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AHEAD Submission to the National Strategy for |Higher Education Guidance Document
16th June 2009
AHEAD is an independent non profit organisation working to promote inclusive education in third level for all students with disability and to assist in their employment on graduation.

“An evaluation of access programmes published in 2006 found that access is still not a central part of the development strategy in many higher education institutions  Embedding access into mainstream policies of institutions is a key priority for the period of this national plan”
The National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education identifies a number of key objectives to achieve real change and capacity for inclusiveness at the institutional and national level.  
Students with disabilities are now an inherent part of third level and have an entitlement to equity of education.   There have been significant increases in the numbers of students with disabilities attending third level colleges over the past ten year with over 3,800 students throughout the sector.  Furthermore there is an expectation by the National Access Office that this number will continue to increase by approximately 26% each year in the coming years as more and more students with disabilities at second level have the expectation of furthering their education    The National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2008 – 2013 highlighted the fact that in spite of a significant rise in the participation rates of students with disabilities, progress is slow for people who are blind, deaf or who have physical impairments.  AHEAD “Seeing AHEAD 2008” research clearly indicates that very few students who are blind or visually impaired get the chance to progress on to third level, they are in fact four times less likely that their peers to progress on to third level.  These students have the ability and willingness to progress but fail to thrive due to too many attitudinal and structural barriers in attempting to get there.
 Accessibility and inclusive practice must be embedded in the delivery of courses to all students in line with equality legislation and the disability act. Access and accommodations are not additional rather they are core elements of a high quality learning environment Legislation requires that institutions do all that is reasonable to accommodate the needs of students with disabilities, students with disabilities need to be assured of a minimum level of provision across the higher education sector.

We welcome the targets for people with disabilities outlined in the National Plan for equity of Access to Higher education 2008-2013, in particularly the target of doubling the numbers of students with mobility impairments and those who are blind and deaf.

There are three main challenges for the sector in meeting these targets as follows:

1. Difficulties for students with disabilities in preparing to make the transition to third level:

2. Changing the culture of teaching and learning in third level embed inclusive practices across the whole institution.
3. Assuring an adequate funding infrastructure.

1.
Difficulties for students with disabilities at second level in preparing to make the transition to third level:

· AHEAD research indicates that there is a lack of national data for the participation of students with disabilities that is needed to track and monitor progress on a national basis and to inform future practice and decision making.
· The lack of a essential core skills, such as ICT and Assistive Technology for students with disabilities such as blind and visually impaired in the Curriculum in second level

· The difficulties getting basic resources such as textbooks and materials at second level in particular for blind and visually impaired students.

· Anecdotally it is known that students with disabilities in second level drop essential subjects for entry to third level, such as maths and languages.
· Systems for validating disability and eligibility for accommodations are inconsistent across levels of education which causes confusion and can result is deserving students being excluded due to insufficient documentation.
· The Supplementary Entry Scheme operated by many third level colleges has become very complex and risks becoming a barrier in its own right to alternative entry.  The take up rate is very low at 5% of applications only being offered a supplementary place.

1.1
Recommendations for improvements:
The Department of Education and Science should give consideration to publishing data on students with disabilities in second level.

More coherent and systematic approach to the criteria for eligibility of supports across the different levels of education with an understanding of how systems implemented at one level have an impact on those above and below it.

A review of the Supplementary entry route and the introduction of broader and more flexible entry routes moving away from a rigid system of leaving cert points to a system based on competence and evidence of demonstrable competence.

2. Changing the culture of teaching and learning in third level to be more inclusive.

Culture of Teaching and Learning in third level is based on the learning needs of traditional students who do not experience any difficulty in a leaning environment based on written information, chalk and talk.  The challenge for the sector is to provide a variety of learning experiences that will meet the needs of all diverse learners, while also maintaining the rigour of academic standards.  The assessment outputs and academic standard must be maintained, but innovative learning routes can be developed.   There is need for some change and this will present challenges.  Some preparation and adjustment to teaching practice is needed and staff may at times need to think outside the box whilst the focus must continue to be on the quality of the learning experience for all students.  Mainstreaming the access agenda means that good practice for access becomes good practice for all learners throughout the institution.  
The challenge is to:

· Change attitudes within institutions to understand the needs of students with disabilities and to spread ownership for these students amongst staff across the whole institution.

· Design courses to include the needs of all students who have the ability to succeed on the course

· Prioritise policies for students with diverse needs at department level and broaden the range of pedagogy and assessment tools available.

· Bread down the barriers that exist with the entry route into  teaching colleges for  students with disabilities who have the ability to become teachers at primary  and secondary levels, thus providing strong role models for students with disabilities.

· Third level institutions need to ensure that they are in compliance with the Disability Act and employ 3% of staff with a disability, because it gives them access to a diverse source of talent.

2.2
Continuous Development of Staff:

All staff throughout the sector needs to be aware of inclusive practice and to take responsibility for the inclusion of students with disabilities.  This means understanding the needs of students, being aware of their own bias and being open to new ways of working.  There are excellent examples of good inclusive practices across the sector which are described in the AHEAD “Good Practice Guidelines for the providers of services and Supports for students with disabilities in Higher Education”.

2.3
Recommendations:

There is a need for Leaders in Higher Education to rise to this challenge and encourage senior management to take responsibility for all students including those with disabilities.  This means implementing and monitoring changes to academic , these changes are not only good for students with disabilities but for all students.

· Each department should embrace targets of inclusion and produce their own statement on Inclusive education customised to the demands of the particular course, see (Inclusive Statements).

· The implementation of universal design principals to all new courses will ensure access for all students who wish to avail of them.  The recent move to redefine courses on the basis of learning outcomes is welcomed as it makes explicit what the student will be assessed against.
· A progressive and flexible approach needs to be taken to teaching, learning and assessment and examination practices across the whole institution.

· To integrate entrepreneurial /employability skills in all courses to encourage students to develop business confidence and skills while in college and to take a proactive approach to their careers.
· Inclusive practice should be included in all staff development programmes, in particular  disability awareness should be a mandatory part of staff induction programmes to ensure that all new staff understand the social model of disability and are informed on how they can adjust their practice to include students with disabilities.

3.
Assuring and adequate funding infrastructure:

The additional cost of Inclusive education has long been recognised by the Department of education with the introduction in 1994 of the Fund for students with disabilities in Higher Education.  The fund, currently €12 million is an absolutely vital component in assuring the additional supports to which many students with disabilities have an entitlement to.  In order to participate many students require additional supports such as an interpreter or personal assistant, other students, those with dyslexia, will require additional tuition from a specialist teacher particularly during transition phases into college or between courses.  This is not giving them any advantage, it is merely enabling them to deal with the considerable disadvantages caused by their disability and enabling them to deal with the demands of their course.  This funding has to be commensurate with the cost of providing the accommodation needs of students with all disabilities.  This year it is proposed to reduce the funding for students with dyslexia by 65% from two years ago which will not leave sufficient funding available to cover the basic costs of providing minimum supports.  The problem is that is you only give half the supports needed; you will only get half the outcomes.

Funding is also required to assure the infrastructure of supports across institutions, such as ICT, all mainstream computers throughout institutions should be equipped with software for students with disabilities.  College libraries are a key resource to all students and Funding is required by Libraries to ensure that all their services are accessible and in compliance with Equality Legislation.  All textbooks and other materials should be made available in real time to students with disabilities so that the lack of textbooks is not a barrier to learning for those students.  In addition all staff need opportunities for training in Inclusive Practice and to up-date their skill and knowledge.

There is undoubtedly a cost to the provision of support services, specialised equipment and software and accessible buildings etc, but this is significantly reduced where in a mainstream environment that has built the requirements of disabled students into the design or both courses, teaching and learning pedagogy.  The real difficulty is where these costs are added on at a later stage.  

In the current economic climate the Fund for students with disabilities has been frozen in spite of a 27% increase in the numbers of students with disabilities succeeding in taking up a place in third level.   It can be anticipated that this funding will not increase in 2010/11 either in spite of an anticipated further of aprox. 25% in participation.  This will effectively dilute the funding available for many vulnerable students with hidden disabilities.  This approach is unacceptable and risks paying lip service only to the concept if inclusion.  Without this additional funding, students with many disabilities, in particular those with hidden disabilities are going to drop out because their needs are not met, (see enclosed submission to NAO)

There is undoubtedly a cost to the inclusion of students with disabilities, but the long term cost of not including them is far greater in terms of loss of talent, ability and the cost of social welfare and disability payments.

3.1 Recommendation

There is still a need to ensure that this funding is adequate to meet the additional needs of students with all disabilities and furthermore this fund should become an entitlement based fund.
The NAO action point 28 to move towards having a designated disability officer in every third level college, with responsibility for co-ordinating services and providing expertise and support to other academic staff is vital in ensuring coherent and reliable support services for students with disabilities throughout the entire sector.

Conclusion:

The National Plan for Access to Higher education sets out a comprehensive route to achieving greater equity for disadvantaged groups into higher education.  Students with disabilities require adequate funding for reasonable accommodations, a flexible model of pedagogy which does not create barriers to either their ability to learn or to demonstrate their knowledge and finally they need a positive culture that welcomes them and understands their need to learn differently.  

     STATEMENTS ON INCLUSIVE TEACHING AND LEARNING – to be discussed
Introduction

“An evaluation of access programmes published in 2006 found that access is still not a central part of the development strategy in many higher education institutions  Embedding access into mainstream policies of institutions is a key priority for the period of this national plan”
The National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education identifies a number of key objectives to achieve real change and capacity for inclusiveness at the institutional and national level.  This combined with the factors of: Higher Education catering for a much more diverse student body than ever before, the sector undergoing evaluation and quality reviews at a time of funding constraints and the European Union being more focused on outputs, employability and quality, make such a symposium well-timed and significant.

The aim of the symposium is to highlight high-quality and effective practices that can be embedded into mainstream delivery, that should benefit not just students with disabilities but all students.  The symposium will focus on 

· the excellent and innovative pedagogic practices throughout the Higher Education sector, as illustrated in the AHEAD Good Practice Guidelines, and the DAWN Handbook 
· the emphasis on modernity of higher education as in the Bologna process (or Bologna accords) by making academic degree standards and quality assurance standards more comparable and compatible throughout Europe, in particular under the Lisbon Recognition Convention

· the real challenge of assuring that teaching, learning, examination and quality practices takes into account students with disabilities as policies are realised into practice

A consequence of the symposium will be the identification of the need for a teaching and learning strategy in higher education that develops the capacity to meet the learning needs of a diverse student body in line with best practice.  It will draw attention to the importance of embedding teaching and learning for students with disabilities in higher education within every faculty and every course in higher education institutions.

Students with disabilities are an inherent part of third level and have an entitlement to equity of education.   There have been significant increases in the numbers of students with disabilities attending third level colleges over the past ten year with over 3,600 students throughout the sector and there is an expectation that this number will continue to grow as more and more students with disabilities at second level have the expectation of furthering their education  Therefore access and accommodations are not additional rather they are core elements of a high quality learning environment.  Accessibility and inclusive practice must be embedded in the delivery of courses to all students in line with equality legislation and the disability act.  Legislation requires that institutions do all that is reasonable to accommodate the needs of students with disabilities, students with disabilities need to be assured of a minimum level of provision across the higher education sector.

The challenge for the sector is to provide a variety of learning experiences that will meet the needs of all diverse learners, while also maintaining the rigour of academic standards.  The assessment outputs and academic standard must be maintained, but innovative learning routes can be developed.   There is need for some change and this will present challenges.  Some preparation and adjustment to teaching practice is needed and staff may at times need to think outside the box  whilst the focus must continue to be on the quality of the learning experience for all students.  The symposium will discuss and share national and international expertise and know-how on how to present user friendly and accessible classes and materials that will benefit all tudents, and not just those with disabilities.   Mainstreaming the access agenda means that good practice for access becomes good practice for all learners throughout the institution.  
The symposium is an opportunity to explore in detail precepts and pedagogical developments in areas of:

TEACHING

LEARNING

ASSESSMENT AND EXAMINATION

QUALITY ASSURANCE 

And to compose and agree high-quality and effective actions that should benefit not just students with disabilities but all students.

1. Teaching

Teaching should be implemented in a manner that allows the disabled student to take part fully in all activities and minimise the need for additional adjustments.  Staff should consider the use of information and communication technologies to allow the learning  needs of the student to be met.  At a minimum students:

· Should have access to notes on line, before the lecture where possible so students can be prepared to fully engage with the lecture.  This is particularly relevant for students with disabilities as it places them on a more equal footing with their non- disabled peers. 

· Access to teaching staff that the knowledge of how to make their teaching practice accessible – this may require some professional development

·  Should be very clear about learning outcomes of the curricula they engage with. 

2. Learning 

Active learning is encouraged as an integral part of all course provision.  Standards of learning can be improved through formative assessment and feedback on performance.  Research indicates that feedback leads to worthwhile learning and is a critical component of student achievement with a very positive effect on the learning process.  At a minimum:

· All students, including students with disabilities have access to a programme study skills 

· Feedback is given to each student on their performance and that feedback should be timely, constructive and relevant, thus making it a formative aspect of the learning process

· The curriculum is designed to respect that students learn in different ways and that standards can be maintained regardless of learning styles, ( ie more practically based learning methods, reflective practice, etc)

3. Assessment and examinations

Assessment and examinations need to be more flexible, transparent and ensure a range of assessment methods are provided.  At a minimum:

· Assessors will consider all methods of assessing a students learning on an ongoing basis throughout their programme of study.

· That there is a choice of appropriate assessment methods within the curriculum that enables a student to demonstrate the standard they have reached.

4. Quality Assurance,

The inclusion of students with disabilities needs to be embedded within quality assurance procedures with a code of good practice to guide implementation.  Institutions need to work towards systems that anticipate the needs of a diverse range of students in a way that benefits all students.  At a minimum

· The inclusion of students with disabilities needs to be embedded within existing Quality Assurance procedures with a code of good practice to guide implementation.   

· That each institution will seek to capture the voice of the student with a disability and actively uses that voice to effect improvements.  
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