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Helng the invisible children

Failing to recognise dyspraxia, and in some
cases, misdiagnosing it in order to secure
funding, will turn the classroom into a
battleground, writes David Roy.

.

Pl

nternational rates suggest
dyspraxia affects one in 30
children, however, it is rarely
diagnosed in Australia, as
opposed to autism, of which
there is a 300 per cent higher
incidence here than overseas.
Already there are voices in
Australia recognising that a

misdiagnosis of conditions is being
encouraged by some sectors to
allow fraudulent, or at least corrupt,
access W funding, which will have
implications for education staffing,
funding and inclusion.

Dyspraxia is a hidden disability.
It has only been since the early
1990’s that dyspraxia or DCD

(developmental co-ordination
disorder) has become widely
recognised through medical
research and the World Health
Organisation (WHO).

In simplistic form, dyspraxia
is the inability to co-ordinate
movements smoothly. This can
affect speech, oral movements and
general motor movements. It is a
physical condition, as to how the
brain processes information, and
is without intellectual impairment,
but does involve sensory
integration dysfunction.

Children with dyspraxia
generally have severe speech delay
and have low muscle tone, this
leads sufferers finding basic tasks
such as holding a pencil and other
fine motor skills a challenge, as
well has having poor balance and
gross motor skills. For children
with dyspraxia, therefore, all
the major assessment tools used
in schools to judge academic
outcomes cannot be applied
accurately.

Children with dyspraxia often
are recognised as having higher
cognitive development than their
peers, but they fail in formal
education through inability to
demonstrate this.

In the UK, New Zealand and

John's parents have been informed that if they take
a diagnosis of autism they will be accepted into early
intervention programs without hesitation. The same
groups have stated that John is not autistic.

the US, speech and occupational
therapists and physiotherapists all
agree that early intervention can
help dyspraxic children overcome
these challenges and be successful
participants in education and the
wider society. A large study from
Durham Education published

in 1990 demonstrated this. For
schools, the answer appears simple.
Offer early intervention through
carly childhood programs and
playgroups, so that primary and
secondary schools can support
ongoing intervention. In Australia,
that process is not happening.

As a case study, allow me to use
the example of a family I have
been working with. The family
has a four-year-old son, John,
who has dyspraxia, as does the
facher and an uncle. (Dyspraxia
has a higher incidence with males
than females, and whilst there is
ongoing research that suggests
some dyspraxia can be linked
to premature birth and other
pregnancy complications, many
dyspraxic children have siblings
and older family members who arc
being diagnosed with dyspraxia.)

Originally being diagnosed
with global developmental delay
(defined as significant delay in two
or more developmental domains),
the family has struggled to find
support and intervention programs
in the public sector as their son
does not have a diagnosis which
attracts funding,

Now that John needs pre-school
support, the family is discovering
that public education support
groups are erecting the same
barriers regarding intervention.
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The problem is that John does not
have autism or cerebral palsy, both
of which have been included in the
FaCHSIA and Better Start Program,
which offers $12,000 funding

for early intervention treatment

and equipment. Dyspraxia is not
included in this funding.

John’s parents have been informed
by staff from the NSW Department
of Education and Communities
(DEC), speech pathologists,
occupational therapists and
physiotherapists that if they take
a diagnosis of autism they will be
accepted into early intervention
programs without hesitation. The
same groups have also stated that
John is not autistic, yet they have
clinicians who will diagnose him as
such if so desired.

This disturbing scenario matches
the comments from Queensland
psychologist Mick O’Keeffe, who
told The Australian that the rise
in autism “is being driven by the
diagnosis-based funding models
within the education system”. The
experiences of John and his family,
as well as other families I have
interviewed, suggests that NSW is
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Children with dyspraxia often are recognised as
having higher cognitive development than their
peers, but they fail in formal education through
inability to demonstrate this.

doing the same in certain regions.
The implications for schools
are the real concern. Firstly, those
students that are misdiagnosed will
have the wrong support offered
to them; thus it will be wasted
and they will fail in mainstream
education as well as frustrate both
themselves and their educators.
More importantly are the
implications for children who do not
accept a misdiagnosis. If students
are being denied early intervention,
they arrive at primary schools with
high cognitive abilities but are
unable to express or communicate
their knowledge. This will lead
to a group of very frustrated, yet
intellectually capable children.
This is a recipe for continual
disruptive behavior in the class.
We all understand the problems of
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very clever children being bored
and frustrated and how they can
successfully undermine the learning
of all, and yet have none of their
own learning needs met. Is it
any surprise that a UK study by
Madeline Portwood found more
than 50 per cent of young offenders
in one institution had levels of
dyspraxia? If schools cannot harness
a child’s intelligence, someone, or
something else, will.

If students are not offered equal

. access to support and funding,

and are not offered equality in
education, then we are laying the
foundations for disaster in schools
and society.

There is hope, however. Some
parents of dyspraxic children
in Australia are trying to raise
awareness. There are principals and
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NSW DEC officials who recognise
global developmental delay and
dyspraxia as recognised disabilities,
even though they currently attach
no additional funding. John’s
parents have been strong advocates
for him and his needs and now are
being offered DEC’s Preparation for
School Intervention through their
persistence.

The issue remains, however,
that if dyspraxia fails to be
recognised, and teachers are not
trained in supporting the learning
needs of dyspraxic children, the
classroom will become a frustrated

- battleground for all the parties

involved. ®
*Name has been changed.

David Roy is a lecturer in education at the
University of Newcastle.
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Early Chil dh

This term has been full of fun a
The Farmo t heme.

We had a great time watching our eggs from Henny Penny

hatch, trying to guess what colour would be next!

We also had a great morning on Friday when Old MacDon-

al dos Farm turned wup with a tra
Everyone loved cuddling the super friendly goats, lambs,

chickens, piglets and even an alpaca! We all enjoyed playing

i n the speci al ofarm yardodo and t c
animals, we even had a turn of feeding the little lambs and

goats with a baby bottle!
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CUA CHEQUE PRESENTATION
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There was a special assembly held at TGS last week where CUA presented the $
cheque from the Community Care Grant to the school. We had representatives fr
Adidas, Cr Julian Simmonds and even Olympic Swimming Champion, Jess Schip
the presentation. The water bubbler is on the way to being installed in the playgro
Thank you again to everyone who voted for The Glenleighden School!!!
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UNI FORM SHOP

note: The Uniform Shop
November -flraonm alnOd t hen
Transition Session.

I anyone has a

f
the uni form shop

hel p!
See Liz for

again

The PS&F would like to invite you to
the Pig n Whistle at Indooroopilly on
Wednesday, 30th November from
6pm onwards for a Xmas & End of
Year Celebration.
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IF YOU CAN SPARE YOUR TIME,
WE REALLY NEED YOUR HELP!!

There is a

WORKING BEE

on this

SATURDAY,
26™ November
from
8AM TO 10AM.

The Senior School Valedictory Dinner was he
Room at Hillstone for our graduating students

Congratulations and good luck to Parker, Kel\
Leroy & Nicholas P!!!



