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National Disabled Students’ Association
June 2025

To Education and Workforce Committee
Please find attached our submission on the Education and Training (Vocational Education and Training System) Amendment Bill

For any further inquiries, please contact:
Eloise Fleming
Co-President, National Disabled Students Association
president@ndsa.org.nz
Mojo Mathers
Chief Executive, Disabled Persons Assembly NZ
policy@dpa.org.nz

Introducing Disabled Persons Assembly NZ
We work on systemic change for the equity of disabled people 
Disabled Persons Assembly NZ (DPA) is a not-for-profit pan-impairment Disabled People’s Organisation run by and for disabled people.
We recognise:
· Māori as Tangata Whenua and Te Tiriti o Waitangi as the founding document of Aotearoa New Zealand;
· disabled people as experts on their own lives;
· the Social Model of Disability as the guiding principle for interpreting disability and impairment; 
· the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as the basis for disabled people’s relationship with the State;
· the New Zealand Disability Strategy as Government agencies’ guide on disability issues; and 
· the Enabling Good Lives Principles, Whāia Te Ao Mārama: Māori Disability Action Plan, and Faiva Ora: National Pasifika Disability Disability Plan as avenues to disabled people gaining greater choice and control over their lives and supports. 
We drive systemic change through: 
Rangatiratanga / Leadership: reflecting the collective voice of disabled people, locally, nationally and internationally. 
Pārongo me te tohutohu / Information and advice: informing and advising on policies impacting on the lives of disabled people.
Kōkiri / Advocacy: supporting disabled people to have a voice, including a collective voice, in society.
Aroturuki / Monitoring: monitoring and giving feedback on existing laws, policies and practices about and relevant to disabled people.


Introducing the National Disabled Students' Association
The National Disabled Students’ Association is an incorporated society made up of members from tertiary education institutions from across Aotearoa. We are a member-led organisation, collecting and representing the voices of disabled learners from universities, Te Pūkenga, private training establishments, and Wānanga, working together towards more accessible education experiences for learners through utilising the Human Rights Model of Disability.

We strongly believe that we are not disabled by our impairments, but by the barriers that society place on us. It has long been understood that tertiary education can be a disabling environment, and so NDSA seeks to ensure that our voices are heard in addressing these issues. NDSA follows the mantra of the wider disability movement, “Nothing About Us Without Us”.
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
DPA was influential in creating the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD),[footnoteRef:2] a foundational document for disabled people which New Zealand has signed and ratified, confirming that disabled people must have the same human rights as everyone else. All state bodies in New Zealand, including local and regional government, have a responsibility to uphold the principles and articles of this convention.  [2:  https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
] 

The following UNCRPD articles are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Article 24 - Education
· Article 27 – Work and employment
New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016-2026
Since ratifying the UNCRPD, the New Zealand Government has established a Disability Strategy[footnoteRef:3] to guide the work of government agencies on disability issues. The vision is that New Zealand be a non-disabling society, where disabled people have equal opportunity to achieve their goals and aspirations, and that all of New Zealand works together to make this happen. It identifies eight outcome areas contributing to achieving this vision. [3:  https://www.odi.govt.nz/nz-disability-strategy/
] 

The following outcomes are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Outcome 2 – Employment and Economic Security

The Submission
Disabled Persons Assembly (DPA) and the National Disabled Students Association (NDSA) welcomes the opportunity to provide joint feedback to the Education and Workforce Committee on this legislation.

DPA and NDSA oppose the Education and Training (Vocational Education and Training System) Amendment Bill and ask that the Education and Workforce Select Committee recommend that it does not proceed. 

We outline the reasons for opposing the legislation below.

Background

Disabled students face significant barriers in accessing vocational education and training through our polytechnic and vocational learning systems.

Statistics New Zealand’s 2023 Household Disability Survey showed that 10.7% of disabled students aged 18 and over were enrolled in tertiary education, including within the vocational education and training sector.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/reports/household-disability-survey-2023-findings-definitions-and-design-summary/
] 


The survey also found that 38% of disabled people aged 15 years and over who were not currently in post-secondary education or training would like to do so in the future but faced numerous barriers to accessing it.

These barriers included the impacts of their disability or health condition, course affordability, difficulties accessing transport and the need for personalised support, amongst other factors.

Another significant barrier is the level of unmet need in terms of the support available for disabled tertiary students to undertake study.

The Household Disability Survey found that 3.8% of disabled students had unmet needs in terms of one-on-one support when studying while 3.8% also experienced a need for assistive technology or equipment. Accessibility of training and educational facilities was cited as an unmet need by 4.1% of disabled students.

Main concerns around the legislation – equity funding cuts

This legislation, which aims to re-design Aotearoa’s vocational education and training system by disestablishing Te Pūkenga – New Zealand Institute of Skills and Technology and re-establishing regional polytechnics and creating industry skills boards marks the second restructuring of the sector in this decade alone.

This desire to restore elements of the former system has created confusion and unnecessary anxiety for both students and staff – including disabled students and staff – around the future of the vocational training system.

Nevertheless, the Te Pūkenga system did have a focus on improving educational outcomes for equity population groups, including Māori and disabled students.

However, detrimental changes are already being made to the system, prior to the legislation being progressed, with the equity funding which supported the needs of disabled, Māori and Pacific students being cut by government.

Consequently, disabled students are currently experiencing the loss of disability coordinators and other support roles within the Te Pūkenga network due to these funding cuts. 

Both DPA and NDSA are very concerned about the impacts of these cuts as they contradict the government’s stated aims to encourage more beneficiaries, including disabled beneficiaries, into further education and training – an objective that will be more difficult to meet due to this policy change.

Ultimately, the withdrawal of the equity funding, which underpinned the Te Pūkenga model will further exacerbate educational inequities for disabled students, in terms of, for example, students being able to successfully complete courses, thereby creating greater barriers for those disabled people wishing to enter the vocational training system.

These changes will particularly impact on the ability of disabled women to participate in tertiary education, something that will be a further blow to a segment of the disability population who already experience lower participation rates in tertiary education compared to non-disabled women and disabled men.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/tertiary_education/education-learners/lets-get-accessible-disabled-students-experiences-navigating-the-tertiary-education-system
] 


These changes leave open the question of what will happen to the Te Pūkenga Strategic Disability Action Plan[footnoteRef:6] now that the institution is being wound up. [6:  https://www.xn--tepkenga-szb.ac.nz/assets/Our-Pathway/Learner-Journey/Te-Pukenga-Strategic-Disability-Action-Plan-no-tables.pdf
] 


Another important document for disabled students and staff is the legislatively mandated Code of Pastoral Care[footnoteRef:7] that promotes the health and wellbeing of all tertiary students in the country, including disabled students. [7:  https://www.enz.govt.nz/assets/Education-Pastoral-Care-of-Tertiary-and-International-Learners-Code-of-Practice-2021.pdf] 


One of the implications of the transition to the new structure will be the need for all new polytechnics and training providers to prepare kpastoral codes for their specific organisations and to engage in consultation around this.

Subpart 6 - Vocational education and training focusing on the needs of industry

The new vocational education system is premised on the needs of both national and regional industries for skilled workers.

DPA and NDSA support the principle that vocational education and training should build a pipeline of skilled employees for businesses and organisations across the country.

We also acknowledge the provisions of Section 370(b) stating that industry skills boards must act in a manner that contributes to an education system ensuring fair and equitable outcomes for all, including underserved populations. 

The reality is that the cuts being made to the equity component of vocational education funding will significantly undermine the ability of industry skill boards to serve the needs of disabled students, especially if training places are not adequately funded to meet the support needs of disabled ākonga.

We are also concerned about the creation of a competitive market under the new system, something that will create greater duplication and fragmentation instead of fostering collaboration and innovation.

This fragmentation will impact on the ability of the disability sector to offer high quality training to both existing and future students as well as upskilling for the current disability sector workforce.

While we acknowledge that any skills training offered will be expected to meet the needs of specific industries - as determined by their relevant industry skills boards - the fact that these bodies will not have members representing the wider community, including from groups like disabled people, will mean that industry-based programmes may not adequately meet the needs of disabled ākonga or other undeserved educational groups. 

Section 318 diminishes representation of equity groups – including disabled people – and undermines Te Tiriti O Waitangi

The diminished focus on educational equity is continued in the Bill by the insertion of new section 318 into the Act. This section does away with the need to appoint Māori, student and staff representatives to the new polytechnic councils.

This move will diminish the ability of students and staff, including disabled students and staff, to make their views known to the relevant polytechnic council and/or federation polytechnic council and to be represented on any advisory committees under the new structure.

We also note that section 318 outlines the processes to be undertaken when appointing polytechnic council members by both the Minister for Vocational Education and Training and industry skills boards.

This provision states ‘as far as reasonably practicable’ that appointees should reflect the communities which polytechnics serve including their business and industrial mix; gender, ethnic and socio-economic composition; diversity of abilities; and Māori’.

However, section 318 still represents a significant dilution of the previous mandatory requirement for representation from Māori, students and staff within Te Pūkenga as this provision does not guarantee that either the Minister or skills boards will make appointments that are truly reflective of the communities’ polytechnics serve.

This includes the ability for either the Minister or skills boards to appoint appropriately qualified disabled people who have links to both disabled people and relevant disability communities but also industry and/or business experience.

When considering Te Tiriti o Waitangi, the Bill’s proposal to replace sections 9(1)(g) and 9(2)(e) of the Act by inserting new sections 321(c), 314(d), 318(1)(b) and 370(e) significantly downgrade the previous requirement that Te Pūkenga ‘must operate’ in ways that give effect to Te Tiriti by just merely ‘ensuring’ that polytechnics and providers do so under the new structure.

While the section allows for Māori representation on polytechnic and federation councils to be considered by the appointing bodies, the ability to do so is effectively diminished through using the words ‘as far as reasonably practicable,’ meaning that Māori representation is not guaranteed on all councils.

As for industry skills boards, Māori representation is not a mandatory requirement, which will mean that few suitably qualified Māori will end up being appointed.

The potential downgrading of Māori representation and voice within the new system will impact on the ability of tāngata whaikaha disabled Māori to have their views heard within it, so tāngata whaikaha disabled Māori will be negatively affected as will both disabled and Māori.

Overall, section 318 means that the Act will contravene Te Tiriti and harm the interests of tāngata whaikaha disabled Māori staff, students and other stakeholders to enjoy equitable participation and partnership within the new system.
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