
must take place in the presence of witnesses to ensure that all options are 
discussed and considered by all parties. 
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Useful Links
ADCET 
www.adcet.edu.au

CATS 
http://www.adcet.edu.au/cats/

Australian Human Rights Commission 
www.hreoc.gov.au

Australian Quality Training Framework 
http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/training_skills/policy_issues_reviews/key_issues/nts/
aqtf/

Department of Further Education, Employment, Science and Technology 
Disability Action Plan 
http://www.hreoc.gov.au/disability_rights/action_plans/Register/register.html#state

Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Commonwealth) 
http://www.comlaw.gov.au/comlaw/management.nsf/lookupindexpagesbyid/
IP200401406?OpenDocument

Disability Information Resource Centre Disability Services Directory 
http://www.dircsa.org.au/databases/directory/

Disability Standards for Education 
http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/school_education/programmes_funding/forms_
guidelines/disability_standards_for_education.htm

Equal Opportunity Act 1984 (South Australia) 
http://www.eoc.sa.gov.au/site/eo_for_you/discrimination_laws/south_australian_
laws/equal_opportunity_act.jsp

Promoting Independence: Disability Access Plans for South Australia 
http://www.dfc.sa.gov.au/pub/tabid/238/itemid/512/Promoting-Independence-
Strategy.aspx

TAFE SA Statewide Disability Support 
http://www.tafesa.edu.au/Students/DisabilitySupport/tabid/658/Default.aspx

TAFE SA Guide for Students with a Disability 
http://www.tafesa.edu.au/Portals/13/files/students/disability_dec08.pdf

TAFE SA Disability Access Plan brochure 
http://www.tafesa.edu.au/Portals/13/files/students/access_plans_brochure.pdf






