GABRIELLE O’BRIEN: Welcome, everyone. Thank you for joining us today. My name is Gabrielle O'Brien and I'm the Senior Project Officer for the Australian Disability Clearinghouse on Education and Training, or ADCET for short. This webinar is being live captioned. To activate the captions, click on the CC button in the tool bar that is located at either the top or the bottom of your screen. We also have captions available via browser and Jane will add those to the chat box now.
Firstly, I'd like to pay my respects to the Palawa/Pakana people of lutruwita, Tasmanian Aboriginal land, and in the spirit of reconciliation ADCET respectfully acknowledges the lutruwita nations and also recognises the Aboriginal history and culture of the land where ADCET is hosted. I want to pay my respects to elders’ past, present and to the many Aboriginal people that did not make elder status. I'm coming to you from Turrbal, Yuggera and Gubbi Gubbi lands in Meanjin, Brisbane.
With the announcement of the date of the 2023 Referendum on the Voice to Parliament, it is a good time to reflect on what we can do to support First Nations people at such a politically charged time. ADCET hopes its commitment to the Voice can contribute to the future in a positive way.
Today's webinar is Inclusive Career Opportunities Building Capacity and Collaboration, and it's presented by Andrea Evans‑McCall, 2020 Churchill Fellow. For this ADCET webinar, Andrea will host a conversation with Dr Boris Vukovic and Julie Caldwell from Canada's Carleton University Accessibility Institute. They will delve into the invaluable insights given from the David C Onley Initiative for Employment and Enterprise Development.
This initiative has been instrumental in fostering knowledge building and program development specifically to enhance career preparation and employability post‑secondary students with disabilities.
Before we begin, a few housekeeping details. This webinar is being live captioned by Donna from Bradley Reporting and will be recorded. The recording will be available on the ADCET website probably next week or the week after. We've got a few things on this week. If you have any technology difficulties, please email admin@adcet.ed.au.
The presentation will run for about 40 to 50 minutes or so and then at the end we will have questions that you can ask. Throughout the presentation, feel free to use the chat box with us and each other. Please remember to choose all panellists and attendees when you're sending a message. If you have a formal question, please put it into the Q&A box rather than the chat box. So over to you now, Andrea.
ANDREA EVANS-MCCALL: Thanks, Gab. Yes, I'm Andrea Evans‑McCall and I was a 2020 Winston Churchill Fellowship ‑ I'm now a Fellow because I've completed my report. My fellowship project was about to experience innovative programs that developed employability skills for people with a disability in inclusive learning environments in community and education settings. I had the wonderful opportunity to travel for six weeks, encompassed Canada, the USA, Finland and the UK.
I was able to network and observe strategies, tools and methods being delivered internationally and authentically for integrated learning environments to determine what lessons we could use and to bring back here to Australia.
So I had the great pleasure in visiting the Carleton University in Ottawa, Canada, and got to meet the lovely Boris and Julie and visit their Accessibility Institute. That was one of the highlights of my trip. And also, it was just meeting a whole range of professionals that were kind and empathetic people that had an approach to disability from that personal‑centred perspective and showing respect and dignity.
So today I'm coming from the land in Bunurong country in the beautiful Bass coast, a couple of hours south of Melbourne, and I'm delighted to be able to present on this wonderful discussion that we're going to have today. I'm going to hand over to my colleagues, Boris and Julie, and they're going to give us, first off, a little bit of an overview about the Accessibility Institute at Carleton University and then we're going to get into some questions that are going to, you know, unwrap the amazing work that they're doing there. Over to you, Julie and Boris.
BORIS VUKOVIC: Okay. Thank you. Thank you. Julie, we have not practised any of this so we will wing it. Let's see how we go about this background. Just first to say hello. Julie and I are joining you from Ottawa, Canada, the traditional and unceded territory of the Algonquin nation.
So Julie and I have worked at Carleton for many years. My background is in disability services for about almost 20 years, supporting students with disabilities, primarily students with non‑visible disabilities, which is an area that's also personally relevant. And maybe let me pause there, Julie, just to give you a chance for a brief personal introduction and then maybe we can reflect on the background that's relevant for this.
JULIE CALDWELL: For sure. Thanks, Boris. Hello, everybody. I'm so excited to be here. Thank you, Andrea, for the opportunity to join. As Boris said, my name is Julie Caldwell, and I have the great privilege of being one of the key members of the Accessibility Institute at Carleton University. We're going to unpack a little bit about some of the great work that we're doing, but really excited to be here tonight to talk a little bit about the David C Onley Initiative of which I had one of the leadership roles in the implementation of that project from 2018 to 2020. So thanks for having us.
BORIS: So we'll touch on the David C Onley Initiative specifically, the background for that initiative, but there is a bigger context behind that. Carleton University has put a lot of investment and effort, and just passion into supporting students with disabilities, going back to the 80s, which is ‑ as some of us know, it was the best decade ever. And that's where we began developing support services for students who were attending Carleton University.
Carleton University is a little bit lucky, in the sense that it was designed from the start to be very accessible. All the buildings on campus are fairly close together and connected with underground tunnels. At the same time we've established 24/7 attendant services, so students with very significant mobility disabilities can have a personal attendant 24/7 which allowed students who traditionally would not be able to attend campus and classes to do so at Carleton University.
So it really started with that and disability support services formed around those early services or supports for students with disabilities, and it just grew from there. Carleton University truly has developed a culture of accessibility, as we like to think and say, and challenge ourselves as well. We're one of the rare universities who has undertaken a comprehensive accessibility strategy to identify gaps in accessibility at our institution.
One of those gaps over the years we have noticed was employment and employability of students. So like I said, I have worked with students for many years, and the conversation was always difficult to have within disability services about employment because we simply lacked the skills. And Julie actually started her career in career services. Maybe Julie ‑ I don't know if you wanted to reflect, I know we have some very specific questions, but I'm sure you would agree that there was that gap in terms of supporting students with disabilities in preparing for employment.
So we've started breaking out of our traditional disability services mandate and wanting to do a bit more, including that life after university, which is how we formed what became called the Reid Initiative at the time and evolved into the Accessibility Institute. It was just a fortunate development that around the same time the Accessibility Institute was formally established in 2018 when we received funding for the David C Onley Initiative. And I will pause there, as I don't want to give you too much because we want to go through some of the questions. Julie, over to you for any other background if you want to share.
JULIE: Yeah, I was just going to, really briefly, for the Accessibility Institute, we do a fair bit in applied research in a number of different areas, not just employment, but we've got a number of different projects between acoustics, and housing, and transportation, and neurodiverse environments, and those types of things. So we're quite involved there. We do a fair bit in education and training, and we're working on launching a new accessibility certificate as well. So there's no shortage of things happening at the Accessibility Institute, including our Canadian Accessibility Network that sort of is a place to link arms with public, private, not‑for‑profit, community service organisations from east coast to west coast in Canada. So a place where we can come together and collaborate and work towards advancing accessibility. It's in all that we do.
ANDREA: Great. So as I said earlier, for me one of the highlights of my fellowship travel was visiting the Accessibility Institute. And Jane's popped in the chat box there the link to my Churchill Fellowship report, as well as the final report for the David C Onley Initiative that we're going to be unpacking a little bit more of as we move along.
For me, I just wanted to add, too, about the Accessibility Institute, for me when I consider true inclusion, I believe accessibility must be embedded in our work to create ableism, and I was just blown away by visiting Carleton and just seeing all of the things that just really encompassed that. It's a great pleasure today and thank you both for staying up ‑ it's very late at night for you back there in Canada ‑ to join us today.
We'll jump into the questions. The first one is, could you provide a brief overview of the David C Onley Initiative for Employment, Enterprise, and Development and its primary goals?
JULIE: Boris, if you don't mind, I'll jump in here and feel free to add to it. But at the end of the day, one of the colleagues on our team, prior to us becoming a more formal organisation, had done a little bit of an assessment understanding that students in post‑secondary were experiencing some challenges with employment. And so in that a bit of an environmental analysis, there was clearly an opportunity for further exploration into how could we reduce that gap for post‑secondary students gaining access to meaningful employment.
So, you know, at the end of the day, a proposal was written, funding was granted. It was much more complicated than that, but the good news is it happened. And, you know, we started work on what is called the David C Onley initiative. You're going to hear me refer to it as 1.0 because we're actually immersed in 2.0 right now. I won't get too side‑tracked into that, but it's important because the work we're doing in this area for post‑secondary students with disabilities in employment is not over. It's continuing and it's evolving, and I think that's really important, and what we're doing is we're taking what we learned in this first project and we're now applying it in other areas in Canada to test our model and what came up from that.
So at the end of the day, we're having conversations about, you know, what can we do to help reduce that employment gap for post‑secondary students with disabilities, and having those conversations with career centres, disability and accessibility officers, employers, community service providers and greater student support services across campus.
ANDREA: Did you want to add anything Boris, or did you think Julie‑ ‑ ‑
BORIS: I'm saving some juicy stuff for the next question.
ANDREA: Alright. So the next question is what were the driving forces behind the creation of this initiative and what gaps or challenges was it intended to address?
BORIS: Yes. So Julie talked about the scan, and at one point Julie said it was a little bit more complicated than submitting a proposal, and that's an understatement. A lot of the stuff that we do, we have to navigate complex political and social contexts. And in this case, it was an interesting mix. The name of the initiative, David C Onley, the initiative was named after the province of Ontario's Lieutenant Governor‑General, David C Onley, who served in that role for some seven years, and who was a big advocate, the first ever person in that position with a disability.
And David was also a close friend of many of our usual suspects at Carleton University, champions for accessibility, who have been plotting to do something in this area and looking for opportunities and advocating and championing wherever they could.
So there was work done with the provincial government talking to different people and some MPs, and it did take some of the pushing from that side, from some of the political well‑positioned people to get government to recognise this as a priority. Initially, it was actually envisioned as an endowment fund to have a fund we can draw on to support ‑ to fund services for students with disabilities specific to employability. And the government came back and said, "We don't do that kind of stuff, but here is $5 million and see what you can do with that and submit a proposal in two days”.
JULIE: Literally.
BORIS: Those in the audience who have dealt with government, I know they can relate to this. When a certain time of year comes, they will come around and ask you to submit something overnight. So, yeah, it was fortunate that we always had that group of champions who were ready to do specific actionable things in accessibility, and we pulled it together and that's how the initiative came to be. A lot of people power, to answer the question about driving forces, it's really about people, knowing people and working together.
ANDREA: That's great when you get those champions, isn't it, in the government?
JULIE: Andrea, I was wondering if I could just add a little bit to something Boris just said, just in terms of the overall mandate of what we were doing and the project. I didn't do a very good job of addressing some of that. So, you know, one of the things that ‑ there were sort of five pillars, if I could put it that way, that we looked at throughout the project, just to set the stage for some of the next questions that are coming in there. One of the things we were looking at was collaboration amongst the on‑campus partners, but also in community. We were looking at accessible events and accessible career and employment initiatives that were happening, and so how could we make campus‑related activities in the Ottawa area more accessible for as many students with disabilities as possible.
We talk about things called employment pathways and making sure ‑ for us our definition of employment pathways was how could we make sure that a post‑secondary student with a disability had access to pathways, such as volunteer, summer, part‑time, co‑op, internship, practicums and full‑time employment upon completion of their degree when their academic programs and journey is not necessarily traditional in terms of full‑time all the time and that type of thing. So we looked at accessible employment pathways for students.
We looked at something that we call the employment pathways facilitator, which we might get into a little bit later and we can give you a bit more information on that one. And then we looked at addressing cultural change and awareness and bias. So how could we effect positive change around hiring post‑secondary students with disability. Those were some of the key mandates we were working on in this project.
ANDREA: Great. Thanks, Julie. Moving on to the next question I'm curious about is how was the initiative facilitated and the gathering of information and data about the career needs and aspirations of your students with disability?
BORIS: I'll take that one on, Julie, and please add anything else. Julie was just speaking to some of those gaps we identified. One of the key ones was really communication, specifically between disability services and career services, but also other stakeholders. So in terms of the pooling information and data, the key was to bring these stakeholders together to the same table. And some of the most successful activities we had were those workshops that we organised where some of those service providers met each other for the very first time.
Also, student services leadership. It was about getting information from them, essentially getting to know their priorities and then trying to get them to recognise the priority of supporting employability development for students with disabilities throughout their journey in post‑secondary.
I don't know if we mentioned in that first David C Onley 1.0 had all four major post‑secondary institutions in Ottawa, two universities and two colleges. We also engage employers. So again, in terms of data gathering, information from employers to get to know their realities and see how we can align that with our efforts to get students with disabilities successfully employed after graduating.
And of course, the most important source of information were the students themselves. I think we did that well by embedding what we call the R&D officers. They essentially worked as project advisers and we embedded them within the disability services and career services. So they were able to speak to students directly, but they were also able to talk to the service providers and observe those relationships and processes internally how things were done. And that information was really crucial for us to identify what we will speak to very soon, which was the model, the support model, which we call the collective impact strategy in the end.
ANDREA: I just wanted to add after being at Carleton University, I travelled on to Concordia University in Montreal, and after you were talking about, you know, how the fact that they were working in silos, the two different departments of the disability access, as well as the careers, and I was actually thrust into this forum of all of those different peoples' roles. And I could sense as they were coming in ‑ we've got to remember, this is just over COVID where lots of people had been working from home and were returning back to campus ‑ but I could sense they didn't even know each other.
So I kind of took it as an opportunity to really connect them because I kind of ‑ after hearing about your work. So another little surprise thing from that was that after I left, they actually formed a community of practice to start the conversation. So there you go.
JULIE: That's amazing.
ANDREA: Yeah. Yeah. And I think probably out there for participants listening, I wonder how much conversation is going on between, you know, those departments in our universities here in Australia as well. So it might be a nice thing to unpack a bit more, as we will through the questions.
The next question was can you share examples of successful collaboration and how ‑ which leads into that nicely ‑ that have been established because of this initiative both in university communities and beyond. I'm saying communities because we've just touched on there was four institutions in this project.
JULIE: Boris, I'll jump in, and if you want to add something on, feel free to do so. I think, you know, because we worked with four institutions, we had two colleges, two universities, we had one fully English institution, one fully French institution, one bilingual institution. So we had a little bit of it all going on in a very small environment within the city of Ottawa and then within each of those institutions, as Boris said, we had staff on the project immersed in each of those four institutions, career and disability offices.
So by very virtue of that, collaboration was the key to our success in this project, and we were super fortunate in that when we started this project it wasn't sort of a bottom‑down or bottom‑up, or sort of mid‑level thing. It started top down from our presidents and vice presidents within all four of the institutions, which is somewhat unprecedented in the sense that the four in the Ottawa area said, "Listen, we recognise this is an important issue. We need to address the gaps and the challenges that are there. Let's figure out how to do this together to move us forward."
So, you know, one of the biggest, I think, outcomes from that is that the four institutions are now working quite closely together when it comes to this particular topic and in other areas as well, but in particular as a result of this we were able to share best practices and initiatives that each of the institutions are doing.
All four of the institutions were in very different places at the time of the project, and so some were quite advanced in the services and supports, but not communicating internally, as you referenced Andrea. And so we took advantage of opportunities to do that amongst the service providers within the post‑secondary institutions.
The team that I worked with worked directly with employers and external service providers in the greater community, and there were definitely disconnects initially between employers and the post‑secondary institutions around what their needs were. There were employment conversations but not necessarily about students with disabilities.
So, you know, this project was really a great chance for all of these communities and individuals at varying levels, both employer and post‑secondary and service providers and external community, with students to really explore what could we do to move the dial forward for students with disabilities on the employment front. So we had some really strong collaborations in the midst of that project.
BORIS: I'll just jump in with more juicy political details. There was also something called the Education City Initiative in Ottawa. It was an attempt of the four institutions to collaborate more in different ways. It's no secret that the initiative faced challenges. It's a great idea, it's a great concept, but the reality is the institutions are also competing for students, and there are other issues where it's hard to move past that self‑centred view of things in the higher education landscape.
But this initiative was one thing that they very easily got on board together. It made sense, it's kind of a feel good in some ways from, again, a little bit of a jaded perspective on the politics of it all. So we truly had support from the top at all four institutions, which was quite, quite remarkable. I think that, again, speaks to the power of engaging all those different levels, not just the champions, but also people in decision‑making powers and senior leadership.
ANDREA: The next question really is ‑ and I think we've been touching on it in your answers already ‑ How has the initiative helped bridge the gap between the career service and the disability services on the campuses and what strategies in particular were effective in achieving this? I do remember the conversation about the luncheon chair.
JULIE: Yeah, that was a really ‑ part of that was we want to bring people together to have a conversation about the work that we're doing, and at the same time we were recognising, as soon as we started inviting people, it was like, "Oh my goodness, these groups have never actually formally had a conversation." There were informal conversations, there were informal referrals and interactions, but nothing with intention and purpose.
So one of the things that we did was really look at how can we keep the conversation going. And one of the pieces was that we know there are experts in career, we know that there are experts in disability on our campuses. However, the chances of having an expert in career and disability integrated like that, very rare on most campuses. So, you know, we like to call it ‑ we jokingly say that's a magical unicorn for us when you get somebody who brings in both career and disability with that lens. A student who comes to a post‑secondary institution and needs academic accommodation, goes to a disability office. They form a sense of trust and bond with the person that they're working with, in terms of their needs and supports. Eventually will get to a place where they need or want to talk about career, but then that person in the disability office rarely has the knowledge or understanding from career. So there's then, "Well, I'm sorry, I'm not really sure I can help you, but go to career services."
And often the students never make it to career services. So that was one of the pieces for us that we thought was really important and necessary was how do we help the career disability officers and other units that support students with disabilities with an employment lens on campus, how do we get them to communicate and work together. So those really simple things like a lunch and learn turned into let's have a regular monthly meeting where we just touch base about what's going on. There was this beautiful ripple effect that it wasn't labour intensive, it wasn't resource intensive, other than time and peoples' commitment, to moving the conversation forward. So that's just an example of some of the powerful ways that those two offices could come together and be able to really support students in a meaningful and seamless way.
ANDREA: Boris touched on earlier, and it's just gone out of my head what you called them, but the people that you embedded within those services.
JULIE: The R&D officers.
ANDREA: Did they play a key role in bringing ‑ were they the ones that facilitated those sessions?
JULIE: Absolutely, yeah. And we very intentionally designed our plan in that way so that we could have somebody in both of those offices learning how they work, how they function, what the needs are, where there's gaps, understanding where there's room to collaborate and have connections. And so our team came together regularly each week to share insights and learnings and say, "Oh, we're doing that in this area, but just in this way. Oh, well, have you thought about this as an opportunity to connect?"
So they would work then with the teams in the respective offices to assess or design a new process, or a streamlined way, or look at the technology that was used, because often the officers were using different platforms for engaging with their students. So then there were conversations around, "Okay, there's clearly a disconnect here. One is not talking to the other. What can we do?"
That's not a quick easy fix, but it was an important conversation to say, "Okay, we're breaking things down now saying if we can't get you the information you need the student has to repeat the challenge or the situation that they're in over and over and over. How can we avoid that if necessary to support them?"
ANDREA: Fabulous. So that leads on to the question can you highlight some specific ways in which the collaboration between these services has enhanced the overall career preparation and support for students with a disability?
BORIS: I feel like Julie has really already started answering that question from the perspective of communication between the service providers in disability services and career services.
From the student perspective, that allowed the students to tie together these conversations in a meaningful way that's specific to their individual needs. The students will come to disability services. Typically the way that works is the disability service provider will look at functional limitations profile, speak to the student about the student's lived experience of disability throughout their history of their education.
The conversation eventually turns to future and there are big questions that come up, again specific to the lived experience of that student. This will include things like, for example, accommodations or adaptations, as they are called elsewhere, and questions how do I get that in an employment setting.
The disability service provider will generally kind of shrug shoulders and say, "Well, we really need to get some information from career services about options, what's possible", especially during the course of the post‑secondary studies, and I think we'll touch on those pathways, as Julie mentioned earlier, like what are the implications for co‑op placements if you do need specific accommodations, and how do you get that? And do you get that for things like a learning disability versus a mobility disability? Will the employers be as understanding? What are the biases in terms of, let's say, non‑visible disabilities?
So these conversations become quite complex because they do integrate, they bring together these two worlds of disability services and career services, and students have essentially found themselves unable to integrate those conversations. And I think that was the key way that the David C Onley Initiative helped advance our understanding.
I think it's, Julie, fair to say that we didn't necessarily establish those services through the Initiative 1.0. It was a lot more about learning and discovering, and when we talk about applied research it was about looking at what's happening, introducing some ideas, seeing how that works out and again collecting information, all with the purpose of developing this model of understanding what is the most effective way of supporting employability development for students with disabilities.
And I think we will hopefully have a chance to touch on 2.0 which is the new iteration of the David C Onley Initiative where we actually have a chance to test this out in terms of supports at different post‑secondary institutions.
ANDREA: That's fabulous. Thanks, Boris. The next kind of few questions are sort of based around the professional capacity building and best practices. So I guess I kind of feel like we're hearing the answers to this, but maybe just highlight some examples perhaps. In what ways has the initiative contributed to the professional capacity building of faculty, staff and administrators involved in supporting students with a disability in their career journeys?
JULIE: So I think, you know, obviously in the 1.0 project all of the staff from each of the service units and other supporting units, they were able to come together, work together. We helped identify tools and resources that could be helpful and useful in their day‑to‑day work. And in the 2.0, as Boris was just talking about, what we're doing now is we're taking the model we designed in 1.0 and we're applying it in pilots in three other institutions across Ontario at the moment, but one of the outcomes of this 2.0 project that is really coming from our 1.0 is what we're calling a field guide. It will be an online platform very specifically designed to allow any post‑secondary service provider that supports students with disabilities from an employment lens to go into this platform and basically follow ‑ not just follow the journey that we had, but apply the model of what we've identified as a way to build supports and mechanisms to enhance services for students with disabilities on the employment side of things.
So we're pretty excited about that as one of the outcomes of our 2.0 project, and that will ‑ we're doing beta testing of it right now, but it will be available for the greater public we hope by May 2024 to have that available. So we'll make sure we share that with you if anybody is interested.
But it's literally access to the tools and resources and frameworks and processes for many of the different things we did in the first project. So people don't have to start from scratch and reinvent the wheel.
ANDREA: I'm going to skip the next question because I think you've answered it. So I'm going to move on to lessons learned and transferability. What are some of the valuable lessons that you've learnt throughout the course of this initiative and are there any unexpected challenges that you had to overcome?
BORIS: There's a few things. I want to maybe share a valuable lesson then a challenge. A valuable lesson is that there needs to be what we ended up calling the EPF or Employment Pathways Facilitator. The magical unicorn, the person that can bring these worlds together, the person that in some institutions that may be a single person who holds all that amazing knowledge in terms of disabilities and disability supports and career and employability services.
At other institutions, big institutions, that person may function more as a coordinator of existing services that already exist in disability services and career services but bringing it together so the student still has that one person they can go to and get that integrated support. So that's a valuable lesson. That's something that we are now testing out across Ontario.
In terms of challenges, I'll bring up ‑ Julie can speak to a few of those as well, but I'll bring up different institutional cultures. As Julie mentioned, two colleges, two universities, bilingual, a French, English, just vastly different cultures and it was really remarkable to ‑ and challenging to get to know the ways of the institution and how students are supported, and then try to find ways to bring it together into a model of supporting post‑secondary students.
We think we've managed to do it, but maybe, Julie, I don't know if you want to reflect on 2.0 and how we do have to work with institutions to adapt our model, our approach to the specific culture of the institution.
JULIE: Yeah. So fairly quickly, because I know we're running out of time, but at the end of the day what we walked away from with the 1.0 project was that in order to create this ideal environment of being able to support students with disabilities on their employment journey along those employment pathways, there were sort of five things that needed to be in play as part of that strategy, and one was the collaboration. A lot of people associate collaboration with external community focuses and I think there's still a place for that, and absolutely with employers and community service providers, but really the collaboration is the communication across campus and the service providers that are providing support and access to students with disabilities in that way, or hosting career and employment events.
The creating accessible and inclusive career events, a lot of traditional career fairs are large, overwhelming, and we heard from students with disabilities across the four institutions "I don't go to the career fair because I have anxiety, there's too many people, I can't hear, I can't physically navigate the space because it's two crammed and jam‑packed."
So we actually did a really unique piece ‑ and I won't get into all the details now, so reach out if you want more information ‑ but we created accessible career showcases where we redefined what a career fair could look like and we worked with the four institutions to help design a model that works on those campuses that is specifically supporting the needs of students with disabilities. But we also have a version of how do you modify your current career fair to be able to make it more accessible and inclusive as well. Having those necessary conversations, that third piece around the employment pathways, so how do we have conversations with both students and employers about the importance of the pathway being cultivate or create, or curate an opportunity for students to engage with your company in a part‑time capacity, in a summer capacity, where they're at in first and second year, a co‑op opportunity when they're eligible for it, a new grad or a practicum or internship as they're further into their degree or program if they're in a multi‑year program.
So thinking very intentionally about designing recruitment programs and initiatives and how to get students thinking about the pathway to where their career goals are. And then just general, awareness. One of the tools you provided at the beginning was a resource called ableto.ca. We knew one of the biggest challenges we were going to face in this project in the 1.0, and will continue to be a problem, is cultural awareness, around the importance of hiring people with disabilities. So we had very transparent, very vulnerable, very frank conversations with employers ‑ you know, why are you or why are you not hiring a person with a disability in your organisation. And it was simple things like, "Well, it's too expensive or we're afraid to say or do the wrong thing and deal with human rights complaints."
So we took each of those barriers, perceived barriers, and we unpacked it and busted those myths and we provided them with stats and data to help them make informed decisions about how their recruitment strategies could be very different in that sense. We also did that on campus because we know there are shifts that need to happen on campus.
The model itself, we feel at the end of the day all of those elements are what helps create this more inclusive and accessible campus and experience for post-secondary students with disabilities.
ANDREA: That's fabulous, Julie, and, yeah, it's such a big project, wasn't it? There were so many moving parts.
JULIE: We could spend the whole day talking about it.
ANDREA: We could. We could. The last couple of questions I had, and I can see there's some questions coming in as well, and I think this next one probably covers off on one of those questions, and this is around inclusive employment opportunities. How has the initiative contributed to creating more inclusive employment landscape for students with a disability?
BORIS: Again emphasis on 1.0/2.0. 1.0 was really a discovery. It was the discovery and development of that model of best practices. 2.0 is about testing it across the province. If you were to ask, well, how many students did you put into employment as a result of the initiative, we can't answer that. There is a great confidence, though, that these are the best ways to support employability of students with disabilities.
And I think that great contribution of the initiative is this immense scope that we were able to have which typically institutions, post‑secondary institutions do not have resources to do and develop and most certainly not within disability services or career services individually.
So I think just being able to invest so much time and resources into this initiative to get that comprehensive, holistic understanding of how to support employability for students with disabilities was the unique contribution of the initiative and creating more inclusive employment landscape.
ANDREA: The last question I have, and then we'll move on to the questions in the box, are there any specific employer partnerships or strategies that are particularly effective in promoting inclusive hiring practices? And I know we touched on the #ableto, but was there anything else there that you wanted to add?
JULIE: I think that was an area for our project in 1.0 we recognised that we didn't have enough time to be able to dive into ‑ it was clear there are gaps, the conversations between employers and post‑secondary, that should be happening about what an employer's needs are and having access to tap into this talent pool of individuals are not happening due to lack of time, resources, capacity, knowledge. So I think there's room there for more tinge conversations.
We saw, though, the definite ‑ we heard from employers, "we want more tools, we want more resources, we're willing and open to doing this, we're just afraid to have a conversation, so teach us how to have it the right way". They're looking for prescriptive answers and we've always said it's not prescriptive. Every individual is unique and different so don't be afraid to have the conversations.
We built the ableto.ca website with intention of helping address some of those cultural barriers and perceptions and beliefs that are out there. And one of the other pieces you'll find on the ableto website, if you do ableto.ca/learn, we had funding for another project just after 1.0 ended to address the employer gap and we created an online learning tool called tap into the talent directly as a result of our work in the 1.0 project because we saw employers needed tools and resources.
And so it's a very straightforward, very basic, almost a train the trainer kind of tool that people can go in. And it's there now, so for any of you on here, feel free to check it out, ableto.ca/learn. And it's really just how to have the conversations, how to approach the conversations, how to provide supports and resources and that side of things.
ANDREA: That's fabulous. So I think we've got a couple of questions in the box. We might hand back to Gabby to bring those forward, but I'm thinking if there's a little bit of time after those questions, we might be able to touch on some of the 2.0.
JULIE: Sure.
GABRIELLE: Thank you all for that. That's been fantastic. We do have a couple of questions and I'll just encourage people to put their questions in the Q&A box. Don't be shy. The first question is to what extent, if any, were former students now in employment involved in this project?
JULIE: Well, Boris spoke to this a little bit earlier so I'll jump in first and, Boris, feel free to add to it, but it was very important to us right from the get‑go in 1.0 that all voices were a part of this conversation. You'll find, actually, on the ableto.ca website, we have reference to a number of different champions, and those were both students, and they were students at the time, but several of them have now graduated, graduates at that time, and external members of the community or employers or from our post‑secondary institution partners who were effectively champions.
So we sought student voice, lived experience in every element of what we did. That was a very important piece. I'm not sure if you have the same sort of expression as we do, but nothing without us, and so we made sure that everything we did included that voice in many ways. And even within our own team, we made sure that we were having those conversations and hearing from the individuals we needed to. Boris, anything you want to add?
BORIS: If I'm reading between the lines a little bit there is that question of lived experience and participation in projects like this one, and I just want to say that the Accessibility Institute itself was formed by people with lived experience, and that is the main principle that guides our work in all projects.
In addition to what Julie mentioned, there is an important point to be made that the community of people with disabilities often is tapped into too often to provide knowledge and insight from that lived experience perspective without compensation and we've always insisted that any time invested needs to be compensated. So that was another important consideration for us.
We did employ students with the project as research and development officers that we mentioned before. It was a great role because of lived experience, but also working with students or speaking to students and getting information. So they easily understood the student experience.
GABRIELLE: Fantastic. Our next question is from Peter. Can you talk about the distinctions and learnings around invisible disabilities such as neurodivergence, example autism, dyslexia, ADHD.
BORIS: Sure. I can speak to that. As I mentioned in the intro, that has been the area of work for me. It's still a challenge, definitely. Both service providers and employers more readily will recognise the needs of students with visible disabilities. So to some of the points Julie made in terms of our emphasis on bias and just education, a lot of that had to be focused on non‑visible disabilities, understanding the needs, the scope, the great diversity, the intersection of other factors as well, not just being solely focused on disability‑related factors. That work still continues.
We identified that as one of the key priorities for what we ended up calling a model, which is really addressing the biases, the stigma, ableism that exists.
So I don't know if Peter was getting at anything more specific in terms of employability. There are specific challenges. At the same time, there are interesting learnings. We've done, for example, a seven‑year longitudinal study with students with learning disabilities, and dyslexia I think is the term used outside of Canada for reading and writing disability. And we found that ‑ again, hearing from students who went into employment, they did not require nearly as many supports as they required during post‑secondary when they are in employment. Again, we're talking students with non‑visible disabilities. Partly because of the nature of work being so different from post‑secondary, as if you work in post‑secondary I'm sure you recognise that that environment is not the real world, the way we test students and ‑ that doesn't exist anywhere in jobs.
So students find that they can get those supports through technology that already exists and by simply creating a good working relationship with their supervisors and getting supports without necessarily having to go through the formal channels for accommodations.
GABRIELLE: Thank you everyone, we've run out of time now, but thanks very much Andrea, Julie and Boris for taking the time to share what you've been up to. It's really great to see this kind of work going on.
ANDREA: Can I just add, Gab, just in the Australian context, we'd like to acknowledge there is lots of good things happening across Australia in different programs, so my colleagues at the NDCO’s have put a little bit of an overview together for us that will be sent out with the recordings as well of different things that are happening in Australia, and I'm sure Boris and Julie will look forward to seeing the links to those programs as well. Thank you, Boris. Thank you, Julie.
GABRIELLE: Yes, and on that note, we will send an email of the recording today which will go up on our ADCET website and we'll also ask people to complete a short survey on this webinar and sign up to our newsletter. For anybody who is free tomorrow, I'll just give a plug to our final day of ADCET's inaugural universal design for learning symposium 2023. It's not too late to register. Then as if we don't have enough to do this week, a symposium and two webinars, we've got another webinar on Friday from Glean, what's new so far in 2023, plus they've got some new exciting features to demonstrate. So again, thanks everyone. Thank you to Andrea, Boris and Julie, and thank you to Donna, our captioner, and to all our participants. Thank you.
