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The Exemption of Children with Disabilities from the Compulsory Education Act of Singapore
The Singapore Government Compulsory Education (CE) Act of 2003 states that a child of compulsory school age has to attend a national primary school, unless he or she has been exempted from CE, e.g. a child with special needs, a child attending a designated school or a child receiving home-schooling.

In order to attend a designated school or to receive home education, specific criteria must be fulfilled before the Ministry of Education grants an exemption from CE and there are follow-up checks to see if the child is maintaning a minimum academic standard. However, children with special needs are automatically exempted from CE without a formal assessment of whether they are suitable to attend mainstream or special education schools or be home schooled. Recommdations about whether a child might benefit from mainstream or special education are made if the child attends one of the Government’s early intervention centres (EIPIC), yet ultimately, the decision is left to the parents. Therefore, this issue is that of a legislation gap, rather than an implementation gap. 

Automatically excluding children with disabilities from CE because of their disability Singapore legislation is at odds with article 24.3 (a) of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), which states that the Government should ensure that children with disabilities are not excluded from free and compulsory education, on the basis of disability. Singapore has indicated it will sign the UNCRPD in 2012. Furthermore, without the benefit of formal assesment critera decisions about the eduction of a child with a disability are not subject to Government scrutiny. This legislation gap might be taken to communicate the discriminatory message that the education of children with disabilities is not due the same consideration as children without disabilities. 

This legislation gap can potentially exclude children with disabilities from the aims of CE, meaning that they will not necessarily be able to share in a cirriculum that aims to provide a common knowledge base and this might deny children with disabilities the same vocational and further education opportunities as other children in Singapore . 

This gap might also hinder long-term mainstreaming of people with disabilities in society as children in mainstream schools lack the opportunity to interact consistently with people with disabilities at an early and formative age.  However there are some positive examples being introduced by selected schools.

Due to the fact that children with disabilities are not included in CE, mainstream schools do not necessarily have to accessible to children with disabilities In fact, only 1 school in each ‘cluster’ has to be barrier-free. By including children with disabilities in the CE, it may expedite the need to make schools become barrier-free. 

Currently there are 13 Special Education Schools in Singapore addressing a wide spectrum of needs. Partially funded by the Government there schools are run by Voluntary Welfare Organisations and as such do not have to follow the national cirriculum nor do their fees have to be comparable to national schools. Depending on resources available, the quality of education may vary between these schools. In addition many of these schools have long waiting lists due to lack of qualified teachers and capacity. 

The Government has indicated it will study the feasibility of including children with disabilities in CE.  DPA encourages the Government to do so in order to ensure children with disabilities are given the same legal consideration and opportunitues as children without disabilities.
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