




Strategic Plan Guidance and Examples: Improving outcomes for disabled students
This document supports school boards to consider how disabled students are reflected in their school’s strategic planning. This document is not intended as a separate planning process, but to provide a framework to help school boards ensure that disabled students’[footnoteRef:2] aspirations, experiences, and outcomes are visible within the school’s strategic priorities, planning and reporting processes.  [2:  The New Zealand Disability Strategy recognises that not all members of their community identify with this language and that each person has a right to choose the terminology they prefer.
New Zealand Disability Strategy 2026-2030 | Whaikaha - Ministry of Disabled People
] 

This guidance and example has been made in collaboration with Whaikaha |Ministry of Disabled People.
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Guidance for planning for improved outcomes for disabled students
Why is it important to include disabled students in your strategic planning?

It is likely that you have disabled students in your school. Results from the Stats NZ 2023 Household Disability Survey showed that 10% of children aged 0 to 14 years were disabled in 2023 and the vast majority (89%) of disabled students attend mainstream schools[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Stats New Zealand, Household Disability Survey, 2023, 
https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Reports/Household-Disability-Survey-2023-findings-definitions-and-design-summary/Download-data/household-disability-survey-2023-findings-definitions-and-design-summary.pdf
] 


Disabled students and their families and whānau want the same things from school as other students: to attend school regularly, achieve educational success, and experience wellbeing and belonging alongside their peers. Many schools are successfully supporting disabled students and creating inclusive learning environments. However, disabled students continue to face barriers within the education system. Research indicates that disabled students have increased rates of physical restraint use, lower attendance, are more than twice as likely to leave school with no qualifications, and report having more experiences of exclusion and bullying at school compared to their non-disabled peers.[footnoteRef:4]   [4:  Ministry of Education, He Whakaaro: The educational experiences of disabled learners, 2020, https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/he-whakaaro/he-whakaaro-the-educational-experiences-of-disabled-learners

Education Review Office, Thriving at School? Education for Disabled Leaners in Schools, 2022, http://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/media/cvqeq54g/thriving-at-school-education-for-disabled-learners-in-schools.pdf] 


Disabled students have strengths, capabilities, interests, and aspirations that must be recognised and nurtured, and it is the role of schools to create the conditions that enable every student to attend school, to achieve educational success, and to have a sense of wellbeing and belonging. Strategic planning provides an opportunity to consider whether disabled students are experiencing the same opportunities for safe environments, attendance, achievement, and wellbeing as their peers, and where focused action may be needed to remove barriers and improve outcomes.  
Who are your disabled students?
There is no single agreed definition of disability that applies in every educational context. According to the Education Review Office’s (ERO) Thriving at School? Education for Disabled Learners in Schools report, disabled learners are defined as all children and young people with significant needs for ongoing support and adaptations or accommodations to enable them to thrive in education. 
Disabled learners are a highly diverse group of children and young people. Examples include: 
· Learners with physical impairments (such as Cerebral Palsy and Muscular Dystrophy) that have significant challenges, for example, walking or climbing steps. 
· Learners with intellectual or cognitive impairments caused by genetic disorders (such as Down Syndrome, Fragile X Syndrome, and Prader-Willi Syndrome) and that have significant challenges, for example, learning at school. 
· Learners with sensory impairments (such as deafblind, blind, low vision, deaf, and hard of hearing) that have significant challenges, for example, seeing or hearing. 
· [bookmark: _Ref241857189]Neurodivergent learners (such as those relating to dyslexia, dyspraxia, and autism spectrum disorder) that have significant challenges, for example, managing their emotions or relating to others[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  Education Review Office, Thriving at School? Education for Disabled Leaners in Schools, 2020,
http://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/media/cvqeq54g/thriving-at-school-education-for-disabled-learners-in-schools.pdf] 

Some disabled students may be receiving ongoing learning support and may have a learning plan/support plan and support from Resource Teachers Learning and Behaviour (RTLB), Ministry of Education specialists and may have support of a Teacher Aide and other specialists. Other disabled students may require one-off accommodations such as school modifications for accessibility. However, other disabled students receive no support or accommodations. 
School boards should expect to receive information about all disabled students, including a clear understanding of who they are and how they are progressing. Maintaining a register of disabled students, while maintaining appropriate privacy protections, enables schools to track actions and progress over time, plan targeted supports and adaptations, identify barriers to success, and provide meaningful reporting to the school board. This allows the school board to fulfil its governance role by assuring itself that all students are making progress and that no students are being left behind. 
Disabled students bring diverse cultural identities, strengths and experiences to their learning. Boards should recognise that the intersection of disability and ethnicity can also create additional or compounding barriers, and plan deliberately to identify and address these.

Questions for your board to consider when developing your strategic plan

Some questions to consider in developing your strategic goals focused on disabled students include the following.
Engagement with your disabled community
· Do you know who the disabled students in your school are?
· How does your school get information from disabled students, parents, caregivers, whānau, ākonga whaikaha Māori, Pacific disabled students, and NZSL users?
· How does your school ensure disabled students can (and are) participating meaningfully in decisions that affect them, including decisions about school priorities and intended outcomes? How are disabled students involved in school leadership and student councils?
· Have disabled students, and their families and whānau, informed the strategic plan and contributed to identifying the school’s priority areas?
Reviewing current school performance relating to your disabled students
· Do you know how many disabled students in your school are attending school regularly, full-time, and/or have reduced attendance?
· How do you ensure all disabled students are welcome at your school, can attend all day, and can participate in extra-curriculum activities?
· Do you know if disabled students at your school are making expected or accelerated progress and/ or meeting or exceeding curriculum expectations in literacy and numeracy?
· What could your school do to adapt assessment processes and build assessment accommodations so that all students engage meaningfully and can demonstrate progress.
· Do you understand your school’s legislative obligations to disabled students?
Considering your school’s physical environment
· Is your school (including buildings and playgrounds) accessible for disabled students? 
· Do you know how many disabled students report that their learning environments are supportive, accessible and safe?
· Do your emergency management plans meet the specific and diverse needs of disabled students?
· Do you have individual plans for students who require support during an emergency, particularly those students who are totally dependent on adults?
· Do you comply with the requirements of the Education (Physical Restraint) Rules 2023?
Supporting ākonga whaikaha Māori
Tāngata whaikaha are Māori disabled people. Māori experience disability at higher rates than the overall New Zealand population. Tāngata whaikaha Māori can face additional barriers to participating, learning, and succeeding in education. When developing strategies for ākonga whaikaha Māori (disabled Māori students), consider the following questions:
· Has your school identified and responded to barriers experienced by ākonga whaikaha Māori?
· Do your school’s policies, practices, teaching and support recognise and reflect the identity, language, culture, strengths, aspirations and whānau relationships of ākonga whaikaha Māori?
· Does the plan clearly explain how your strategies will improve outcomes for ākonga whaikaha Māori?
Considerations for your strategic plan
· Does your plan clearly outline how the school recognises and builds on disabled students’ strengths, capabilities, identities, and aspirations? Consider what is working well, what students and their families and whānau value, and what strengths you can build upon.   
· Does the plan clearly explain what the evidence tells you about attendance, education achievement, and wellbeing for disabled students at your school? 
· How will disabled students, families, caregivers and whānau be involved in reviewing progress?
· How will the school report progress to the school community?
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Strategic goal examples for improved outcomes for disabled students

Please note: The following table shows a range of examples of possible strategies that a board might use to achieve the example strategic goal. The examples are not intended to show the number of strategies a board might have for each goal.


	
	
	What are your strategic goals? 
	Which board objective is this strategic goal aligned with? 
	How does your strategic goal link to curriculum statements? 
	How will you achieve your strategic goals? 
	How will you measure progress and success? 

	Educational Achievement Goal
	To improve educational outcomes for disabled students through accessible and inclusive teaching and learning practices that strengthen foundational skills, knowledge, and capabilities, including communication, literacy, and numeracy, while building their confidence as successful learners. 
	Our strategic goal supports the board’s objectives to ensure that every student reaches their potential and attains the highest possible standard in educational achievement.














	The New Zealand Curriculum, aligned with the Expanded New Zealand Curriculum supporting resource for Students with Complex Learning Needs support equitable access, meaningful progress, student agency, and inclusive participation in the curriculum.
	· Strengthen inclusive practices and reduce barriers to improve access, participation, progress, and achievement for disabled students across learning, assessment, and school life.

· Use assessment information and collaborative planning processes to identify strengths and needs, set learning goals, and support meaningful progress for disabled students.

· Support disabled students to access, participate in, and make meaningful progress across the full breadth of the curriculum, including the development of highly valued capabilities.

· Strengthen teacher capability in inclusive, evidence-informed practices that support equitable access, participation, progress, achievement, and belonging for disabled students.

· Work in partnership with students, parents, whānau, caregivers, specialists, and support agencies to design, implement, and review supports that respond to individual strengths, needs, and aspirations.

	· Increased percentage of disabled students making accelerated progress in literacy and numeracy.

· Increased percentage of disabled students meeting curriculum expectations or making meaningful progress against learning goals.

· Evidence in individual learning plans demonstrates that disabled students are making meaningful progress towards goals relating to communication, self-management, independence, collaboration, or other valued capabilities identified for them.

· All disabled students requiring additional support have current learning plans.

· Increased student engagement, participation, and confidence in learning.

	
	
	
	
	· Recognise and respond to disabled students' perspectives, aspirations, and experiences to strengthen learner agency, participation, and wellbeing.
	· Positive feedback from students, whānau, caregivers, teachers, and specialists regarding learning progress and inclusion.

	Attendance Goal
	To increase regular attendance for all disabled students by identifying and reducing barriers to attendance at school.
	Our strategic goal supports the board’s objectives to take all reasonable steps to ensure that enrolled students attend school when it is open and for the whole school day.  
	The New Zealand Curriculum emphasises inclusion, participation, belonging, and equitable access to learning opportunities for all students.
	· Develop and maintain a register of disabled students and monitor attendance patterns each term.

· Analyse attendance data to identify students at risk of irregular attendance and provide early intervention.

· Meet with students, parents, whānau, and caregivers to identify attendance barriers and develop individual attendance support plans where needed.

· Review physical, communication, sensory, health, transport, and timetable barriers that may affect attendance.

· Strengthen transition planning for disabled students moving into, between, and beyond schools.

· Ensure learning support staff are involved in attendance planning for students with complex needs.

· Regularly review attendance support strategies and adjust approaches based on student and whānau feedback. 
	· Increased percentage of disabled students attending regularly.

· Reduced rates of unjustified and chronic absence among disabled students.

· Reduced attendance disparity between disabled and non-disabled students.

· Increased number of identified attendance barriers addressed through targeted actions.

· Improved student and whānau feedback about attendance supports.

· Individual attendance goals achieved for students receiving targeted support.

	Wellbeing Goal 
	Disabled students experience positive wellbeing, strong relationships, and a sense of belonging that supports their learning and participation.

	Our strategic goal supports the board’s objectives to ensure that all students are physically and emotionally safe, and that their health and wellbeing is supported. 
	The New Zealand Curriculum promotes student wellbeing, belonging, inclusion, participation, and positive relationships as foundations for learning and success.
	· Work with students, whānau, caregivers, and specialists to identify wellbeing needs and required supports.

· Ensure learning environments and processes are physically, socially, culturally, and communication accessible.

· Provide assistive technology, equipment, and reasonable adjustments to support wellbeing, participation and inclusion.

· Strengthen teacher capability in positive behaviour support, inclusive practice, neurodiversity, and culturally responsive approaches.

· Regularly seek to understand whether disabled students feel safe, valued, included, and able to participate fully.

· Implement proactive anti-bullying and inclusion initiatives.

· Respond promptly and appropriately to concerns, complaints, exclusion, discrimination, or bullying involving disabled students.

· Strengthen transition planning and support networks for students experiencing wellbeing challenges.
	· Disabled students report a stronger sense of belonging, inclusion, and safety at school.

· Reduced incidents of bullying, exclusion, or harmful behaviour involving disabled students.

· Increased participation of disabled students in learning, leadership, cultural, sporting, and extracurricular activities.

· Whānau and caregivers report increased confidence that wellbeing needs are being met.

· Recommended wellbeing supports and adjustments are implemented in a timely manner.

· Improved wellbeing information gathered through surveys, learning support reviews, and pastoral care data.
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