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Focus 3 – Individual responsibility                                               
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers   

Professional Knowledge 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.5     
Professional Engagement 7.1 7.2

1.  Look at each of the Australian Professional Standards for 
Teachers.

http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-professional-standards-for-
teachers

Take one of the standards and discuss with a colleague 
responsibility and what it might mean for your practice for 
students with disability and additional learning needs.

Eg Professional knowledge 

Teacher Standard Number 1 

Know students and how they learn

1.1  The physical, social and intellectual development and 
characteristics of students 
Example – I need to find out more about communication 
disorders.

1.5  Differentiate teaching to meet the specific learning needs of students 
across the full range of abilities   .
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Responsibility is the willingness to accept the professional ethic, standard or legislative requirement relating to 
education or the teaching profession. 

Individual responsibility means that the highest standard of professional behaviour is met and that professional 
judgement is exercised in line with the standards or ethics of the profession. Responsibility implies that when the 
professional does not meet this obligation or ethic in some way, they will accept it is their role to address the issue. 
Responsibility would include equitable treatment of all students, including students with disability or additional 
learning needs.
Accountability is the obligation of an individual or organisation to account for its activities, accept 
responsibility for them, and to disclose the results in a transparent manner.  



2.  Responsibility – how do you see it working?

A student with disability and additional learning needs is 
not learning in your school and not behaving well. They 
are also receiving some ’attitude’ from other students and 
perhaps giving it back. You could choose a specific teacher 
support card to assist. 

• List what you are prepared to take responsibility for. 
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•  List what the students involved should take 
responsibility for in your estimation.
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•  List what families of the students and the community 
take responsibility for.
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•  List what other staff (including administration) take 
responsibility for.
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3.  In your classroom or your site, what can you as an 
individual or classroom teacher decide on and set in 
motion? Try to extend this list. Can you decide who to see 
and what is taught? Name 10 things you affect, control or 
impact upon.
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Role disagreement or lack of 
clarity can be a problem for 

everyone.

How could you initiate a 
discussion to help solve the 

differences that you perceive?

LIGHT
BULB

MOMENT

Possible themes:
 Attitude
 Approach to students
 Classroom environment
 Time mix between class and  
 staff rooms 

Participation in professional 
learning
Knowlege of staff roles
Healthy habits
Staff collegiality



4.   Copy the Infographic from the resource. 

Think about the information and its impact on responsibility 
of teaching as a profession. Circle anything that surprises 
you. 

Remember these are national figures on gradual population 
movements or expectations in society.

Add anything you have noticed in terms of trends for your 
own classes or school in relation to students with disability 
and additional learning needs.

In discussion with colleagues, identify the impact for your 
context.
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5. A child in your class with a specific learning difficulty has 
family who are not engaged in their learning. Look at the 
appropriate teacher School Support Cards and select three 
useful strategies that might work to engage them.
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Neurological 
disability

Students with neurological disability may have structural, biochemical or electrical abnormalities in the brain, spinal cord or other nerves.  
Some indicative examples of this type of disability include; epilepsy, ASD (Asperger’s syndrome), Specific Learning Disability (SLD), 
cerebrovascular diseases including cerebral palsy, multiple sclerosis and traumatic disorders of the nervous. 

What might be the issues for teachers working with students with neurological disability?

Transitions for students 
with a neurological 
disability
Aspects of change can be traumatic 
for students. Consider the table and 
how you can apply them this to your 
practice.
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FAC I L I TAT I N G  T R A N S I T I O N S

To facilitate transitions: Examples

T
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H
E

R
S Begin preparing the student 

well in advance of the expected 
transition.

•    A calendar is used daily to count down the days until a 
class trip.

•   Pictures and stories of the trip destination are reviewed 
for several days prior to the trip.

Plan transition steps to allow the 
student to gradually become 
familiar with change.

•    A schedule of visits is arranged for the student to adjust 
to the new school. Scheduled timelines and things to see 
are increased for each visit.

Use consistent cues or routines to 
signal transitions

•    A ‘transition object’ is carried by the student during the 
move to the next class.

•    The same song or phrase is heard by the student before 
the start of a routine activity.

For you For school
Professional learning 
Knowing what the individual needs are of each student you teach is 
important. These can often change and finding professional learning 
to support your own growth can be difficult. Seek out information on 
brain function and consult other staff who have taught students with 
neurological disability.

Pedagogy
Upskilling all staff on how to provide the best learning opportunities 
and outcomes, needs to be supported by what works best for each 
child. A supportive culture is established when everyone takes 
responsibility for learning how to teach all students more effectively.

Differentiated curriculum
Students may have gaps in their learning and have preferences for 
different teaching methodologies. Work closely with the family and 
support staff to achieve the best possible learning outcomes by
using intensive teaching and scaffolded practices to meet individual 
need.

Consistent practices
Establishing a whole of school focus where each staff member has 
a role to play in meeting the social and educative needs of students 
with disability can take time to implement. Strategies that include 
predictable routines, rules and structures should be circulated with all 
staff to reduce processing difficulties for students. 

Organisational matters
Consider that the layout and stimulus in the classroom can effect 
student engagement. It’s important to prepare students for transitions. 
ASD students have difficulty coping with change and may lead to 
increased anxiety or reactions. Speak with parents and families to 
determine what works effectively for each student.

Change management
Managing the additional needs of students with neurological 
impairment with regard to transition, moving classes or teachers adds 
another layer to every day operations.
Identify planned changes and implement strategies over time to assist 
student and family transitions.

Safety
Ensure a risk assessment has been undertaken to promote a safe 
environment. This should outline suitable responses required for 
specific situations for the individual student with disability and the 
remainder of the class.

Engaging with families
Ensure families feel they are involved in the learning plans of their 
child. Encourage families to contribute formally to learning plans and 
include long term outcomes. Building strong relationships with
effective communication processes between school, families and the 
student will support their overall education goals.

Families
Parents and families can provide history that supports the 
development of a student profile as to key interests, likes / dislikes, and 
positive motivators for students with a neurological disability. Seek out
information about the student as often as possible to seek to build 
positive relationships with families.

Interagency support
Ensure clear communication exists between interagency groups, 
families and the student. Allow time to hear all voices in meetings and 
include teachers in the planning. Access interagency supports as often 
as possible and include staff in school social functions to build the 
relationship connection. 
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Psychological 
disability  

For you For school
Professional learning 
Identify professional learning to increase your knowledge of and skills 
in managing the student experiencing a psychological disorder, as 
well as the range of other possible mental disorders.

Pedagogy
Building empathic relationships are a key to effective pedagogy. 
Include organisational and problem solving strategies as well as goals 
setting and building networks.

Differentiating the curriculum
Students may require a flexible approach to learning due to low 
moods and absences from school. Expand the time allowed to 
complete a task, check in regularly for understanding and use a range 
of assessment strategies. Focus on student strengths and building 
resilience through increasing protective factors.

Consistent practices
It’s important for all teachers to be aware of their students’ needs and 
provide flexible approaches as agreed in their Learning Plan. Organise 
for a key staff contact to be responsible for updating other staff as 
required to achieve the best possible outcomes for the student.

Organisational matters
Flexible learning and assessment strategies are required to support 
students to plan, and manage and complete work successfully. Provide 
clear routines and instructions to reduce student anxiety and increase 
self-efficacy. Engage peers in supporting learning and keeping a 
connection with school.

Change management
Upskilling all staff in universal mental health approaches can benefit 
the whole school community. Building a culture of acceptance takes 
time, as does changing beliefs, and attitudes and reducing stigma. 
Make it everyone’s business to be responsible to role model and 
celebrate diversity and inclusive practice.

Safety
Stay well informed of the warning signs of the onset of a specific 
psychological disorder as provided by families and agencies. Include 
strategies for safety of other class members and inform them of any risk
management practices. This can be supported by a sign or code to indicate 
the student is in crisis or deep distress, so additional support can be called.

Engaging families
Include families in policy and planning that can impact on the 
success of their child. Parents also need to feel supported with open 
communication channels to inform the school when the student 
may be under pressure and not coping well. Strategies can then be 
implemented to ensure learning continues with flexible access.

Families
Parents can assist by informing you what motivates their child, triggers 
an episode and medications being used. Work in partnership for the 
best learning and health outcomes for their child. Keep parents and 
families informed when a student appears to need additional support.

Interagency support
Provide a key school contact to liaise with interagency staff and the 
student on a regular basis. This will enable quick access to agency staff 
when needed to avert any crisis. Keeping staff informed about student 
health progress to support learning. Include agency staff on wellbeing 
teams, in health lessons and at planning meetings.

Students with psychological disability may appear primarily with abnormalities of thought, feeling or behaviour, producing either distress or 
impairment of function. They can be characterized by a clinical disturbance in an individual’s cognitive, regulation of emotion, or behaviour 
that reflects a dysfunction in the psychological, biological, or developmental process underlying mental functioning. There are many 
terms for psychological disability including mental illness and mental health. They may be associated with significant distress in social, 
occupational, or other important activities.

What might be the issues for teachers working with students with psychological disability?
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Promoting student  mental  
health in schools

Consider the 6 key aspects. 

How does your school rate  
on each aspect?

Based on Dept of Ed UK 2015 p11.
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Complex needs  

For you For school
Professional learning 
Your students appear to have a range of needs you are yet to 
understand. You are unsure what Professional Development to 
seek out or if there is anything available in your region. Start with 
the student file and previous teacher to give you some valuable 
direction and areas to focus upon.

Pedagogy
Increasing flexibility in teacher pedagogy through multimodal 
approaches increases student choice. Applying pedagogies of 
inclusion can promotes real life learning and build transferable 
skills to enable transition into the community. Engaging all staff to 
apply these concepts should be encouraged as a key practice in 
effective teaching.

Differentiating the curriculum
Identify the specific learning needs of the student and what is 
required to best meet their need. Align with strategies that other 
staff have found to be successful. Work with curriculum leaders and 
agency staff to consider flexible approaches and methodologies.

Consistent practices
There may be a number of staff and support agencies involved in 
meeting the needs of the student. It can be difficult to keep everyone 
informed on current engagement strategies and protocols. Set up 
a whole school system or process where everyone can access latest 
updates so the same message is implemented by all staff.

Organisational matters
Students with complex needs may have a range of additional 
supports assigned including staff. Have you considered how you 
will accommodate these supports within your class program? Has 
Have you asked the student been asked which classes they don’t 
want to miss out on?

Change management
You may have the assistive technologies and committed 
specialist teachers, but establishing a culture of change with 
ongoing growth can be a challenge for many schools. Creating 
an environment where all teachers have high expectations for 
students with disability, who are willing to ask “Is there another way 
of doing this?” will be a key learning focus.

Safety
When a student feels safe, they are able to learn more effectively. 
Other students may feel their own safety threatened when a 
student with complex needs isn’t engaged in learning. Work on 
a positive behaviour approach with a focus on strengths and de-
escalation of conflict. 

Interagency support
Value and acknowledge the input of the Interagency support team in 
seeking the best options for the student with complex needs. A wrap 
around team approach will create a supportive environment when 
some interventions are needing review. Be inclusive of the Interagency 
support team and helping them to connect to the school will achieve 
better outcomes for students with complex needs and their families.

Families
You understand families may have a way of operating with their 
child that is different to your classroom. Work alongside families to 
learn their methods of coping. Value their daily interactions to of 
supporting their child. 
Discuss the purpose of some behaviours, as families can provide 
valuable insights into various forms of communication.

Families and Community
At times, families may throw their hands in the air after trying a 
range of strategies for their child. The school may need to refer 
on for specialist family support. Praise the good practices of the 
student and families, especially to the teacher and other support 
agencies. Ensure the team approach is always a focus, as families 
and the student themselves, need to know they doing their best.

Students with complex learning difficulties and disabilities (CLDD) include those with co‐existing conditions (e.g. autism and attention deficit/
hyperactivity disorder - ADHD) or profound and multiple learning disabilities. They also include children who have survived infancy due to 
advanced medical interventions – among them, those who have difficulties arising from premature birth, or have disabilities arising from parental 
substance and alcohol abuse, and/or have rare chromosomal disorders. Many may also be affected by compounding factors such as multisensory 
impairment, behavioural, mental ill‐health, or require invasive procedures, such as supported nutrition, assisted ventilation and rescue medication.                               

What might be the issues for teachers working with students with complex needs?

Indicators of 
Engagement for 
Students with Complex 
needs
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Based on Carpenter B 2013 

Personalised learning pathways 
can be created by focusing on the 
learner’s level of engagement. This 
helps to promote deeper learning 
by increasing student focus on tasks 
and allows teachers to determine 
the success of interventions and 
strategies.

Reflection Point
It is important that students 
know they are listened to 
and being heard. Ensure that 
students are empowered and 
their privacy respected. Consider 
the following questions:
Have I allowed the student to 
tell me what they want and 
how they feel? Do I speak to the 
student the same way as other 
students? Do I ensure students 
attend the classes they like the 
best?

Responsiveness

CuriosityPersistence

Anticipation Investigation

InitiationDiscovery

Indicators of 
Engagement
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Empathy and social 
development  

For you For school
Professional learning 
Identifying what you know and believe about empathy and social skills 
personally, will impact on the content and how you teach it to others.  
Learning how to apply these skills to students with disability takes 
time and repetition.

Pedagogy
A universal whole of school approach to wellbeing that includes a social 
and emotional skills curriculum across all year levels, helps to address 
learning for everyone. Upskill staff in how to build effective relationships 
as a key starting point.

Differentiating the curriculum
Social skill development isn’t a standardised curriculum so how will I 
know what level or stage each student is at? Building skills in empathy 
is important for all students with a focus on inclusive practice. 
Revisiting concepts and reapplying learning will benefit students with 
disability.

Consistent practices
Ensure staff are giving out the same message to students in class and 
on break times, by role modelling effective practice. Provide a program 
of sequential skill building lessons that all staff teach in set classes. 
Collect data to analyse what is working well. Report to families on the 
skills being taught and how this will benefit their child. 

Organisational matters
You find yourself sorting out friendship and bullying issues and notice 
that students have trouble identifying social cues. Finding space in the 
curriculum to teach skills to build empathy and social skills, needs to 
take priority and time to embed across subject areas.

Change management
Some staff may feel they don’t need to teach social skills. Having a 
whole school approach makes it everyone’s business and promotes 
inclusive practice. An emphasis on social development and skills in 
empathy will greatly assist students with disability to engage with their 
learning more readily and build relationships with other staff.

Safety
Identifying social cues and messages helps to make effective 
relationships. Making all students aware of reminders about social 
expectations can assist in diffusing difficult situations. Ensure all 
students know why skills are taught and encourage them to reinforce 
and role model appropriate responses. 

Engaging families
Families may feel the school’s role is to educate their child academically. 
However, this can occur more successfully when the student feels 
connected with school and able to communicate in whatever format 
with others. Encourage families to focus on social skill building with their 
child as a key aspect to learning to function independently.

Families
The topic of social development can be a sensitive one and you may 
be unsure how to approach it with families. What if the parents have 
a disability, am I being disrespectful in trying to teach social skills? Will 
they be able to reinforce the learnings at home? Discuss the topics 
openly and agree on areas to reinforce at home.

Interagency support
Agency support will take on many functional roles as part of the student’s 
learning plan. Ensure that building social skills such as friendships, 
developing levels of emotional competence, including social cues and 
independent functioning are key aspects of the plan. Students learning to 
manage making decisions and choices is vital to support social growth.

Students with disability require a sense of connectedness and belonging to a school or site as a vital aspect of being a successful learner. Many 
of them also need to learn social and emotional skills such as friendship, considering others, self-awareness, and responsible decision making to 
help them cooperate with others. The repetitive learning of developmental skills will assist some students to manage with real life situations but 
should be adapted to individual need.              

What might be the issues for teachers working to build empathy and social development skills?

What is SEL?
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http://www.casel.org/social-and-emotional-learning    accessed 27.8.15

Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process through which children and 
adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary 
to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and 
show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make 
responsible decisions. Evidence shows they can improve academic outcomes.

SEL Approaches

•   Explicit SEL skills  
instruction.

•   Integration 
with Academic 
Curriculum 
areas.

•   Teacher 
instructional 
practices.

è
SEL Skill 

Aquisition: Five 
competence areas

è

Positive social 
behaviour

Fewer conduct 
problems

Improved 
attitudes about 
self, others and 

schools

Less emotional 
distress

Academic success

Social and 
Emotional 
Learning Responsible

decision-
making

Social 
awareness

Self -
management

Self- 
awareness

Relationship
skills
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Child safety and 
protection 

For you For school
Professional learning 
Undertake mandatory child safety training and know how it relates 
specifically to students with special education needs. Understand your 
responsibility in addressing bullying and harassment. And be aware of the 
legalities when implementing child safe online practices.  

Pedagogy
Ensure that positive relationships are built across the school. Delivering 
a sensitive curriculum requires respectful relationships between staff, 
students and families to engage with topics at a range of levels. Don’t 
assume that a student with disability has limited knowledge of safety and 
protection.

Differentiating the curriculum
Familiarise yourself with the curriculum by considering how to implement 
it at a range of levels and reinforcing concepts identified by your students 
through data. Use a range of implementation strategies to ensure the 
messages presented are grasped fully by students with a special needs 
and revisited over time.

Consistent practices
Embedding a child safety curriculum across the school within a range of 
subjects and year levels provides a consistent approach that can reinforce 
concepts over time. Provide training for a diverse staff group to oversee 
implementation, feedback and review. Ensure that legal responsibilities are 
addressed and known by all staff.

Organisational matters
You may understand general child safe practices but be sure how to teach 
these to a range of students Use group and team work to address stigma 
and build trust with peers. Have you checked what students already know 
and the topics that need to be covered as a priority?

Change management
Ensure that all staff know they have duty of care to teach child safety 
practices. Ensure teachers are able to network through a professional 
learning community about change practices for advancing child 
protection along with a range of implementation procedures.

Safety
You may be able to protect students while at school but be unsure how 
transferable the skills you teach are. Provide social skill lessons around 
bullying, harassment and decision making. This can empower students 
to seek help when they feel threatened or uncertain outside school or on 
transport. 

Engaging families
Provide an outline of the child protection curriculum to families and the 
range of concepts covered. Invite families to attend lessons so they are 
able to reinforce the safety messages. Ensure staff are able to report to 
families on the concepts and skills taught.

Families
Include families in the content of the child protection curriculum you are 
teaching, so they are using the same language and can reinforce messages 
at home. Provide family sessions on cyber safety and regular updates 
through newsletters and class visits about child safe tools and programs. 

Interagency support
Include Inter agencies in child safety sessions to gain a greater 
understanding of of the concepts and content. Ensure learning the 
curriculum is part of the student’s learning plan.  Agencies may be able to 
access additional supports to further reinforce safety practices. 

Children and young people with disability are more vulnerable to child safety and child protection issues and are often less empowered to be 
heard than children without a disability. The Layton review 2003 acknowledged that greater numbers of students from a range of diverse groups 
and abilities have experienced forms of child abuse and are over represented in the child protection system.                                                                  

What might be the issues for teachers in promoting safety and child protection for students?
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adapted from Briggs 1997 in KS, CPC, DAN 2014, p18 

Vulnerability 
Children with disability are often dependent on a range of adults for support and basic needs. They come into contact with many more 
people and are often encouraged to be compliant and obedient. Ensure all staff are aware of system/sector protocols.

mother, father, caregiver (step parents)
siblings / step siblings

extended family members
family doctors

physiotherapists
occupational therapists

care assistants
teachers

social workers
hearing therapists (deaf students)

educational psychologists
dentists and dental therapists

taxi and / or bus drivers
ambulance personnel / paramedics

ENT specialists, audiologists and other consultants

Touching 
contact for 
Children 
with severe 
disabilities

mother, father, caregiver (step parents)
siblings / step siblings

extended family members
teachers and SSO’s

sports coaches
family doctors on rare occasions

dentists on rare occasions

Touching 
contact for 
children 
without 
disabilities
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Physical 
disability  

For you For school
Professional learning
You may find yourself needing more information about the student’s 
individual physical needs. 
Research the condition and discuss with families and staff. Upskill 
yourself on any equipment used.

Pedagogy
Working with students with a physical disability requires empathy 
and a considered approach. Encouraging staff to offer work that 
is challenging yet achievable should be based upon respectful 
engagement rather than sympathy.
Clear information about the needs of the student should be shared.

Differentiating the curriculum
Physically accessing all areas of the curriculum requires support. 
Consider how to overcome any access issues by consulting the 
therapists, families and support staff. Work with the students on further 
adjustments and allow extra time for transitioning.

Consistent practices
Having policies and practices in place that reflect inclusive 
disability practice is important. Provide professional learning about 
requirements to support disability, including learning needs and 
assistive technologies and modifications that better support learning. 

Organisational matters
Consider the additional physical space and access that may be 
required for the student and any assistive equipment in all teaching 
areas. Prepare well ahead so that learning opportunities are enhanced 
and your stress levels are reduced. Provide areas for all students to 
work together.

Change management
Support for change in inclusive practice and school culture will build 
a positive school ethos. Provide regular staff professional learning 
on a range of strategies and technologies to support students with 
disability. 

Safety
Ensure the safety of the student by critically assessing the physical 
surroundings. Consider privacy in relation to personal care. Work with 
classmates on developing and implementing a child safe school for 
students with physical disability.

Engaging with families
Formal processes to communicate and engage with families and 
parents is vital to support student learning. Ensure policies and 
procedures are in place for including family and student voice. Value 
family contributions in classroom practices and across the school 
community.

Families
Identify the students’ strengths and abilities by discussing with 
families and support staff who know the student. Ensure families are 
welcome in your class and inclusive practices shared regularly. Include 
classmates in use of technologies to support social development. 

Interagency support
Know what agencies are engaged with the student on site. Record 
who, when, where and why they are involved and how this impacts 
on the students’ time away from class and engagement with learning. 
Ensure structures are in place to keep staff updated on progress.

 Students with physical disability may have an acquired or congenital physical and/or motor impairment. Some indicative examples of this 
type of disability include; cerebral palsy, spina bifida, muscular dystrophy, arthritis, developmental coordination disorder, amputations or 
genetic disorders. The disability which can be total or partial, may interfere with the development or function of the bones, muscles, joints 
and central nervous system.          

What might be the issues for teachers working with students with physical disability?

                                   TRIAL COPY                                   Physical disability   01

Protective / Risk facors 
Building the school protective factors 
can further assist in empowering 
students with disability for better 
learning outcomes.

Protective factors Risk factors

Inclusive accessible classrooms Communication difficulties reporting issues

Environment where students feel safe and 
supported

Unsure of self-protection strategies

Smaller classroom sizes Unable to physically protect themselves

High but achievable expectations of learning Depend on others to meet basic needs

Additional supports- counsellors, physiotherapists Desire to please and be over trusting of others

www.speakupbesafe.org/facilitators/risk-protective-
factors.pdf  accessed 3/7/15

http://childabusemd.com/disabilities/risk-factors.shtml  
accessed 3/7/15
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Sensory
disability  

For you For school
Professional learning 
You may be unclear as to what are the specific needs of your students 
with sensory disability until your first meeting. Planning your own 
personal professional learning can be problematic until you are aware 
of your students’ needs. Consult professional support and source local 
and regional professional learning.

Pedagogy
Building empathic relationships with all students especially those with 
a sensory disability is a great start to effective pedagogy. Focussing 
on individual learning needs takes time and planning so ensure you 
engage regularly with colleagues to share successful strategies.

Differentiating the curriculum
Setting up a classroom and curriculum that meets the needs of 
all students takes preparation time. Set high expectations for all 
students cognisant of their learning needs. Enable students to work 
at a different level within the same learning outcome to promote 
inclusivity.

Consistent practices
Providing for the needs of all students with sensory needs requires 
individual assessments. Having clear guidelines and processes for how 
this occurs is important for transparency and equity. Contact other 
schools or relevant professionals with students with sensory needs for 
support to provide consistent and challenging practices.

Organisational matters
Have a clear understanding of the capabilities and needs of your 
students with sensory disability. Prepare lessons well in advance and 
consult with the student and family prior to introducing new topics 
if you have a degree of uncertainty. Seek help from colleagues if you 
need additional support. 

Change management
Providing opportunities for skill enhancement for all staff in change 
practices can take time to establish.  Acknowledging successful 
practice and sharing the responsibility for all students will assist the 
whole school approach to implement a differentiated curriculum and 
to teach to the student rather than the subject. Resourcing to address 
sensory learning needs should include staff professional learning.

Safety
Ensure that a risk assessment has been carried out in classrooms where 
students with sensory disability learn. Have a clear understanding of 
the capacity, ability and strengths of your students so you can plan 
a safe and supportive learning environment within and outside the 
classroom. 

Engaging families
Provide clear processes and structures for parents and families of 
students with sensory disability accessing the school. Families can 
provide a wealth of information about the needs of their children and 
can suggest resources that work best for their child. Documenting 
curriculum modifications in consultation with families, may assist in 
achieving greater results that challenge and develop the students 
even further.    

Families
Develop positive partnerships with your families and parents to best 
meet the needs of your students. Acknowledge parents are the first 
educators and make regular contact; provide ongoing updates to 
families as needed. Utilise the strategies and tools supplied by families. 
Work collaboratively to develop social skills.

Interagency support
Clear structures and processes for partner groups and agencies, 
including interpreters who, work within the school should be 
established. Ensure all staff are aware of the timetable of support 
and that the student isn’t always missing the same lesson. Include 
interagency staff in topics or themes being studied to encourage 
them to connect with the student.

Students with sensory disability refers to an impairment affecting the senses; sight, hearing, smell, touch, taste and spatial awareness. 

What might be the issues for teachers working with students with sensory disability?

Indicative 
behaviours 
of sensory 
disorders   
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Based on http://
integratedtreatmentservices.
co.uk/blog/sensory-hyper-
hyposensitivity-autism/        
accessed 19.10.15

Hyper sensitivity Senses are overly acute Hypo sensitivity Senses are limited

Hyper vision Often look down as bright lights disturb them; see small 
particles and fluff; glasses, hats, hoods worn to reduce glare Hypo vision Attracted to light; watch reflections and coloured lights; run 

their hands over objects to locate and know them

Hyper hearing Often light sleepers; dislike crowds and loud unpredictable 
noises; often make repetitive noises to block out sounds Hypo hearing Seek out loud sounds; create their own including banging 

doors, tapping, tearing or loud rhythmic noises

Hyper taste / 
smell

Low toleration of smells and tastes; often move away from 
smells; can be poor eaters and only eat certain food 

Hypo taste /  
smell

Chew, smell and lick everything they touch; eat mixed foods 
and regurgitate; may put hands in their mouth and drool

Hyper tactile Avoid being touched; may overreact to heat/cold, some 
clothing, foods and textures Hypo tactility Appear to feel no pain or temperature; prone to self- injury; 

enjoy rough play

Vestibular Problem changing direction or walking on uneven surfaces; 
fear of feet leaving the ground; motion sickness Vestibular Seek out all movement; can spin or swing for long periods; 

may often rock or move in circles 

Proprioceptive Hold their bodies in odd positions; may have difficulty 
holding small objects’ aware of each muscular movement Proprioceptive Have difficulty knowing where their body is in space; may 

bump into things; stumble and drop things
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Severe behaviour 
disorder

For you For school
Professional learning 
Identify professional learning that will enable you to to identify triggers 
and effective strategies to counteract negative behavioural responses. 
Seek advice from other staff and consult the student’s Learning plan.

Pedagogy
A whole school focus on positive self-expression, non-aggressive 
responses and monitoring of language by all staff can promote 
engagement. Include teaching of social skills by all staff to develop 
relationships with students and assist in reducing the frequency and 
intent of challenging behaviours.

Differentiating the curriculum
Being able to adapt, adjust and scaffold learning for students with a 
behaviour disorder requires patience and perseverance. Try to access 
a team of staff to collaborate on effective teaching strategies that 
identify, promote and build upon student strengths and engage them 
more fully in their learning.

Consistent practices
Ensure the needs of students with severe behaviour disorder are 
included within the current school policy. Include scaffolding 
approaches that all staff can practice and apply in their classes and 
across the school to apply for each individual child. Have a positive 
behaviour support approach in place.

Organisational matters
Students with behavioural disorders are frequently off task and may 
disrupt the learning of others. Employ a range of strategies that 
are effective in different situations to further engage them in their 
learning. Encourage all students to support your actions to reinforce 
positive responses.

Change management
Applying a standard behaviour management policy to students with a 
severe disorder is unproductive. Define the problem and develop clear 
compliance engagement strategies with the student and support 
team. Share transparent processes with others to assist the student to 
develop self-management skills. 

Safety
Have a clear classroom positive culture plan and identify strategies to 
protect all students in the event of a critical incident.  Engage students 
in supporting positive behaviour by setting class goals to increase self-
control and responsibility.

Engaging families
Ensure families play a lead role in promoting engagement strategies to 
de-escalate the behaviour of their child and reinforce positive time on 
task. Having open communication channels will provide a platform to 
develop problem solving skills and further empower the student

Families
Work closely with parents and families on strategic responses 
to reinforce positive behaviours, including home rules, defining 
boundaries, honesty and rewarding achievement. Widespread 
acknowledgement of improvements can be empowering for the 
student and families.

Interagency support
Explore the range of agencies involved with your student with a behaviour 
disorder, to ensure all avenues have been addressed. Check all assessments 
are up to date and note the strategies that are most successful. Work with 
families and the students to seek out further engagement practices that 
would be effective and promote decision making.

Behaviour disorders may include oppositional defiant disorder (ODD), conduct disorder (CD) or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD). They share some common symptoms, so diagnosis can be difficult. Students may have two disorders at the same time. Other factors 
can include emotional problems, mood disorders, trauma, family difficulties and substance abuse.                              

What might be the issues for teachers working with students with a severe behaviour disorder?
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Cycles or patterns of 
behaviour  
Having an understanding of the cycle 
of behaviour can help support you 
to identify where and when some 
students may be about to present 
challenging actions. You can learn to 
recognise their triggers and what can 
be done to delay acceleration, so that 
peak behaviours are less frequent, or 
short lived.

Based on Kauffman & Grigham 2009 p94

Recovery

De-escalation

Peak Acceleration

Agitation

Trigger

Calm

Cycles or patterns of 
behaviour
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Severe language 
disorder  

For you For school
Professional learning
You may feel like you are managing a behaviour issue to find the 
child has an undiagnosed language disorder. Access file notes and 
agency staff to increase your understanding. Seek out resources and 
PL approaches to trial with each student to enhance your practice, 
expand your knowledge and understanding and gain strategies to trial 
with the student. 

Pedagogy
A universal approach for implementing structural pedagogy across the 
school should have a focus on effective emotional and communicative 
skills for all students, as this will further assist those with a disability.
Support professional learning of all staff by modelling experiential 
pedagogical practices and resources that have been successful.

Differentiating the curriculum
You may be unsure how to extend or reduce the complexity of 
work within the regular curriculum. Enabling students to work at a 
different level within the same learning outcome can be challenging. 
Work closely with agency staff to increase your vocabulary of 
communication being used by your students.  Building positive 
peer relationships can be a key protective factor to enhance student 
learning.

Consistent practices
Having a clear focus that the student is at the centre of learning and all 
methodologies revolve around how to achieve the best outcomes for 
the student is vital. All communication should be valued and a focus of 
Learning Plans. Ensure this practice occurs in each of their classes and 
with new staff through effective induction processes.

Organisational matters
Developing a process for monitoring learning and progress for each 
student with a language difficulty disorder takes time. Ensure you 
have technologies and support staff available to enable the student to 
experience success in all their classes. Include student feedback as part 
of your lesson review.

Change management
Challenging staff beliefs on the cause of a student’s behaviour or that 
a nonverbal student can have a high intellect is necessary to change 
school culture. Provide regular professional learning to keep staff up 
to date about the range of disabilities presented in the school. Include 
supporting technologies and resources they can use to develop their 
pedagogies even further.

Safety
Students may have anger issues, frequent displays of frustration, 
difficulty with friends and following instructions. Identify student 
strengths and strategies that work and share with classmates and 
other staff. Implement a protocol to reinforce positive reactions and 
provide visuals to share emotions.

Engaging families
Families are a key resource in supporting successful integration of 
students with a communication disorder. Be guided by their advice 
and ensure they have a significant role in the development and 
updating of their Learning Plans. Work with families on effective 
reporting strategies. 

Families
Families live with the students’ disability on a daily basis, so be 
respectful of their challenges. Use the knowledge of the family to 
assist your strengths based focus for the student and be guided by 
their approach. Work with the families to identify new strategies to be 
trialled at home to reinforce the school’s adaptive approach. 

Interagency support
Ensure support agencies feel included in whole school activities that 
engage students with communication disorder and their input is 
valued. Establish possible pathways for work placement and real life 
learning integration for adolescent students. Locate a community 
mentoring program for students in their local region.

Students with a language disorder have an impairment in receptive or expressive language development, with their verbal skills being 
substantially lower than their non-verbal cognitive abilities. The severity of the communication disorder cannot be accounted for by other 
conditions, such as intellectual disability, hearing impairment, environmental or emotional factors. 

What might be the issues for teachers working with students with a severe language disorder?

Foundation elements    
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                                               based on Plummer 2011, p 18-19

Consider these concepts as a focus of 
the range and levels of communication 
strategies required on a daily basis. 
They support being able to cooperate 
and negotiate in class.

CORE COMMUNICATION ABILITIES CORE COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Self-control Starting/ending an interaction

Effective listening Asking/answering questions

Effective observation Taking turns in conversation

Imagination Explaining/giving instructions

Mutuality - sharing Encouraging others

Perseverance Giving/receiving feedback

Adaptability Giving appropriate personal information

07

Strategies for you:
• Include all students in activities with some adjustments.
•  Use visual aids in teaching (pictures, photos, symbols, diagrams, maps), combined with 

practical hands-on tasks.
• Use individual timetables where students can work at their own pace.
•  Provide lots of praise, a positive reward system and focus on the positive strengths of the 

child.
• Children may tire very easily so be prepared with resting and re-engagement strategies.
• Give small chunks of information at a time to support concentration spans.
•  Use verbal skills by talking about new concepts in big picture contexts that children will 

understand. This will help them to remember what they have learned and offer meaning to 
the concepts.

•  Students may have an inability to regulate emotions, such as aggression and anxiety so be 
prepared to respond appropriately and teach explicit skills.

•  Support communication by developing individualised strategies that work for each student 
the best; include organisational skills and problem solving.

•  Provide additional support in the playground around social skills for children with play and 
interacting with others.

•  Include ICT based learning as material is delivered visually, with a quick response and less 
interaction with others.

• Provide additional scaffolding ideas for tasks as initiating ideas may be limited.
• Develop a process for acknowledging and prioritising parent requests. 

Strategies for school:
• Provide a structured and predictable routine, where changes are kept to a minimum.
•  Provide resources for additional visual aids in teaching (pictures, photos, symbols, diagrams, 

maps), combined with staff to assist practical and hands-on tasks.
•  Encourage inclusive play practices where students without disability experience what it 

would be like to be impaired and use assistive  tools and technology.
•  Have tasks and activities that will calm students, when on excursions or visits in the 

community, so that they can develop skills for being in a public place.
•  Establish structures in the school yard for integrated play where safety is a focus as well as 

safe havens when required that are well supervised.
• Use specialised computer software for increased engagement in learning.
•  Ensure resourcing with support for ICT based learning as this can be helpful as material is 

delivered visually, with an instant response.
• Break time activities are resourced, supported and inclusive of other able students.
•  Use multiple forms of assessment to measure success as determined by the strengths of the 

individual student.
• Allow many opportunities to achieve success and develop independent skills.
• Negotiate positive reward/response systems as agreed by the student and family.
• Use families as a resource within the whole school to engage students in their learning.

Activity
Consider a student with learning 
needs that you feel you haven’t 
been able to reach effectively. 
Seek out a range of alternative 
strategies from the kit or cards 
and identify 3 you will try and 
implement. 
Write down each of the 
behaviours or actions that 
have challenged you and how 
you could respond or apply 
alternative measures.
Try this for at least a week. 
How did it go? Did you feel the 
student had responded more 
successfully and achieved an 
outcome? 
If not/why not? How will this 
impact on your teaching of 
other students with additional 
learning needs?

Case Study
Whilst on yard duty Mr K. noticed 
students from other classes calling 3 
of his students with learning needs, 
names and excluding them from 
using equipment. Mr K. spoke to the 
harassers about their behaviour, only 
to be told they liked being called 
these nicknames. Mr K. spoke to 
each of his students who said they 
liked the attention from some of 
the popular students and felt being 
called names was the trade-off for 
being ‘included’. They were able to 
name the behaviours they didn’t like 
and identify others that made them 
feel good about themselves. Several 
conversations occurred where a 
restorative process was implemented 
between both groups to change 
their behaviours and responses. This 
helped to empower the students 
with learning needs and further 
educate the other students. An 
article was published in the school 
newsletter about the process and 
outcome, as an example of effective 
practice in supporting all students. 
Consider the conversation you would 
need to have with students if this 
behaviour continued.

Further Reading 
Australian Disability Clearing House: Intellectual Difficulties 

http://www.adcet.edu.au/inclusive-teaching/specific-disabilities/intellectual-disability/
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Take away
Do you check in 
regularly with 
the student for 
understanding?

03
Cognitive 
disability

Students with a cognitive disability may be affected by functional and clinical disability.They may learn and processes information 

differently to people who do not have cognitive disability. They may have difficulty with concept development, acquisition of new skills and 

understanding interpersonal interactions. Clinical diagnoses include intellectual disability, Autism, Down Syndrome and traumatic brain 

injury (TBI). 

What might be the issues for teachers working with students with cognitive disability?

Focus on strengths 
Understanding the individual needs of each student can be challenging. If you are clear about the thought processing and learning that are the strengths of the student, focus on these. Implement strategies to further enhance areas of need.

http://www.jcu.edu.au/accessability/JCUPRD_051400.html    
accessed 11.8.15

•  Interpretation of 
sensory information

Judgement •
Planning • Complex intellectual process •

Parietal Lobe

Frontal Lobe

Temporal Lobe

Occipital Lobe

Cerebellum

Memory •          Emotions •        Hearing •  Language •      Learning •

•  Vision

•  Movement 
•  Co-ordination Balance
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For you
For schoolProfessional learning 

Finding accurate information about the needs of the student can be a challenge. Ensure you research individual needs as soon as the student arrives in your class. Plan your own professional learning throughout the year to build your skill base for in diagnosed disability and the impact on brain function. 

Pedagogy
Supporting the additional requirements and needs of students with cognitive disability for to improve outcomes, requires additional organisational, management and resourcing. Be prepared to adjustwide spread practice and resourcing student needs change.Differentiating the curriculumEach student will require a range of differentiation; including content, processes for teaching, demonstrations of learning and adjusted classroom environment. Plan a range of strategies to trial and check data and evidence of successful learning. Enable students to learn with their peers at a level that challenges their ability and builds upon their strengths.

Consistent practices
Ensure a whole school strategy is in place for communicating the needs of the student with a disability. Provide a structure for procedural updates as student’s progress. This will ensure that staff, students and families are fully engaged. Provide transparent processes while maintaining privacy. 

Organisational mattersSome students have issues with processing, understanding and interpreting information. Put in place routines, systems and structures that supports the students to organise themselves and their learning. Break learning down into achievable steps. Ensure students engage in the full range of subjects in the curriculum.

Change management
Having inclusive school practices where students are integrated can be a challenge for staff and some students. Building a school culture that is accepting of difference can take time, but helps create an empathic school community that is respectful and accepting. New staff and students need constructive induction in contributing to such a culture.

Safety
Students need to be explicitly taught skills in safety and follow rules that support their safety. Ensure skills are modelled in real life situations 
and provided opportunities in a range of contexts. Provide levels of support and include strategies to promote student safety such as peer mentoring. 

Engaging families
Having parents and families involved in all aspects of learning will support student engagement and improve learning outcomes. Include families on committees and boards to take on their views. Ensure parent voice is heard but in the context of the student within the whole school community. Include families in real life learning situations for their students.

Families
Family expectations need to be considered in planning. Relationships with families are critical and need to be fostered. Provide regular communication to families in a mode that supports shared information. Value the input from the family and use it to inform practice.

Interagency support
Make sure that the voice of students with disability is acknowledged and used to further develop processes and practices within interagency structures. Utilise the strengths of the families within the interagency processes to build their knowledge and capacity to further support their child. Ensure that life skills are included at all levels as a long term goal.
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Professional 
Judgement
The process of forming an 
opinion or evaluation by 
conforming to an ethical 
standard of a profession 
requiring specialised 
knowledge, skills and 
experience.

16%OF STUDENTS HAVE LANGUAGE DISABILITIES SIGNIFICANTLY BELOW THE AVERAGE 

37%OF CHILDREN WITH DISABILITY HAVE TROUBLE FITTING IN SOCIALLY AT SCHOOL 

70%OF STUDENTS WITH A PHYSICAL DISABILITY ATTEND REGULAR CLASSES IN GENERAL SCHOOLS

ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 

STUDENTS ARE AT LEAST TWICE AS LIKELY
TO EXPERIENCE A DISABILITY.

EDUCATION AND TRAINING TO 
SKILL YOUNG  PEOPLE WITH 

DISABILITY ABOUT ABUSE IN 
A  RANGE OF CONTEXTS IS AN 
ESSENTIAL COMPONENT TO EMPOWERMENT

MALTREATMENT OF CHILDREN 
WITH  DISABILITY IS 3.4THAN CHILDREN WITHOUT DISABILITY    

UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION RIGHTS 

OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES 2006 10%OF THE WORLD’S POPULATION LIVE WITH A DISABILITY

DISABILITY STANDARDS FOR EDUCATION 2005

A PERSON WITH DISABILITY SHOULD HAVE ACCESS 

TO THE SAME OPPORTUNITIES AND CHOICES IN 

THEIR EDUCATION THAT ARE AVAILABLE TO A 

PERSON WITHOUT DISABILITY

MELBOURNE DECLARATION ON THE EDUCATIONAL GOALS OF YOUNG AUSTRALIANS 2008

GOAL 1:  AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLING PROMOTES EQUITY AND 

EXCELLENCE •    provide all students with access to high-quality schooling that is free from discrimination based 

on gender, language, sexual orientation, pregnancy, culture, ethnicity, religion, health or disability, 

socioeconomic background or geographic location.

•    promote personalised learning that aims to fulfil the diverse capabilities of each young Australian. 

DEVELOPING STRONGER PARTNERSHIPS

Parents, carers and families are the first and most important influence in a child’s life, instilling the 

attitudes and values that will support young people to participate in schooling and contribute to 

broader local and global communities. 

TIMES HIGHER

INFOGRAPHIC
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITY 
OVER 300,000 AUSTRALIAN STUDENTS 
HAVE A DISABILITY

66%
OF STUDENTS WITH  

DISABILITY  
ATTEND GENERAL 

SCHOOL 

24%
OF STUDENTS WITH 
DISABILITY ATTEND 
SPECIAL CLASS IN 
GENERAL SCHOOL 

10%
OF STUDENTS WITH  
DISABILITY ATTEND 

SPECIALIST 
SCHOOLS 

26%
OF STUDENTS WITH  

SPECIAL EDUCATION NEEDS 
ONLY COMPLETE UP TO YEAR 

10 OF SECONDARY SCHOOL

DISABILITY DISCRIMINATION ACT 1992
•    to eliminate, as far as possible, discrimination against persons on the 

ground of disability.
•    to ensure, as far as practicable, that persons with disabilities have the 

same rights to equality before the law as the rest of the community.
•    to promote recognition and acceptance within the community of the 

principle that persons with disabilities have the same fundamental rights 
as the rest of the community.

1 IN 12 STUDENTS
HAVE A DISABILITY 

1 IN 10 BOYS 
HAVE A DISABILITY 


