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For a number of years now, I have been advocating the recognition of Disability Practitioners in education as specialist professionals who have a range of knowledge, skills and experience that is not fully replicated in other professional groups, such as councillors, social workers, academics and so on.  I spoke on the issue at the last Pathways conference in Sydney. I spoke on the issue at the New Zealand National Disabilities in Education Conference last year and many of you have probably heard my passionate ravings on the subject over coffee, dinner, a drink or a smoke.  

However, I haven't just been talking about it.  The Disability Education Association of New South Wales/ACT (DEAN) Inc.  has been operating as a Professional Association for Disability Practitioners in NSW/ACT universities and TAFE for the past couple of years. In that time DEAN has run about 4 Professional Development Days each year, has an extensive web site: (http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/DEAN/deanhome.htm) and has now drafted an Accreditation Protocol for Disability Practitioners in Post-Secondary Education. This is designed to provide a process for assessing, acknowledging and accrediting the specialised nature of the work we do as Disability Practitioners in education.

Having professional accreditation is the first stage in being recognised as a specialist practitioner in the field.

What I propose to do now is to go through the Draft Protocol (Full Accreditation protocol can found at: http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/DEAN/DEANAccreditation.htm) and outline the rationale and process for each of the sections. 

Section 1: Introduction

Draft Disability Practitioner Accreditation Protocol

The Disability Education Association NSW/ACT (DEAN) Inc. is a Professional Association of Disability Practitioners in Post-Secondary Education. DEAN was established to represent the interests of staff and students in the sector, provide professional development activities and to facilitate the maintenance and enhancement of access to Post-Secondary education for people with disabilities.

The first paragraph simply outlines the role and nature of DEAN, and provides the basis for DEAN’s role as an accreditor.

DEAN recognises that the provision of services for students with disabilities in Post-secondary education is a specialised field of practice that has experienced significant growth in recent years. The introduction of a range of Anti-discrimination legislation, combined with educational institutions recognising the need to provide appropriate adjustments for students with disabilities has produced an expansion in the numbers of people working in the field, whilst the developments in technology, management strategies and professional practice have resulted in the need for increasingly specialised knowledge, skills and experience for practitioners.

The next stage is to acknowledge and establish the specialised nature of the knowledge, skills and experience of disability practitioners in education.

Disability Practitioners in Post-Secondary Education may require extensive knowledge and skills in areas such as:

· Comprehensive knowledge of disabilities and their effects,

· Extensive knowledge of the educational institution – courses, personnel, assessments, rules, processes and practices,

· Knowledge of relevant legislation and its implementation (e.g. DDA, Anti-Discrimination Acts, Privacy Act, etc.),

· Knowledge of the range of adjustments available and the appropriate use of such adjustments

· Ability to assess the impact of disabilities on study
· Knowledge of assistive technology & its applications

· Awareness of physical access issues (including Building Codes & Information Technology)

· Counseling skills

· Capacity to provide information and awareness training

· Policy development skills

· Awareness and understanding of new resources, practices and issues in the sector

· Management skills (Staff, budget, office administration, etc.)
· Whatever else is needed.
Effective practice of Disability Services in education requires an understanding of the complex interaction between the effects of the disabilities, the requirements of the particular studies being undertaken and the resources, skills and experience each individual brings to the process. Practitioners must understand the education process but they are not educators. They need to understand and interpret medical documentation, but they are not medical practitioners. They need to have some counseling skills but they are not counselors. They must be able to understand and interpret legislation, but they are not lawyers. They need to be able to understand the capabilities and applications of specialised and mainstream technology, but are not Information Technology specialists. They need to be all these things and more. They not only need to understand these elements individually, but also the complex synergy of elements, strategies and tools to enhance access to education for people with disabilities.

This section is designed to establish the difference and specialist nature of the work of disability practitioners. We cross over many boundaries, skills and areas of specialisation, without being restricted to any one area. The important aspect of this section is the notion of understanding the “complex synergy of elements, strategies and tools to enhance access to education for people with disabilities.”

The next section deals with the structure of the Accreditation process. It is designed as a multi-level process simply because the bulk of the knowledge and skill acquisition comes through experience on the job, rather than formal training. A single level accreditation would not cater sufficiently for the knowledge and skills acquired over many years experience, nor provide an incentive for practitioners to keep enhancing their knowledge and skills beyond the basic necessity to meet the requirements of accreditation.  Another advantage is the capacity to provide for a potential career path for practitioners to progress their status, responsibilities and remuneration as they gain a more knowledge, skills and experience.  The Accreditation Protocol uses a points system, where practitioners are able to accumulate points for a range of activities, experience, training, participation in Professional Development activities and contribution towards the overall body of knowledge in the sector through research, publications and participation in conferences, etc.

The Accreditation Protocol has four levels of accreditation for disability practitioners, from 1 to 4, depending on the level of knowledge, skills and experience of the practitioner.  Points for years of service are not allowed to count for more than 50% of the points for each stage of accreditation as a disincentive to people simply timeserving without gaining any identifiable enhancement of knowledge, skills and training.  A Level 4r Disability Practitioner in this scheme would be viewed as an experienced, highly skilled practitioner who would be capable of providing not only a very high level of service, but a leadership role within the institution and the sector as a whole.  At the other end of the scale, a junior practitioner on Level 1 would be at the early stages of their career, with much to learn and much more experience to gather.  However, even Level 1 practitioners would need to demonstrate much more than a simply having the basic degree and limited experience.  Accreditation means that the practitioner has demonstrated that they have reached a clearly defined standard that their peers have judged to be appropriate for recognition as a skilled practitioner.

Section 2: Practitioner Levels
Practitioner Levels are:

Level 1 (Junior) Disability Practitioner:
Must have requisite tertiary education qualifications, or a combination of qualifications and experience.
Points required: 2000 Points, 

Level 2 (Intermediate) Disability Practitioner:
Qualified for Level 1 Accreditation plus 2000 points 

Level 2 Disability Practitioners must demonstrate at least a basic understanding of Assistive Technology and relevant Disability Legislation.
Level 3 (Experienced) Disability Practitioner:
Qualified for Level 2 Accreditation plus 2,500 points. 

Level 3 Disability Practitioners are experienced practitioners who must demonstrate strong knowledge and significant experience in fields such as:
· Assistive technology 

· Policy review and development 

· Professional development 

· Staff supervision and training 

· Resource Development 

· Legislative requirements 

Level 4 (Senior) Disability Practitioner:
Qualified for Level 3 Accreditation plus 3000 points. 

Level 4 Disability Practitioners are senior practitioners who have extensive experience and have displayed leadership in fields such as:
· Assistive Technology 

· Professional Development 

· Management experience and/or qualifications 

· Staff supervision and training 

· Resource development 

· Policy review and development 

· Legislative Requirements 

· Innovation 

Section 3: Accreditation Points

As you will see by the points allocation below, accreditation points may be accumulated by a range of activities professional development and experience.  They are designed to encourage people to look at a variety of strategies to enhance their professional skills and knowledge, and as they gain more seniority, contribute to the development of other practitioners and the sector as a whole.  In this way, disability practitioners can work together as a profession in order to enhance their own professional skills and advance the corporate knowledge and skills of the profession with the ultimate aim of enhancing the overall level and quality of service provided to students and their institutions.

Points Allocation:

· 500 points for each year of service (Junior Practitioners to have access to supervision by a more senior Practitioner. Supervision may be internal or external to their Educational Institution) 

· 100 points per year for membership of recognized Professional Association 

· 400 points for holding a position in a recognized Professional Association 

· 100 points for each Professional Development Day attendance provided by DEAN Inc. (or equivalent body) 

· 200 points for presenting a session at a Professional Development Day 

· 150 points for attendance at a specialist Disability Conference (e.g. Pathways) 

· 250 points for presentation of a paper at a Conference 

· 400 points for presentation of a Keynote paper at a recognized Disability Conference or other relevant Conference, Seminar or similar function 

· 300 points for publication of a paper in a recognized journal 

· 500 points for Publication of a book or Internet Resource in a relevant field 

· Other points may be allocated for relevant training, courses, experience or activities at the discretion of the Accreditation Committee 

No more than 50% of any accreditation points to be based on years of service alone.

Section 4: Accreditation Committee

The Accreditation Committee consists of four experienced practitioners who will assess the applications for accreditation or advanced status and make recommendations to the Management Council which will then award the accreditation and provide a certificate to the successful applicants.  Unsuccessful applicants will be advised of the reasons why their application was not successful and suggested strategies to facilitate successful applications in the future.

There is a bit more on the practicalities of organising the Accreditation Committee that the important point is that applicants will be assessed by experienced Level 3 or 4 Practitioners who will have an objective set of standards by which they can assess applications.

Section 5: Recommended Responsibilities

The section outlines the range of duties and responsibilities that could be reasonably expected from the skill and knowledge level from the various practitioners at each level of accreditation.  It conforms to the expectation that the provision of disability services in the postsecondary education environment is a complex and highly skilled profession that requires a combination of qualifications and experience to be able to provide appropriate services to the students with disabilities and advice to the educational institution.  For too long the lack of clear standards has fostered the perception among some people that disability services is a simple basic job that can be done by just about anybody.  The Accreditation Protocol is designed to go some way towards addressing this misconception.

It is also designed to provide a means of countering situations where inexperienced people are placed in very difficult, demanding and complex situations despite not having the requisite training or experience to be able to deal with such circumstances.  It has always been unreasonable to expect relatively inexperienced people to be able to master such complex, challenging and important work without appropriate support, training, professional development and experience.

Level 1 (Junior) Disability Practitioner: 
Recommended Responsibilities:

· Supervised Case Management of clients 

· Some contribution to planning, policy development and practice review 

· Provision of basic technology training and supervision 

· Attendance at Professional Development training and Conferences 

· Demonstration of basic knowledge of relevant Legislative rights and responsibilities. 

Level 2 (Intermediate) Disability Practitioner: 
Recommended Responsibilities:

· Minimally supervised Case Management of clients 

· Regular contribution to planning, policy development and practice review 

· Provision of Assistive technology assessment, training, support & supervision 

· Attendance at and contribution to Professional Development training and Conferences 

· Advice, consultation & liaison on relevant Legislative rights and responsibilities. 

· Advice, consultation & liaison on access requirements (Physical & IT) 

· Some casual staff supervision (e.g. Note-takers) 


Level 3 (Experienced) Disability Practitioner:
Recommended Responsibilities:

· Independent Case Management of Clients 

· Supervision of Junior & Intermediate Practitioners' Case Management 

· Provision of Assistive technology assessment, training, support & supervision (including advice on acquisition & deployment) 

· Leading contribution to planning, policy development and practice review 

· Attendance at and contribution to Professional Development training and Conferences 

· Advice, consultation & liaison on relevant Legislative rights and responsibilities. 

· Advice, consultation & liaison on access requirements (Physical & IT) 

· Staff management, supervision and training 

· Budget supervision 


Level 4 (Senior) Disability Practitioner:
Recommended Responsibilities:

· Independent Case Management of Clients 

· Supervision of Junior & Intermediate Practitioners' Case Management 

· Provision of Assistive technology assessment, training, support & supervision (including advice on acquisition & deployment) 

· Leading contribution to planning, policy development and practice review 

· Attendance at and contribution to Professional Development training and Conferences 

· Advice, consultation & liaison on relevant Legislative rights and responsibilities 

· Advice, consultation & liaison on access requirements (Physical & IT) 

· Staff management, supervision and training 

· Budget planning and supervision 

· Management of Disability Services Unit 

· Resource Development, Education, Training and Awareness program development and presentation 

· Cross-sectoral, government and community consultation, awareness and training 

· Innovation

DEAN is still deciding whether to include a section on Recommended Remuneration, but at the very least, the Accreditation Protocol will provide practitioners with a more independent job description to be able to justify reclassifications in some instances.

Conclusion:

The DEAN Accreditation Protocol is an important step along the path to professionalising our sector. It is the start to being seen as equivalent to Counsellors and Academic Advisors on the scale of acceptance and value to the institutions we work for. It is not the whole process, but it is a necessary beginning that will enable further development. It takes time to be accepted. It takes effort, commitment and consistency, but other professions have achieved the acceptance and so can we.

Questions and Discussion:
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