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Ensuring the principles, goals and objectives set out in our institutional plans translate into accessible, discrimination free and forward thinking Universities is built upon the relationships developed between disability staff and the broader University community.  The implementation of Disability Action Plans is as successful as the people who work to implement them.  This paper will draw on principles of community development, valuing diversity, social justice and strength based practice to articulate a vision for achieving our goal of truly equal education.

This paper will explore ways of building relationships, alliances and opportunities to find out the concerns of others, their aspirations and to build bridges to better practice. Underpinning this work is the belief that process and outcome are integrated. The visions inherent in Disability Action Plans become real through the good work of disability advocates and workers.

Social and Community Context

It has become clear that the modern welfare state in Western democracies is unable to deliver our citizens equality, in fact it could be argued that further inequalities are being entrenched in our practices, systems and structures.  Social inequalities based on class, race, gender or disability can be further ingrained by the barriers created by educational institutions. Individuals are increasingly left to their own devices to ensure current and future economic security. 

Educational institutions have a key role to play in the implementation of the Disability Discrimination Act, 1992 and will soon be further directed by the attachment of Educational Standards to the Act. As is common in other areas of social policy, in which there are high-minded goals, the most obvious outcome is often a set of glossy publications, committees, working party’s and reports with laudable aims. 

While it is clear that the complex social structures of our society need to work together to deliver equitable outcomes, and a university is only one part of a complex system, the success of the endeavor to ensure people with a disability have access to education is, at the base, reliant on the effectiveness of disability staff and other sensitised staff within the institutional context.

Institutional structures 

Universities are predominantly large and complex institutions with multiple and competing demands on management and the staff working within them. Issues for students and staff with disabilities must compete with many other important items on the institutional agenda.  They have undergone significant change in the last 10 years and student numbers have grown considerably. In a world dominated by corporate and strategic plans a disability action plan is now seen as something to be undertaken soon or later.

This affords the opportunity to look at goals, performance indicators and nominating responsibilities to specific staff across an institution with a view to creating a much more responsive organization. It can also lock in consultation with staff and students and regular reporting mechanisms.

Practice Principles 

Human rights work should be based on a set of well understood and articulated practices.  I will outline the core practices which underpin my theory of successful disability development work. 

Participatory democracy: this recognizes the right of people to be involved in the decisions that affect them.  Therefore workers need to be consulted if it impacts on their work.  Conversely students and staff with disabilities need to be consulted about the impacts that the University's practices and procedures have on their work and study.

The personal is political: things that affect you personally and affect others personally have a political component which often links very closely to the power that you or others have to impact on the political decision-making process.

Empowerment: increasing the capacity, autonomy and independence of students is a key goal for disability practitioners in education. Doing things for people with disabilities when they could be resourced to be independent or presuming to understand others situation better than they do is disempowering. Empowerment requires an understanding of the nature of power differentials in our society through looking at a range of theories of power.  One route to empowerment is the dialogue between those with power differentials which links the personal and political.

Structural disadvantage: must be recognised in seeing the accumulation of disadvantages faced by people with a disability and compounded by other factors such as race, socioeconomic status or gender which afford reduced power in a society.

Citizenship obligations: recognize that we are not just individuals who are seeking to maximize our own personal gain, but interconnected communities of people with mutual obligations and interdependencies. While the utilitarian principle “What is good for you will in turn be good for me” can be seen to be purely self-interested, this self-interest must ultimately recognize that we too could be in need of such social support. In order to ensure that our needs are met in the event of unfortunate circumstances, we may need to forgo some benefit in the short term, in order to ensure a harmonious and just society. 

Praxis: the theory that principles and practice cannot be separated, as articulated clearly by Paolo Freire in the 1970s (Freire, 1985), insists that we must continue to learn from our practice in a process in which the theory and practice become intertwined and continue to inform each other.  The best theories without practice are at best a waste of time and, at worst, ineffective and morally bereft.  Practice uninformed by critical and reflective thinking and theory, is similarly likely to be unsuccessful.

Diversity: Western culture, and this particular junction in time, tends to value linear and monocultured approaches which are inherently unstable.  As in a forest diversity is related to long-term sustainability and monocultures are open to being wiped out by a single pest.  This has been well articulated by the Indian nuclear physicist come environmentalist Vandana Shiva (Shiva, 1989).

Building relationships - process over outcomes

Attending to the process of change is a key principle of community development which values process over outcomes (Ife, 2002).  In the current outcome and objective oriented culture this radical “change from below approach” can seem either hopelessly outdated or unrealistic.  Ultimately however the success of our Disability Action Plan's will rest on the quality of the relationships we build with staff in other areas of our institutions. Being clear at the beginning what you want as outcomes, in the end takes control away from the people in the organization and is effectively disempowering. It might also squash the development of creating innovative solutions to difficult issues.

At the risk of stating the obvious, I will name a few important ways that I believe fundamental in working with the diversity of understandings and experience to be found in any large institution.

While it is a temptation to presume that we know better than others about what you should do for people to disability, we cannot fall into this trap.  Other people probably know their work area better than we do and will be a good source of advice and information. And while we may well have specialist knowledge, it is incumbent upon us to avoid imposing our views, instead opting to develop plans through a collaborative approach. 

The staff in our organizations work in particular social, economic, political, cultural and personal contexts.  Not all of staff have equal weight nor are your priorities likely to be their main priority.  We are often not privy to which of these is holding the greatest sway at any particular time.  It pays for us to remember that this context is not always clear to us when we walk into a person's office.  Part of our responsibility is to begin to understand a broad picture of the possibilities and barriers that exist in our organization, keeping in mind that things will need to be done differently in different areas of an organization and in different organizations. 

This diversity principle is worth keeping clearly in the foreground as Western culture, and this particular junction in time, tend to value linear and monocultured approaches which are inherently unstable.  As in a forest diversity is related to long-term sustainability and monocultures are open to being wiped out by a single pest.  This has been well articulated by the Indian nuclear physicist come environmentalist Vandana Shiva (Shiva, 1989). To build on this metaphor, some things take a lot of nurturing and growing time.

The difficulties that workers in other parts of the organization raise in relation to disability access are important to acknowledge and may be problems that have yet to be resolved.  Don't assume raising problems means a lack of in-principle support. Even if you think you know the answers, ask for advice anyway.  Remember also that it is these people who will be implementing the decisions, so questions often come from an understanding of practice and should be respected.

Make time to visit people face-to-face for informal conversations.  While it is important to pursue formal avenues of decision-making, informal conversations are likely to yield creative ideas and solutions to problems and to build personal connections that can be developed and relied on in the future.

Start working with the people who are ready, willing and able to assist in developing a more accessible institution.  These people are invaluable and will help shift the culture in their workplaces to a more inclusive one.  Don't waste time on the intransigent people, find a way around them.

Don't worry if you e-mail, telephone or drop in to the wrong office, this is just another opportunity to tell people your mission, get another advocate, meet new people and build new connections.

Relationships must be at the center of decisions.  We should also assess our decisions on the impact they have on our working relationships. Holding out against all opposition may win you the point, but lose you the match.  Some difficult areas may need to be tackled after the success of other changes has become clear.

Building relationships does not preclude a clear plan for consultation.  Ensure that the plan in draft form has been circulated to relevant staff members, groups, committees and other interest groups.  This may need to be structured and strategic with a mind to timelines.

Conclusion

There are no infallible roadmaps to follow in developing a Disability Action Plan, instead a list of ingredients that can be put together in a variety of ways is the best that is on offer. However this leaves room for creativity, inventiveness, developing a context specific plan tailored to the needs of people and the organization and lots of opportunities for engaging grass-roots community support, which will in the end mean that your plan will indeed become practice.

By keeping in mind the set of principles I have outlined you'll be able to weave your way towards your goal.  While current practices would lead you to believe that there should be a straight-line from one point to the other, this will definitely not be the case.  It will be a far more complex route with twists and turns, far more scenic and interesting than textbooks would lead you to believe.
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