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The Building Bridges Program - Description

The Building Bridges pre-vocational training program is an initiative of Wodonga Institute of TAFE Campus Support Services, funded by the Office of Training and Tertiary Education Victoria. The Building Bridges program is a package comprising:

· an eight week part-time pre-vocational (bridging) program for people with a disability, and a

· professional development program for teachers about inclusive practice and supporting students with a disability in the VET environment.

The Building Bridges program is about an approach to supporting people with a disability in the learning environment. Students, community stakeholders, teachers, senior management and the organisation work together to respond to needs identified by students as well as addressing environmental and attitudinal barriers in the learning environment.
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Based on consultation with all key stakeholders, the program is modelled on collaboration and participative decision-making with students at all stages of the program – from selection of units of competency to learning methods and assessment strategies. The result is that each student’s abilities are recognised in the learning path with students driving their own learning and engagement with VET.

Building Bridges reflects the objectives and targets of the draft Victorian ‘Disability Agenda’ – and ANTA’s Bridging Pathways National Strategy.

The Building Bridges program targets groups of people with a disability who have historically experienced disadvantage within the Vocational Education and Training sector. Three Building Bridges programs ran as action-research pilots during 2003–2004 targeting:

· young people with a learning disability who were identified to be ‘at risk’ of prematurely leaving school

· people with mental health issues, and

· people with disabilities who are long-term unemployed and who require supported access to VET.
Objectives

‘People with a disability make an important contribution to Victoria. For that contribution to continue, and to prosper, they require access to education, which provides the skills and knowledge necessary to successfully participate in the economy and community. Without access to education, not only do individuals suffer, the economy and community suffers.’

The Building Bridges pre-vocational course is designed to enhance the capability of education providers to support students with a disability, and to minimise the barriers to full participation and success in the Vocational Education and Training sector for people with disabilities.
In aiming to improve equitable access to and participation in education, training and employment and improve life chances for people with a disability, the objectives of the Building Bridges project are to:

· Provide an opportunity for genuine influence by people with a disability by undertaking consultative research within the community that seeks the views of people with a disability to inform actions in the development and provision of the pre-vocational program.

· Improve the provision of pre-vocational, preparatory and basic skills training for people with a disability by providing a training course that places emphasis on the holistic needs of students (for example, academic, personal and life-skill development) throughout the stages of transition to mainstream education or employment.

· Improve links between agencies such as training providers, employment assistance services, community services and secondary schools by conducting training that embraces a collaborative development, implementation and evaluation process involving students with disabilities, service providers and other key stakeholders.

· Improve availability and awareness of learning supports for people with a disability in education by:

–
showcasing throughout the Building Bridges program good practice, inclusive teaching and specialist assistance strategies

–
introducing students, community services, secondary schools and other key stakeholders to assistive software and equipment that can remove barriers to participation for people with a disability.

· Improve the capability of education providers in the area of providing successful and positive learning experiences for people with disabilities.

· Sharing the information and strategic directions provided by people with disabilities and other key stakeholders though professional development and teachers.

These aims reflect the strategies that have been highlighted throughout National Strategy (Bridging Pathways) and the Draft Victorian Disability Agenda.
Circumstances which led to its creation and development

Anecdotal and statistical evidence collected by disability liaison officers and the Office of Training and Tertiary education indicated a growing trend of students coming to TAFE with significant support needs and that these students were failing to realise their goals or potential. There has been a steady increase in demand for disability support over the last ten years by students experiencing difficulty with learning, and teachers recognising that they needed to know more about supporting people with a disability in the VET learning environment. Statistical data collected as part of each institute’s reporting requirements showed increasing numbers of students requiring additional support. Further anecdotal evidence from Disability Liaison Officers throughout the state indicated that a significant number of students are not identified in formal reporting because they do not identify as having a disability on enrolment. However, they do access support staff or require additional assistance from teachers during their course of study.

In response to this evidence, the Office of Training and Tertiary Education made available funds to undertake further research and to develop a pre-vocation program for people with a disability. Wodonga Institute of TAFE was successful in tendering for a portion of the project funds. Local research was undertaken in the Albury Wodonga area to determine if the need identified  across the state was reflected within the local community. The research identified that:

· mainstream teaching and education environments are not perceived to be addressing the needs of young people with learning disabilities

· people with mental health issues want to access vocational education and training but many feel unable to do so without additional support and preparation prior to enrolment

· people with disabilities who are long-term unemployed are often unable to access employment support services or mainstream education because they do not have the necessary skills

· there are no preparation or bridging type programs for mature-age people with disabilities beyond basic literacy/numeracy and mainstream return to study programs.

The National Strategy (Bridging Pathways) and draft Victorian State Disability Agenda highlight inequities for people with disabilities in education, such as:

· 1 in 10 Australians participate in vocational education and training, yet people with a disability account for only 1 in 40 people participating in vocational education and training. (ANTA: Bridging Pathways 2000)

· 1 in 6 VET students are undertaking a new apprenticeship, yet people with a disability account for only 1 in 50 people undertaking a new apprenticeship.
(ANTA: Bridging Pathways, 2000)

Research

The model of research and project development was Participatory Action Research.
 This model of social research emphasises a conscious awareness of underlying assumptions, encourages a collectivist nature, is driven by the consequences of planned actions and the evaluation of these consequences. It is also a research model that acknowledges the values driving it. In simple terms Participatory Action Research is action, which is researched, changed and re-researched within the research and project process by participants. Participants are recognised as all stakeholders including students, teachers, support staff, planners, service providers, education providers, carers and families. 

The Participatory Action Research model encourages:

· learning by doing (action-learning)

· recognition of students as valued members of the critical reference group allowing a process of researching with, in contrast to a study down approach

· creativity and imagination from all participants

· involvement by all participants in the process of inquiry and exploration

· recognition that change does not happen at the end – it happens throughout a process

· attempts to develop deeper understandings and more useful and more powerful theory about the matters we are researching, in order to produce new knowledge which can inform improved action or practice.

The main focus of the research was to gain a broader understanding of the issues and barriers to successful completion of further education for people with a disability from their point of view and to develop a bridging program that would prepare students for mainstream study in Tertiary education.

The research process involved consultations with individuals and groups of students with a range of disabilities enrolled in mainstream courses. Throughout the research process we also sought the thoughts and feelings of people with disabilities who would like to return to study but are fearful of the experience. We spoke with young people with disabilities enrolled in youth participation programs and young people with learning disorders who are current secondary school students. We talked with community workers and employment service officers, secondary school teachers and current teachers in the TAFE sector as well as disability liaison officers within the education sector.

The research also included a literature review with particular focus to young people with learning disorders, people with mental illness and general barriers to participation in education for people with a disability.

The Building Bridges Model

As a result of initial research the model for the Building Bridges program was based on Maslow’s concept that a range of needs must be satisfied before students can concentrate on learning.

Issues and needs were grouped into four areas of consideration, which guided the structure of each pilot, selection of curriculum and the implementation of each program. 
These areas were:

· Personal development of students

· pre-enrolment preparation and planning

· supported enrolment and orientation

· exploration of strengths and abilities through participation

· self determination – goal focussed

· Developing an accessible learning environment

· commitment by senior management to effect change

· challenging attitudes and values within the institute

· encouraging inclusive and flexible practice

· encouraging a whole of institute responsibility toward accessibility

· Involving the community

· consultation

· shared ideas and focus

· collaborative practice

· shared ownership

· A flexible approach to selecting curriculum and delivery methods.

· accessible curriculum and flexible delivery and assessment

· collaborative practice

· shared ideas and focus

· flexibility and accessibility

This program stands out from other preparatory/bridging programs in its approach to providing training and support to students with a disability. In reflecting the principles of inclusive practice, adult learning and recognition of what people with a disability can achieve with appropriate support, the program is driven by the students themselves, and their expressed needs.

This begins with design of the course structure and selection of units of competency, extends through choosing teaching and assessment methods to continual evaluation throughout the program and finishes with a final evaluation by students, teachers, program coordinators and key community stakeholders.
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Consultation, collaboration, and participative decision-making

Step 1 – Community consultation

Key community groups were accessed and experienced personnel sourced to form a reference group. Their role was to provide advice during the program and links to potential students.

Step 2 – Initial interviews

Prospective students were interviewed and asked to identify their aims and goals, preferred areas of vocational education and training and factors which might be a barrier to their learning.

Step 3 – Developing support plans

Project staff worked with students to address perceived barriers to learning.

Step 4 – Identifying of suitable competency units

Project staff selected units on the basis of the students’ expressed needs and preferences and the flexibility of assessment of each unit. Career counselling was also included as part of the course.

Step 5 – Recruiting teachers

Teachers were recruited to match learning content areas identified by students and for their experience in addressing learning needs and the individual disabilities of students.

Step 6 – Deciding teaching, learning and assessment methods

Within the assessment guidelines of the competencies, the teaching, learning and assessment methods were decided by the students, with advice provided by teachers. Tangible outcomes for the course were determined by the group.

Step 7 – Continual monitoring during the course

In each session, students were asked to review their learning progress, teaching and assessment methods. Through discussion and feedback, recommendations for change by students and teachers were incorporated into future sessions so that the course moved with the growth of the students.

Step 8 – Accessing the reference group

During the course the reference group met regularly to discuss progress and members provided advice to the program coordinator and teachers. This supported the continuation of links for students between the VET learning environment and their community support.

Step 9 – End of course evaluation

Students, teachers, the co-ordinator and key stakeholders (including the Advisory Group) all provided formal feedback about the course. This was examined by the course co-ordinator and teachers and incorporated into the design of future courses as part of continual improvement of the course.

Student feedback provided throughout the course about positive teaching strategies, flexible assessment options, barriers to learning and other information for improving learning experiences was used to inform the Building Bridges: Access for All – teacher professional development program and Institute senior management, as a means of better supporting students with a disability in mainstream programs.
Access for all – teacher professional development in supporting students with disabilities

The Building Bridges program recognises that better educational outcomes will only occur for people with a disability if a ‘whole of organisation’ approach is adopted.

Therefore the Building Bridges program incorporated professional development training for teachers, built on the information and feedback which came from the three pilot programs.

Features demonstrating excellence and innovation in the design of the Building Bridges – Access for All professional development program are:

· A deliberate focus on encouraging teachers to explore the symptoms of disabilities as barriers to access within the learning environment. Teachers were supported to develop creative strategies that could be applied within the classroom to alleviate these barriers to learning. In doing so, teachers came to recognise that the creative application of teaching and assessment methods can improve the learning experience for all students. 

· This approach removes the stigma and onus of change from the person with a disability and creates a whole of Institute responsibility for ensuring all students experience equitable opportunities for positive participation.

· Case studies were presented for teachers to examine and reflect on assumptions about teaching and learning practice, stereotyping of what students with a disability are capable of and to create awareness that access involves more than addressing physical barriers. In examining their own practice, teachers were encouraged to incorporate principles of inclusive practice, flexibility, creativity and innovation in their approach to creating learning environments.

· Examination of AQTF requirements and underlying equity principles in supporting students with a disability. Discussion focused around raising awareness of teachers about the AQTF requirements and equity principles and strategies for applying them in their everyday teaching.

· Sessional staff were specifically targeted for this training in recognition that they are often overlooked in general equity training – particularly if they are teaching after hours, in the workplace or in other off-site environments.

· Teachers were encouraged to discuss their issues in supporting students with a disability. Specialist disability support staff facilitated the professional development sessions, enabling teachers to access more information about specific disabilities. Using a group approach, teachers were encouraged to work together with each other and with the facilitators to develop strategies to address issues and make learning environments more supportive of all students.

· A facilitated outcome of the training was the development of peer support networks for sharing experiences, learning from each other, sourcing further information and better utilising Institute support systems.


Outcomes and achievements

Outcomes and achievements of the Building Bridges program have included:

· expressed perception by students of their success and empowerment to learn

· successful engagement of students with vocational education and training – completing three units of competency

· students going on to further learning or gaining employment

· increased awareness by teachers of the needs of students with a disability and positive ways of providing support

· increased awareness by the community (schools) of the needs of students with a learning disability and ways of providing support

· improved linkages between Institute staff and community service providers

· improved linkages between Institute teaching staff and Institute support programs.

Going on to further learning or employment

In line with the Victorian Disability Agenda priority actions, the Building Bridges program aimed to:

‘facilitate better outcomes for people with a disability in VET through improving pathways including increasing access to preparatory skills training and improving links between agencies. ’

It directly reflected the priority action to:

‘improve the provision of pre-vocational, preparatory and basic skills training for students with a disability by conducting a pilot program which tests models for the transition into training for school leavers and adults.’

The model developed was tested through three pilot programs, and the outcomes were:

· three young people aged 14 to 15 years have continued in mainstream education and have re-enrolled in secondary school in 2004

· two young people aged 15 years finished 2003 doing part-time TAFE and part-time secondary school (approved through negotiation with the school and TAFE). These two young men are now enrolled full-time in a Year 10 equivalent program at TAFE

· one young person aged 15 years has obtained a traineeship

· one student has enrolled in a two year work education program

· one young man has gained the confidence to apply for his Learner’s Permit

· one mature aged student developed his resume and has registered with a specialist employment agency. He is actively seeking employment for the first time in many years

· one mature aged woman has returned to teach dancing at a community education centre after many years of anxiety and fear

· one woman has enrolled in a Certificate I computer course
· three women have enrolled as a group in a part-time Certificate I computer course

· one woman is still exploring options through careers counselling provided through the Institute

· one student moved to Melbourne intending to enrol in a computer course at a metropolitan TAFE Institute

· one woman has enrolled in a creative writing course

· one woman has travelled overseas to visit her son (after many years fearing to do this). This woman has stated that when she returns she will be exploring further education options with vigour

· three young people are exploring VCAL options with the Institute in semester 2

· one young woman is planning to undertake a Year 10 equivalent course.

· Increased awareness by teachers of the needs and means of supporting students with a disability

· Increased awareness of schools of the needs of students with a learning disability

· One local school purchased assistive technology (‘Dragon Naturally speaking’ software) to support students with a learning disability. 

· Two schools requested further information about assistive technology, and indicated they would approve staff attending information and training sessions.

· All schools of participating students indicated their recognition of the Building Bridges program as beneficial for young people at risk of leaving school early. 
· Improved linkages between Institute support staff and community service providers

· enhanced consultancy and referral between services.


· flexibility for learners in accessing qualifications pathways

A key feature of the Building Bridges program is the input of students into selection of units/modules and the tangible outcomes for each course. Each student was extensively consulted about their aims and goals and preferred areas of learning. Supplemented by consultation with support personnel (parents, carers and community stakeholder representatives), this process builds a profile of the learning, personal and life-skill needs of each student. In keeping with Maslow’s concept that a range of needs must be satisfied before students can concentrate on learning
, units/modules are then selected on the basis of:

1
Meeting the student’s learning, personal and life-skill needs.

2
Flexibility in assessment to enable teachers to meet student needs.

Students were provided with career guidance by Institute career counsellors as part of the life-skills component of the course.
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 Access by equity client groups

Building Bridges was developed to enhance access to learning for people with a disability who are not generally able to access education without initial support.

Despite the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act in 1992, the implementation of Managing Diversity and Inclusive practice policies in education, and after the introduction of disability specialist support staff to the VET sector, people with a disability:

· still have the poorest participation rates in VET

· still have the lowest success rate in both module and course completion in VET

· still have the least outcomes from VET

· and their employment outcomes are affected little by graduation from VET courses

· in employment are still in receipt of the lowest incomes.

Full participation and successful completion in VET programs for some people with a disability requires more than our current support model can provide. It requires the commitment of all teaching staff to recognise their responsibility to present learning material from an inclusive model of teaching. It requires a commitment from institute management to provide appropriate professional development for all teaching staff, and it is dependent on the availability of resources to allow specialist staff to engage with prospective students and their support services prior to enrolment in mainstream programs. The Building Bridges program encompassed all of these needs, providing valuable assistance and support to both participants and educators.

Building Bridges is a local response to a national issue. Building Bridges can be adapted to the needs of students in other educational environments because it is an approach to training instead of a pre-determined selection of units/competencies. With the emphasis on a combination of learning, personal development and life-skill achievements, each program had measured outcomes for the students, support personnel and community stakeholders. 


Systems and processes for collecting client need, expectation and satisfaction data

As a largely ‘client driven’ training program, Building Bridges is designed around utilising input from students and key community stakeholders. It is guided from inception to completion by the expressed and perceived needs of the students and key stakeholders. With each pilot program, feedback was used for continuous improvement and contributed to the design and implementation of future Building Bridges programs.

Consultation and client feedback

Formal consultation was undertaken:

· with community groups and key stakeholders prior to the beginning of the program. The purpose was to identify ‘champions’ to form a reference group – individuals whose contacts and expertise can be a resource to make closer contacts with the community, effect change and provide expert advice to teachers and the Institute

· with potential students to determine their aims and goals, learning area preferences, the nature of their disability, barriers preventing them accessing education, personal and life-skill development needs

· where appropriate, with parents/carers/support workers to gain additional advice about student’s learning, personal development and life-skill development needs

· with the reference group during the program to source advice on best practice and to ensure supports are in place beyond the course. The reference group also advised on supporting students, community needs and developing strategies for future support models of students in transition to further learning.

Informal consultation was undertaken:

· with students throughout the program. Discussion about the program, progress to achieving goals, teaching, learning and assessment methods is facilitated during each session. Input and student recommendations were then incorporated by teachers into delivery and assessment strategies. They were also utilised by the program co-ordinator to continually improve the Building Bridges – Access for all : Professional Development for Teachers and to feed into Institute policy and support strategies for students with a disability

· with key community stakeholders and, where appropriate parents/carers/support workers. This provided additional feedback on student progress in attaining learning, personal and life-skill development goals and supports the implementation of personal and life-skills outside the learning environment.

Client feedback was formally collected through:

· a session evaluation form completed at the end of each session. Anonymity was assured, with students completing a few simple questions. The results gave staff an indication of the general satisfaction of students with the session and if anything needed to be followed up in the next session

· a program evaluation. Students were asked to do a brief program evaluation at the completion of the course. They had a choice of remaining anonymous or being identified. The data was collated and analysed to inform future Building Bridges Programs and Institute support and policy initiatives, provide feedback to key community stakeholder groups and inform Institute student support services planning.


Measuring outcomes and achievements -For individuals

Each individual in the course was supported to achieve their own personal and life-skill development outcomes while participating in the formal program comprising three modules of study. Each group also worked collaboratively toward a nominated tangible group outcome. The outcomes and achievements for individuals and the group were acknowledged by the students themselves, their support personnel and key community stakeholders.

For stakeholders and community

Pilot 1: Young people with a learning difficulty

‘Before the course ‘J’ had withdrawn to his bedroom and rarely attended school – now he is offering to be a peer educator with the voice activated software to other students at school.’
J – Year Level Coordinator

As a group the participants of pilot one who were aged 14 – 15 years developed a video that expressed their feelings about learning in mainstream education with a learning disorder.

Pilot 2: Long-term unemployed people with a disability

A significant outcome for stakeholders and the community from this pilot was the relationship developed between Institute personnel and specialist employment services. The program became not only a bridging course to further vocational education for students, but, with input from employment service representatives on the reference group, a bridging course to some pre-employment training offered by the services. A pathway was created for people who had previously been unable to access training offered by specialist employment services because they didn’t meet the funding guidelines.

Pilot 3: People with a mental illness

Prior to the Building Bridges program for people with a mental illness, there were few training courses community support groups could refer people to where support strategies were tailored specifically to a client’s individual needs. In supporting students to develop personal and life skills, the Building Bridges program opened a door to further educational opportunity for the students. Community support groups now have another option to offer to their members.

AQTF

The Building Bridges program supports the implementation of equity principles and requirements of the AQTF through:

· Developing awareness and understanding of the AQTF requirements through the Building Bridges – Access for All: Professional Development for teachers. Teachers are mentored through discussions of the equity principles and requirements and how they relate to teaching practice. Most importantly they are supported to develop specific strategies for incorporating these into their own teaching practice.

· Supporting Institute compliance with the AQTF requirements by informing the development of Institute policies, procedures and initiatives in supporting students with a disability and removing barriers to accessing vocational education and training.

Training Packages

Whilst the selection of units/modules is expressly driven by the student’s learning, personal and life-skill development needs and the flexibility of unit/module assessment requirements, the program aims for training to be nationally accredited where possible. This contributes to learning pathways for students into further training – an important outcome of the program.


Operational improvements in community service
(including client feedback on operational improvements)
This program illustrates an improvement in community service through a radically different approach to course design and development. Rather than going to community groups and offering a pre-existing course, Institute staff worked with potential students and community stakeholders in partnership to develop the course structure, delivery focus and assessment methodology. In doing so students and community stakeholders took ownership of the course. The students engaged in education because they perceived it was relevant, suitable and tailored to their needs.

Running the three pilot programs has resulted in significant strengthening of links to community groups, reflecting Wodonga Institute of TAFE’s objectives that:

· the Institute will play a leading role in the development of sustainable communities in the greater Albury Wodonga region

· the Institute will, within its established commitment to lifelong learning, provide education and training services for young people that aim to achieve employment outcomes and are stimulating and enjoyable for learners.


Improved relationships -With other providers

The Building Bridges program has provided a safety net to young people with learning difficulties who are at risk of prematurely leaving school. The development of this pilot involved developing close liaisons with local secondary schools which have resulted in positive professional relationships that will be ongoing through the implementation of future bridging programs for young people with learning difficulties. The focus of the program was to re-engage young people in secondary school and to assist the secondary schools to look creatively at ‘reasonable adjustments’ such as assistive technology that will assist these and other students in the school system. The schools have responded wholeheartedly to the program and have viewed it as a resource and support to them also. The VCAL coordinator for the local cluster of secondary schools was also a member of the Building Bridges Advisory Group. A follow on from the first pilot will be the provision of training to secondary school teachers in the use of voice-activated software.

Kirby
 identified the need for alternate flexible and creative learning options for young people at risk of disengaging with mainstream education. Building Bridges is a direct response to this need for those students who have additional learning difficulties and who require supported access to a positive learning experience prior to engaging in goal focussed main stream education.

With the community

The Advisory Group for the Building Bridges program comprised key stakeholders in the community who have a clear focus of improving life opportunities for people with disabilities. This group of professionals provided a wealth of information and expertise and direct association with their collegial networks within the community. Members of the advisory group became key reference people to the program, providing valuable input and evaluation throughout. 

The professional relationships developed have continued since with ongoing referrals, consultations and information sharing between the Institute and community organisations.


Capacity for further development and application
The program design is deliberate in its attempts to engage marginalised people who are not accessing vocational education and training. Its development and delivery is flexible and adaptable and is designed to respond to need. This model can be applied to a diverse range of people who without a supported program would not normally access vocational education and training.

The model can be utilised to provide a positive learning experience for people from diverse equity groups including people from non English speaking backgrounds and recently unemployed mature age people who left school at very young ages with limited literacy skills.

Issues

The Building Bridges delivery model requires significant initial consultation and liaison with community stakeholders and potential students. This is critical in setting the stage for future success by identifying and addressing barriers to the student participating, and developing working relationships with community stakeholders to ensure sustainability of engagement with education beyond the program.

Funding models do not take into account the preparation needed prior to the program. This cost at present must be borne by the Institute – possibly affecting support by senior management in some organisations. If the preparation is not undertaken there is a very significant risk that students will not complete the course and it then becomes another negative learning experience.

Research has shown that when students with a disability have access to individualised support that is flexible and student-focused, they graduate at rates which are similar to that for the general student population and experience higher levels of employment within a shorter time period.

Opportunities for further development

The success shown by the three pilot programs indicate Building Bridges meets a current gap in service delivery in vocational education and training. Making this program available through profile funding would address this gap, and support access to vocational training and education for some of the most disadvantaged groups in our communities.


Ensuring long-term sustainability
The Office of Training and Tertiary Education (OTTE) provided the funding for the development of this pilot program. Wodonga Institute of TAFE has provided fifty copies of the resources produced, for distribution by OTTE to each TAFE Institute throughout the state. The resources consist of a Facilitator’s Manual, Professional Development Facilitator’s Guide and Participant Handbook, a video created by the young people from the first pilot and a booklet developed by students from the third pilot program.

The implementation of Building Bridges – Access for all: Professional Development for Teachers throughout the state will support and encourage long-term attitudinal and cultural change within delivery of vocational training and education in Victoria.
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