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Introduction

This paper will explore the current political and educational perspectives that are influencing Higher Education (HE) in the UK and participation by disabled students.   It will share the work of two projects undertaken by the University of Plymouth and 8 other HE partners from the South West of England, as part of a national raft of projects whose emphasis is upon the development and dissemination of resources relating to the learning and teaching of disabled students.  

Disabled students and HE – a current perspective
In the past decade the Higher Education sector has witnessed an increase in the number of disabled students applying for and studying on a wide range of courses.  The Higher Education Statistical Agency (HESA) return for 2002/3 indicates approximately 106,000 students, namely 5.5% of the student population have declared disabilities, although the statistics conceal the true measure of the population and the percentages in individual institutions.      

Until very recently Special Initiative Funding from Higher Education funding councils for improving policy and provision for disabled students placed the emphasis upon the development of specialist support services.   This may have provided the opportunity for good developmental practice but did not necessarily create on-going consistency, or the development of strategic approaches to inclusive practice through curriculum change, resource planning and relevant staff training.   More recently this funding has encouraged dialogue and innovation between disability services and academic departments, to support institutional change.

Whilst the single largest category of disability remains dyslexia, the range of other disabilities, such as mental health problems, Asperger's Syndrome and unseen disabilities continue to challenge traditionalism in recruitment, teaching, assessment and the administrative framework for these. Despite encouragement for base level provision for disabled students there still remains inconsistency across the sector.   The government drive for 50% participation in higher education by 2010 and the widening participation agenda for underrepresented groups are other imperatives for change.  However, even where individual institutions have policies in place, procedure and practice are often inconsistent when considered within and between departments and faculties/schools.   This is evidenced by the feedback we have received from disabled students and academic staff.   

The advent of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) Part 4 (2002) has placed a legislative imperative upon educational establishments which has provided the sector with an opportunity, as well as a requirement, to address the validity of current practice and to take a more inclusive approach to the teaching, learning and assessment of disabled students whilst maintaining academic and professionally prescribed standards.

Government funding is available to individual disabled students through the mechanisms of the Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSAs).   These allowances are intended to provide support for aspects of the disability which would otherwise disadvantage the student in the study environment, and provide assistive technologies, personal support workers, etc.   In the last two years institutions have received Disability Premium funding, based on the number of students in each institution receiving these DSAs.  Although a positive measure and one that might be envied by colleagues in other countries, it is not without its limitations.  For example, it is based on the capacity of each HEI to make accurate data collection, it does not take into account the number of students who do not seek this allowance and it can only be used to support UK students.   The DDA Part 4 however, requires institutions to be proactive and make “reasonable adjustments” for all disabled students.   These funding measures require students to declare a disability which runs counter to the ideal of social model inclusivity.  In fact they perpetuate a medical model of disability which considers “impairments” as the primary issue.   

Whilst the fear of litigation by HEIs is a driver for change in itself, a progressive society should be able to look towards the University sector as a repository for new thinking, not merely in educational practice but as a leader in social, cultural and political change.     We are currently in the position where widening participation for disabled people into HE focuses on recruitment and support provision rather than institutional change, fitting students into what already exists.  The recent research undertaken by Riddel, Tinklin and Wilson (2004) revealed gaps between policy and practice in the UK, reporting that disabled student are still encountering barriers to choice of institution, subject and access to the physical environment.   Therefore, increasing participation has not necessarily come to represent inclusive education.  We need to examine our practice and our values in order that universities can accommodate a diverse student body, which of its self will challenge assumptions of what is valued and how we maximise these talents.   Barton (2003) confirms the need for change in our HE provision when he asserts that “inclusion is not about assimilation or accommodation of individuals into an essentially unchanged system of educational practice.”  Instead it is about the “transformation of those deep structural barriers to change.”

We need to reflect upon whether the current teaching styles, course materials and assessment tasks allow disabled students the necessary opportunities to demonstrate their acquisition of the learning outcomes, in a way that is perceived as "a level playing field".  Focusing on the key areas of admissions, teaching, learning and assessment practice, the emphasis needs to be upon parity of experience through strategic change, embedded, consistent practice rather than "bolt on" or ad hoc provision.

Project initiatives and research findings

Disability research:

“….does not occur in a vacuum….[but]….is clearly linked to both policy and political agendas.” (Zarbe, 1995)

“….should be research with rather than for or on disabled people.” (Goodley, 1999)

In 2002 the South West Academic Network for Disability Support (SWANDS) Project conjoined the expertise and experience of disability officers, academic staff and disabled students, with the objective of addressing core practices and to seek creative and valid solutions to improve and rationalise departmental arrangements for an improved learning experience for disabled students.   An audit tool was developed to support a whole institutional approach to scrutinising and developing policy and practice across the key aspects of HE provision, which has become benchmarked as a methodology across the sector.

The project network debate was at its most vigorous about the possibility of and barriers to alternative assessment modes, as opposed to special examination arrangements. The current arrangements of thousands of special examination provisions per academic year stretch resources, physical facilities and administration within the sector.   There is as yet little research to support the validity of the range of special examination arrangements currently deployed in this way.    Williams and Ceci (1999) argue that there is no “magical compensatory threshold” to compensate in traditional assessment arrangements.   We consider alternative assessments to be measured tools strategically imbedded into course planning and approval, perhaps drawing upon the 48 discrete assessment modes currently deployed across all disciplines, rather than an expedient special arrangement for individual students.  Without alternative assessments, disabled students’ results may well reflect and measure the impact of the disability and not their ability.

This innovative work supported by this network has continued with the securement of additional funding for a further 3 years, through a project known as SPACE (Staff-Student Partnership for Assessment Change and Evaluation).   The Project is undertaking a longitudinal study, which will follow the same cohort of disabled students and track their assessment experiences throughout their degree studies. In total there will be three main phases of research activity.  The aim of the first phase has been to critically examine disabled students experiences of assessment methods and the extent to which their potential and performance is developed and reflected by these methods. This has involved an extensive survey, interviews and student focus group meetings and feedback from over 100 disabled students has been collected and analysed.  

The following table represents the special arrangements provided for disabled students surveyed by the SPACE Project:

	Special Arrangement
	% of Students in receipt of specific arrangement 

	Extra time
	64%

	Small group room
	15%

	Computer
	12%

	Single room
	9%

	Coloured filter
	6%

	Amanuensis
	4%

	Reader
	3%

	Spellchecker
	3%

	Coloured examination materials
	2%

	Large print materials
	2%

	Short seated breaks
	1%


60% of the students surveyed by SPACE reported that these arrangements had met their needs at assessment.  However, the qualitative feedback from interviews and focus groups reflected a different experience:

“The single room allocated in my last exam was completely inappropriate.  It was a very hot day and I had to have a window open.  Students outside were playing loud music.”

“There were too many distractions that prevented me from performing well.  Students were arriving at different times.  The door was in constant use.”

Disabled students were also surveyed with regards to their preferred methods of assessment and were requested to choose 5 out of the possible 48 methods currently in use.   The table below records their 9 preferred methods:

	Assessment Method
	% Response

	Continuous Assessment
	50

	Multiple choice
	33

	Oral examinations
	32

	Coursework with discussion elements
	27

	Portfolio
	26

	Essay assignments
	22

	Take away examinations
	17

	Video formats
	14

	Exams (seen and open book)
	13


The following student feedback describes why they prefer these methods:

“Continuous assessment I believe is the most important method.  To be under constant review means changes can be made [in response to] variations in ones health.”

“Oral assessment would be effective for me as I target what I am going to say [better than] when I am writing.”

“As nearly all of my assessment is done by portfolio I feel I am no longer disadvantaged with a disability.”

“Keeping an ongoing journal/diary allows one to reflect on progress and also build in something new”

In considering piloting case studies of alternative assessments academic staff have been mindful of the need to demonstrate the achievement of the learning outcomes, the requirements of the professional bodies and student feedback from the surveys and focus groups.   We have extended the research to include non-disabled students in surveys and the case studies for research probity and for inclusive practice for all cohorts of students.

Academics across the SPACE network have begun to pilot alternative, formative assessments based on the student and staff feedback.   These methods often represent existing but non-congruent means of assessing, derived from other discipline areas.

	Subjects
	Traditional assessment 
	Alternative assessment 

	Illustration
	Written dissertation
	Video 

	Civil Engineering
	Written examination
	Oral assessment

	Humanities
	Written report
	Oral report

	Art & Design
	Essay
	Design report

	Science & Engineering
	Written examination
	Portfolio

	Construction Education
	Written examination
	Providing a student with a choice from 4 options


Staff consider the following to be the real challenges of embedding alternative assessments into course structures:

· Assessing core learning outcomes

· Fitting in with existing assessment strategies

· Plagiarism

· Culture shift

· Professional Bodies

· Resource implications

· Staff training

· Departmental/Institutional Strategies.

The project has another 18 months to run and in that time we will have completed the longitudinal study and developed an Alternative Assessment Tool Kit for dissemination to the sector containing:

· A critical review of alternative assessment methods

· Researched and tested examples of alternative assessment tasks

· Institutional, departmental and individual procedures to support the process of assessment change

· Evaluation tools to survey students’ experiences of traditional assessment compared with any alternative methods tested, and staff pro-formas for feedback on issues relating to parity of academic standards, quality assurance and the implications for delivery.

Conclusion

Inclusive assessment is a complex and contentious issue, however, by exploring students’ assessment experiences it is possible to assert that it is an attainable goal.  As the Project has developed the research team has become increasingly aware that inclusive assessment does not have to represent new methods of assessment and increased academic workload, but instead a greater utilisation of existing methods, learning from other disciplines and  disabled student experience

As always, when addressing disability we may appear to have been discussing the periphery when in fact we have been examining the central core of university activity.  We believe that institutions need to adopt a more inclusive practice where traditional methods of assessment need to be examined to better serve disabled students, other non-traditional students and students with a range of learning styles and experiences.    

Encouraging the pursuit of diversity in HE is the critical message of both SWANDS and the SPACE Programme.
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