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Research on special education, needs and disabilities
The New Zealand Ministry of Education aims to have a fully inclusive education system. Mitchell
(2010) has reported that in 2009 only 0.4% of children in New Zealand are enrolled in special
schools, compared to the OECD average of 2.3% The majority of primary school-aged students with
special education needs attend their local school. Research also suggests disabled children, their
families and educators have variable experiences of primary school (Wills, Morton, McLean,

Stephenson, and Slee 2014). Some disabled children and their families are welcomed and valued
within their local community school, where children receive what they need to access and be
successful in the rich curriculum of the classroom and in the wider opportunities available (McIlroy
and Guerin 2014). Some disabled children and their families are dissuaded from enrolling in their
local school of choice. It is difficult for families to fight for their child’s rights to attend their local
school, when they know their child is not welcome.
The Education Review Office (ERO) monitors and reports on the values and practices of every school,
focusing on the school’s ability to deliver a good education to every child. ERO has had a specific
focus on the inclusion of students with high needs in reviews of schools between years 2010 and
2014. In their 2015 report ERO described 78% of the 152 schools reviewed as having ‘mostly
inclusive’ practices, and improvement from the 2010 reviews. They found that only two of the
schools had ‘few inclusive practice’ (Education Review Office 2015).
Special education funding policies and provisions are under review in 2018 (Tomorrow’s Schools
Independent Taskforce 2018).
Programmes and policies
The Ministry of Education is the New Zealand Government’s lead advisor on the education system,
and their role is to shape an education system that delivers equitable and excellent outcomes for
every child at school (New Zealand Government 2018). The New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) is the
Ministry of Education’s statement of official policy relating to teaching and learning in English
medium New Zealand schools for all children. A parallel document, Te Marautanga o Aotearoa,
serves the same function for Māori medium schools. One of the principles of the New Zealand
curriculum is inclusion (Ministry of Education 2007: 7). Inclusive education occurs when “all children
and young people are engaged and achieve through being present, participating, learning and
belonging’” (Ministry of Education, http://inclusive.tki.org.nz/about-inclusive-education/ ).
Regulations
Inclusive education is founded in the Education Act 1989, which says: “people who have special
education needs (whether because of disability or otherwise) have the same rights to enrol and
receive education at state schools as people who do not” (New Zealand Government 1989).
New Zealand schools also have binding obligations under the New Zealand Disability Strategy
(Ministry of Social Development 2016) and United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (United Nations 2007) to include and provide a quality education for all children. New
Zealand is also a signatory to United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations
1989). These laws and conventions are backed by the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC), which is
recognised as a statement of official policy. The purpose and scope of the NZC states
The New Zealand Curriculum applies to all English medium state schools (including
integrated schools) and to all students in those schools, irrespective of their gender,
sexuality, ethnicity, belief, ability or disability, social or cultural background, or geographical
location… Schools that also offer Maori-medium programs may use Te Marautanga o
Aotearoa as the basis for such programs. (Ministry of Education 2007: 6)
The NZC also sets out eight principles that “should underpin all school decision making.” These
include
High Expectations: The curriculum supports and empowers all students to learn and achieve
personal excellence, regardless of their individual circumstances.

Inclusion: The curriculum is non-sexist, non-racist, and non-discriminatory; it ensures that
students’ identities, languages, abilities, and talents are recognized and affirmed and that
their learning needs are addressed. (Ministry of Education 2007: 9)
Resources
Early intervention services (including diagnosis, assessment and support) are available for infants,
children and their families from birth and until a child begins school. The latest data reports that in
2008, the average age at which children entered early intervention services was 3 years 4 months
(Ministry of Education 2009). Once children begin school at age five, the Ministry of Education
manages access to and provides a number of programmes, funding pathways and support for school
aged disabled children. These include:
• The Physical Disability Service working with schools to help them adapt the environment around
the child to meet their physical needs.
• The Ongoing Resourcing Scheme (ORS) providing specialist services and support for children with
the highest levels of need. Just over 1% of children receive ORS funding at any one time.
• Resource Teachers Learning and Behaviour (RTLB) are funded to work collaboratively with
teachers and schools to support children identified with significant learning and/or behaviour
difficulties.
• Individual education plans
• Specialist teachers and support for children who have a visual or a hearing impairment (available
through BLENNZ ‘Blind and Low Vision Education Network NZ’ and DECs ‘Deaf Education
Centres’)
• School High Health Needs Fund supports children at school who have significant health
conditions.
• Special Equipment Fund is for equipment to help a child learn and could include hearing devices,
vision equipment, communication technology, special seats or tables.
• Communication Service provides speech-language therapists to support children with
communication needs.
• School Property Modifications Fund may be accessed to make things easier for disabled children,
for example widening doorways for wheelchair access.
• Teacher's aides may be available to support the classroom teaching programme and children’s
learning, by working with guidance from the classroom teacher.
Teachers have a wide range of teaching and assessment tools at their fingertips which they can use
to identify current progress and next learning steps for every child. Specialists with knowledge in
specific areas such as teaching children who for example may be deaf, have low vision, or
challenging behaviour provide support through the government funded Ministry of Education. Many
children also access various assessments through health providers, results of which families may
choose to share with their child’s school. Nevertheless, challenges still arise for many schools in
accessing the extra support required to adapt curriculum and enact the vision (Tomorrow’s Schools
Independent Taskforce 2018).
Funding
The Ministry of Education allocates all funding in the state schooling system. The main policy
determining funding processes is Special Education 2000 (Ministry of Education 1997). There are two
main sources of funding. Every school receives a Special Education Grant as part of its general
operations grant. The amount of this grant is based on the socioeconomic status (a multiplier) and
number of total enrolments in the school. The lower the socioeconomic status the higher the

multiplier that is used. More ‘targeted’ funding for supporting individual students is based on
application to the regional or national Ministry of Education office. The programmes provided are
described above in Section 4. Sometimes families pay for resources and support they believe their
children need but are not receiving.
Teachers and teaching
Understanding children’s rights to citizenship, social justice, and the curriculum are critical to
enabling teachers to realise their responsibility to teach every child and to develop confidence to
make learning accessible and successful (Carrington et al. 2012; Morton 2012; Slee 2011; Wills et al.
2014). The importance given to inclusive theory and practice in preservice teacher education courses
in teacher education programmes is variable (Tomorrow’s Schools Independent Taskforce, 2018).
The Education Council of New Zealand (ECANZ) accredits teacher education programmes in New
Zealand. Graduating teaching standards prescribed by ECANZ are the core skills, attributes and
dispositions all new teachers should demonstrate to graduate from the programme. These are the
standards for all new teachers for all learners in primary schools and there are no separate special
education initial teacher education programmes or specialisations. These standards include the
statements “Graduating teachers know about learners and how they learn” and “Graduating
teachers understand how contextual factors influence teaching and learning” (Education Council
2015). Teacher education programmes are provided in a variety of tertiary institutions including
universities, wānanga (Māori tertiary institutions), polytechnical institutions and private training
enterprises. The majority of teaching students earn their teaching degrees through university
programmes. ERO evaluated newly graduated teachers’ sense of confidence and preparation to
teach. It reported that teachers overall felt confident in their knowledge of curriculum and
pedagogical content knowledge. They found there was variability in the quality of the teacher
education programmes, and that some newly graduated teachers wanted to know more about how
to better support students with special education needs (Education Review Office 2017). These
findings were taken up in the revised code of standards for teachers (ECANZ 2017).
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