Are We There Yet
New Zealand?
Analysis of IHC’s online campaign surrounding Tomorrow’s Schools Review

Introduction
In March 2019, IHC began an online campaign surrounding the Tomorrow’s Schools Review –
with the aim of capturing real stories about what young New Zealanders with an intellectual
disability were experiencing in the classroom.
We created a website where people could submit their
stories and opinions about what is being done well,
and what should change within the current education
system. We promoted five separate case studies through
our social media pages, showcasing how children
who required support to learn were able to succeed in
the face of a broken system – that while luck and love
worked for some, true change was needed to help the
majority.

at secondary and four were in their 20s and had left
school. The remainder didn’t specify.
Six education professionals gave feedback, including
two teacher aides, an additional support teacher, a
SENCO/deputy principal and a teacher.
Discussion on Facebook covered a range of ages
and disabilities, including Down syndrome and ASD.
More than 6,650 people engaged in the Facebook
conversations and 62,112 people were reached. Some
parents shared experiences on Facebook, while others
contributed to discussions about education for disabled
children.

Parents sent in 37 full responses. Sixteen of these had
children with autistic spectrum disorder, six didn’t
specify a label but did refer to issues with behaviour.
Twelve of the children were at primary school, seven
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Themes
BELONGING
Being welcomed into a school, at the enrolment stage and in
classrooms alongside their peers wasn’t happening for most of
the children whose parents gave feedback. When children and
their families did feel part of the school, parents talked about
empathy, working as a team and an inclusive approach. Only
two parents gave examples of education working well for their
children.
Issues started at enrolment where parents were told their
children couldn’t attend because they didn’t have ORS funding
or the school “wasn’t right” for their child who would be
happier at another school. In one case a child waited a year for
funding to be confirmed before starting school, another was on
a waiting list for a special school because a mainstream school
was “too hard.”
“I was told the school wasn’t suitable because he only had 17
hours ORS.”
“A mother told me the school refused enrolment so she moved so
he could go to a special school.”
Once a child had managed to get into school, issues around
hours spent in education continued. It was common for a child
to be at school only for the time they had a teacher aide, or to
be excluded because of issues such as behaviour or safety.
The impact of the attitude of teachers, principals and boards
on learning and inclusion in school was a common theme.
The principal set the tone and supported teachers, and were
important to communication with parents. Parents became
frustrated when they weren’t listened too or consulted, saw
boards of trustees as lacking the experience to support them
when issues arose.
A welcoming teacher was key. One mother commented that
her daughter had just received an award and was a proud
respected member of her class. A change in teachers could
change the experience for the child:
“Individual teachers celebrated her, others actively excluded her.”
“Whether or not she was included depended on the teacher.”
Often the issue was attitudinal which included teachers
assuming disabled students would fail, or merely tolerating a
child in their classroom.
“He had good teachers then he landed another teacher who
almost undid all that good work.”
There was also concern about children’s social connections at
school. Parents mentioned that their child struggled socially or
had no friends. One commented that the teacher aide withdrew
her child from the classroom and they had become isolated
from their peers.

RESOURCING
Resourcing was a constant issue for parents, and for
professionals. The Ongoing Resourcing Scheme was most
commonly seen as an issue, with several parents applying
several times before their child was approved for funding.
Without ORS children were either refused enrolment or not
attending when there was no teacher aide.
“After applying for almost four years MOE granted ORS funding.”
“We applied for ORS which was a terrible experience. I was forced
to see ONLY my child’s deficits and shortcomings. My attitude
towards who he was changed.”
Others didn’t qualify. Some parents reported that this was
because of their child’s diagnosis, one parent told of seeking a
new diagnosis from a pediatrician in an effort to get support.
However, a diagnosis wasn’t always helpful:
“Disabilities are invisible so despite diagnosis she’s not deemed
bad enough to get help.”
Teacher aide time provided through school funding was
another issue:
“Irregular teacher aide support was dependent on what school
can scrape together.”
Another parent noted that their child had high ORS funding and
teacher’s aide support, but that they weren’t benefitting from

3

“We are perceived as negative and complaining.”
They were also impacted financially, for some because they
couldn’t work, or because they chose to pay for a private
school, with smaller classes.
The struggles parents faced were clear in a Facebook discussion
on inclusion and special schools. One parent noted that lack
of resources to adapt the curriculum or learning environments
meant mainstreaming wasn’t working. Another said after
struggling with limited funding and exclusion from class
activities at primary school, her daughter was now in a special
unit and “couldn’t be happier.”
Another parent said:
“My son is loving school this year and is willingly participating…
and this is in year 13+. This has been a very long and testing
journey: the repeated attempts for have him verified for OTRS
Finally successful after four attempts spanning seven years.”

inclusion because of behaviour issues.
There was a lack of clarity over funding, with parents
questioning how schools decide who gets what. One parent
gave an example of a school getting substantial funding for a
fence and then not providing adequate support for their child
who they eventually enrolled in a more welcoming school.
When things were going well parents commented that this was
because of a skilled teacher, who managed in spite of little
support.

LACK OF DATA
Several of the issues highlighted would benefit from more
information on the extent of the problems raised. For example,
how many disabled children are not attending school fulltime?
What is the special education grant being used for? How many
children are not enrolled in a school because they are disabled?
How many are excluded because of behaviour?
Parents felt the Ministry of Education wasn’t intervening
because of the devolved system of education, however it is the
role of the ministry to collect data and identify systems issues.

TEACHER EDUCATION
One parent said her child was doing well at school because staff
had attended autism training. This was rare. Other parents felt
that more training would improve teacher aides and teachers’
confidence and practice. This led to a lack of understanding
of disability, which was seen as disruptive, or in one case a
misunderstanding of a safety plan led to a child absconding
and being excluded from school.
Communicating what works well between teachers was also a
gap, which could lead to skill sharing and consistent practice.
There was some sympathy for teachers who a parent noted
“need special training to give these kids what they need.”
The link between teachers’ attitudes and training was clear:
“The RTLB was involved but the teacher could not or would not
implement.”

WELLBEING
Child
A number of children faced serious issues at school that
impacted on their mental health and wellbeing. Bullying was a
common issue which wasn’t managed well at school. Teacher
attitudes, including punishment and exclusion, also impacted
on the child. One parent said her child had become suicidal.
“It’s a struggle for her to be at school, she always counts down to
the weekend.”
“He was being bullied which caused him to react and get into
trouble.”

Conclusion

“If she had more support she’d be a happier kid.”
Parent

The overall picture painted by the parent responses
wasn’t positive. The high number of children with
autism who are facing issues in the education
system was concerning and signals a need for
more information on the extent of this issue. Also
concerning was the impact of these issues on parents
and children’s wellbeing. Not being welcomed, being
bullied, and not having friends are difficult for young
people to cope with. When their parents are also
stressed because of having to continually advocate for
their children, there is a need for change.

Parents spoke of exhaustion, stress and disruption. Many
couldn’t work because either their child wasn’t at school
fulltime, or because they had to be able to go to the school at
short notice – several times a day in one case. Some parents
had decided to home school their child, and others had moved
house to be nearer a more welcoming school.
“We moved to a more welcoming school and had to sell our
house and leave our community of 20 years.”
“Discrimination directly affects our family… it is tough on my
mental health and wellbeing.”
“Everything is a fight for what should be given.”
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