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Siblings Australia welcomes the opportunity to contribute feedback on the proposed
amendments to the Education and Children’s Services Act 2019 and associated
regulations. As the only Australian organisation dedicated to the needs and contributions
of siblings of people with disability or chronic illness, we commend the government for
progressing legislative reform that aims to ensure equal access to education and prevent
exclusionary practices for students with disability.

We particularly support the intention of the proposed legislation to align with
Recommendations 7.1 and 7.2 of the Disability Royal Commission. However, in doing so, we
urge the government to consider the broader family context in which education access
and exclusion occurs - particularly the overlooked cohort of siblings.

Siblings as secondary affected cohort

When students with disability face barriers to enrolment or experience exclusionary
discipline, their siblings are often directly impacted. Siblings may:

e Be called upon informally to help regulate or support their brother or sister’s
behaviour at school, affecting their own learning

e Experience emotional distress and disrupted routines when a sibling is excluded or
withdrawn

e Feelinvisible or burdened when their own needs are de-prioritised in the school
environment

These effects are particularly profound in mainstream schools where resources may be
limited and informal expectations placed on siblings can go unnoticed and unaddressed.

Positive implications of the reforms for siblings

We welcome the following proposed changes for their potential to improve outcomes not
just for students with disability, but also for their siblings:

¢ Mandatory reporting on enrolment and exclusion practices, across both
government and non-government schools, will increase transparency and allow
tracking of patterns that impact families

e Clarification that behaviours linked to disability are part of the disability itself may
reduce stigma and misunderstanding in school communities—supporting a more
inclusive environment for all students

e Regulations requiring schools to consider a student’s needs, age, and existing
behaviour plans before implementing exclusion may reduce disruptive disciplinary
actions that negatively affect entire families

.
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Risks and ongoing gaps for siblings

Despite these welcome steps, the proposed amendments do not yet account for the
indirect but significant impact on siblings in several areas:

e Invisibility of siblings in the education system: While individual learning and
behaviour support plans are rightly focused on students with disability, schools
often fail to recognise the needs of their brothers and sisters, many of whom
struggle silently with mental health, anxiety, or emotional distress linked to their
sibling’s experiences.

e Informal responsibility and role confusion: Siblings are frequently expected by
educators to assist with their sibling’s regulation or car — this is not developmentally
appropriate, nor is it equitable or educationally sound.

e Lack of professional awareness: School staff often have little training in the sibling
experience, resulting in inconsistent responses and missed opportunities for early
intervention.

Recommendations

To ensure the reforms lead to truly inclusive educational environments for families of
students with disability, Siblings Australia recommmends the following:

¢ Promote and embed existing resources that recognise siblings as part of the
broader inclusion picture.

e The Department for Education has already taken a significant step by developing a
Practice Guide for Working with Siblings, as well as publicly accessible fact sheets, in
collaboration with Siblings Australia. We recommend that schools be supported to
actively engage with these resources through internal promotion, professional
development, and integration into staff induction and ongoing practice. Greater
awareness and consistent application of these materials will ensure schools are
better equipped to understand and respond to the needs of siblings, particularly in
situations where exclusion or enrolment decisions affect the broader family
dynamic.

e Implementation of sibling-informed training and resources

e Embed training such as SibWise into teacher professional development, equipping
staff with the understanding needed to support siblings and foster whole-family
inclusion.

e Establishment of Sibling Support Plans (SSPs). Encourage schools to identify and
support siblings through a tailored plan (similar to Individual Learning Plans) where
a child is affected by their sibling’'s experiences at school. These plans could consider
reasonable adjustments such as emotional support, flexible deadlines, or quiet
spaces and should follow a student’s schooling journey so they are not required to
restate their family story each year for new teachers.
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https://siblingsaustralia.org.au/services/sibwise/

e Ensure reporting and accountability mechanisms extend to family impact while
identifying data will remain confidential, schools should be encouraged to reflect on
the broader family implications of exclusion decisions and enrolment refusals and
include this in internal planning and review cycles.

Conclusion

The proposed amendments represent a meaningful step towards inclusive education for
students with disability. To maximise their impact, the government must also address the
ripple effects experienced by siblings. These young people often carry invisible burdens
and responsibilities, yet when supported appropriately, become powerful allies in inclusive
education and lifelong advocates for their brothers and sisters.

Siblings Australia would welcome the opportunity to support the Department for
Education in developing supplementary materials or training to ensure these reforms
deliver inclusive outcomes for the whole family.
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