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Introduction

The Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association (MDAA) is considered a peak body for people from non-English speaking (NES) / culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) background with disability, their families and carers. MDAA works with and for people with disability, their families and carers through individual advocacy, systemic advocacy, advocacy development, industry development and project work as well as conducting disability and cultural awareness training.
This year MDAA started the Small Stone project. Run by and for young people from diverse backgrounds with disability, Small Stone has been working to identify the barriers for young people with disability to participate in the community and the opportunities for greater inclusion. As part of the project, a diverse group of young people with disability has recently completed workshops in personal and professional development. The workshops respond to an identified lack of opportunity for young people with disability to explore their interests and develop confidence as well as practical skills.
The following barriers and solutions have been identified through our experience working with the young Small Stone participants and volunteers as well as from consultation with people with disability, their families and carers, particularly young people and people from NES/CALD background. Disability is just one aspect of the diversity of people. This submission reflects on barriers to diversity and the opportunities lost as a result. 
Barriers to developing self-confidence and skills 
MDAA has found that people with disability, who want to work but are not and who are working in positions that do not match their interests or strengths, have experiences in education that have not prepared them for the workforce on equal basis with others. 
Many people reported being segregated in their school for a number of reasons:

· Attending a school or classes only for people with disability
· Being excluded from peers
· Learning had been interrupted by being unwell or by the move to Australia - particularly if that was from a country experiencing instability
As important as the academic learning they may have missed was missing out on reaching milestones with their peer group. People reported a resultant lack of confidence and in some cases left school earlier than they would have liked or did not progress to tertiary study. Of those who did enter tertiary study, many found themselves having to battle to get appropriate adjustments, especially where these were needed for the person to be able to complete practical components of the course.

Barriers to identifying job opportunities and applying for jobs
It is a fact that job advertising and application processes are now almost entirely online. This has been identified as a barrier keeping people with disability who do not have access to computers from job searching and making applications independently. Unfortunately, finding the right support to assist with the process is also very challenging. MDAA has received some very critical feedback about Centrelink and disability employment services namely:

· The main pathway for entry to disability employment services is through Centrelink, which is not best placed to identify which service can meet the person's needs, particularly because referrals are usually wrapped up in the process of deciding whether the person is entitled to be paid the Disability Support Pension.

· People cannot make real choices about the employment service they want to use; they are limited by the area they live in and by other criteria. Often several of the disability employment services in a region are run by the same agency.
· Workers in disability employment services do not take the time to get to know the person or to listen to the person's perspective. There is a lot of negativity and focus upon why a person could not do particular things rather than on developing strategies with the person to have the opportunity to do all the things that they can.
· Attitudes and assumptions made by employers, which you might expect disability employment services to be challenging, are actually also held by workers in the services.
· Even where it should be very clear to the disability employment service that a person is too unwell to work, there is no logical process for ensuring that this information is communicated to and properly considered by Centrelink.
· Disability employment services do not understand the needs of people from NES/CALD background who may be unfamiliar with Australian practices for resumes, applications and interviews and/or have qualifications and experience that are not recognised by Australian employers. Again, assumptions of employers which you might expect disability employment services to be challenging, are perpetuated by workers in the services.
Barriers to securing the job and excelling at work
The recurrent comment about employers was that their focus is usually upon what a worker with disability may not be able to do and the assumption that a lot of expensive changes to the workplace will be needed. The experiences that have been shared with MDAA reflect recruitment processes that focus on finding ways of eliminating candidates, often on bases not particularly important to the job, rather than on finding people who could do the most important parts of the job really well. For example, a young wheelchair user who is studying to be a social worker reported that employers are fixated upon the possibility that he might have to do a home visit to premises that are not accessible. He also stated that employers usually assumed they would have to make a lot of physical changes to their premises, which would be expensive - rather than identifying solutions or being aware of assistance that is available.

For people from NES/CALD background and for those with disability that have specific  communication access requirements, employers are fixed on whether the person communicates in perfect written or spoken English, regardless of whether the job even involves any formal writing or talking. There was great frustration that other skills, like the ability to build good relationships, were not prioritised. People from NES/CALD background with disability reported a number of additional negative assumptions by employers: that they had no recent or relevant work experience, that they must have a lot of personal issues and that they did not have work rights in Australia.
MDAA also heard several experiences that suggest employers held particular expectations about the way their staff should look, which people from NES/CALD background and people with disability did not match. There were several reports from people who received positive responses to applications and telephone interviews, some were even offered the job, only to find that when they met an employer in person it very quickly became clear that the job was not theirs.

For those people with work experience, there was a common feeling that they had not been or were not being well supported. Some people found that there were not enough hours of support available to them and others found that support stopped entirely after a short time. Many people expressed that simply having a third party to talk to about issues in the workplace or for the purpose of planning to take on new challenges would really have helped them. There were also reports where employers have motivation, from received financial incentives to employ a person with disability, however somehow found reason to dismiss the person once the incentive stopped. 
Barriers to utilising the discrimination complaint process
In our experience people with disability, especially those from NES/CALD backgrounds, need support to recognise that they have been discriminated against, to articulate their circumstances and to seek support. Some people have also shared that, in their cultures, it is deeply embedded that you don’t argue against the system and you become resigned to ‘letting it go’.

Recommendations

· Action to equalise the experiences of all children in the school system. There must be support for children with disability to progress through the school system with their peers. All children should have the opportunity to choose their own peer group and achieve milestones including those aimed specifically at preparing them for the workforce such as work experience, volunteering and part time jobs. Schools must also have the capacity to respond to the particular support requirements of children with disability who begin their education in a very different environment and then move in to a mainstream Australian school, as well as the capacity to identify and respond to young people who develop mental health disability.
· Similarly, action to equalise the experiences of young people in higher education. Education providers must have the capacity to support people with disability to participate in the aspects of tertiary education that develop students’ skills in applying what they have learned. The planning should start as early as possible. 
· Programs intended to support people to develop skills must be responsive to the support requirements of the individual and provide opportunities for individuals to develop confidence, relationships with others and practical experience. For example, driving, using computers and other technology, English conversation. 

· People must be able to choose from different providers of employment support offering different services - including ongoing support to maintain employment, career progression or move in to different work.
· Providers of employment support must have the capacity not only to listen to people with disability but also to get to know them – what they are really interested in, whilst applying a strengths-based approach to focus on what they are good at.
· Employers finding that a diverse workforce that reflects the diversity of the community is good for business, as well as to develop strategies within recruitment processes in order to maximise diversity, for example, offering the opportunity to make job applications in a variety of formats.
Conclusion

It is very clear that attitudes, systems and practices in government and in the private sector must change if there is to be true diversity in the workforce. While reforms can bring about some of that change, it is also important that at the same time, people with disability, especially those from NES/CALD background, are aware of their rights, engage with systems and speak up. Access to advocacy support, that is independent of any service the person with disability pays for from individual funding, is a vital part of an inclusive society.
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