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regarding Disability and Higher Education and Training,
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By
Associate Professor Christopher Newell, AM

It’s a great pleasure and honour to be here with you today.  The pleasure comes from seeing so many familiar faces – and so many new faces.  Once upon a time, when I was an undergraduate and postgraduate student, disability was a very marginal concern.  Conferences were much smaller than this, and it was the same old faces.  The honour is that the organizers would feel I had in any way something good or positive to offer you. I used to think that gaining a doctorate or reaching what I now know are the not-so-dizzy heights of Associate Professor would mean I had status and wisdom. I had a lot to learn!

Encountering Disability as Otherness in the Everyday

Today has been a wonderful tonic. Prior to the joy of meeting you this morning, and the delight of engaging with so many like-minded people, I must admit to a feeling of despair.  Daily I am reminded on and off campus of how those of us with disability still are other, outside of the moral community.  No doubt many of you were reminded of that on your way to this conference.  It may have been  the opportunity in travelling to be reminded of what it is to be “special needs” beloved of the airlines for stigmatizing treatment as the “meet and assist in 4c”.  It may have been waiting for the wheelchair accessible taxi that never seems to come on time, or wondering where the interpreter is when you really need people with the handicap of not knowing Auslan to have one, or perhaps even via buildings or architecture through which we have experienced oppression.  It may have been filling out the travel insurance form and hoping that no one will pick up on your history of mental illness which means no one wants to insure you. So many ways in which those of us with disability are reminded we are outside of the nice, normal and natural. So many ways in which those of us with impairments and their friends and companions are disabled.

Acknowledging Our Past and Present

25 years after the International Year of Disabled Persons in 1981, when I had the joy of experiencing the oppression of a sheltered workshop packaging refresher towels (I still hate KFC) and the inspiration of meeting like-minded people as a fledgling disability rights movement was formed, we still have a long way to go.  I was reminded of that on my way through today from my office as I:

 passed the inaccessible lecture theatre where I am supposed to give lectures every week, and where access is provided by a portable ramp I need to bring from home; 

past the buildings named by me in my 1993 DDA action against the University of Tasmania where 13 years later those same fundamental problems exist; 

passing by the site of direct action by myself for accessible graduations at the University where the University hierarchy were shamed into moving from claiming it was not possible to have accessible graduations to building in access (there is nothing like sitting like a shag on a rock in full doctoral dress at the top of a flight of stairs to shame people into doing something – and nothing like the glares from so called colleagues when you do that to remind me of how other I am); 

and finally passing by the recently made accessible University Staff Club.  The latest example of the outrageous Christopher Newell’s actions, where the reluctant retrospective action to include wheelchair access was conceptualised as a response to the private trouble of myself, rather than articulated as an over-whelming public issue and matter of lived disability policy and compliance with law.  (For further exploration, See Newell, 2007)

If I were to stop and dwell upon all of these moments I think that I would weep uncontrollably.  Especially as I am someone that the University of Tasmania decided in its wisdom was not worthy of being admitted to a degree program in 1983.  A decision taken by someone who signed his name BA, something I now know referred to how much he really knew.  23 years on, having been received a Distinguished Alumni Award from the University’s Alumni, I can at least take the consolation that when I am dead hundreds will attend my funeral – just to check that I am dead.  

Well, hardly an inspirational start a keynote address.  Hardly the address to lift you out of yourselves towards a positive future.  Yet, in seeking to create a positive situation for the future I want to suggest that it is very important that we realise where we have come from and where we are now.  The fundamental challenges, and the way that our future does not necessarily need to be a repeat of our history and status quo. It can be so much more.

Imagining 2020: Dr Who and Beyond

So, I wonder if you would join with me in mounting your trusty Tardis or whatever other time machine you utilize, in seeking to travel to 2020 exploring disability in 2020, when the rhetoric of inclusion becomes a reality.

Let me introduce you to Janine in 2020:
Janine is a woman in her late forties. A woman with mobility and communication impairment, in 2020 she can still dimly remember those early years, even remembering back to the Pathways Conference in 2006 in Hobart when she was a newly commenced postgraduate student when she was inspired to be all that she could be.  She recalls the way in which she took the literature on universal design to seek to create a more accessible learning environment for her, combined it with her University’s policy and the legal requirements for human rights and non-discrimination to become a very formidable force for participation for her.  She used to think that her situation was that of special needs.  Thinking through what universal design meant helped her to see that there was nothing exceptional or too difficult about her.  Universal design meant she could participate.  Now in 2020 she has finally seen the rhetoric of people with disabilities belonging and being valued members of society as she encounters lecture theatres she can participate in, design that says she belongs, policy lived out in the everyday.  Rhetoric really has become reality.  Now in 2020 she is doing what in 2006 she found unimaginable, she is just commencing her first lecture as a professor at an institution where once the language of individual accommodations and special needs was the norm.

Back to 2006… but do not forget the lessons

Well, I wonder if I might ask you to dial back the year 2006 and step off your Tardis joining me for a reality check.  Yet, don’t forget the image.  For, both the tale of woe that I greeted you with in recovering from my trip from the office from the University today, and the imagining of the future I presented show how important universal design is.  Such an approach means that no longer do we have to have buildings retrospectively fitted, complaints about discrimination taken by old and bitter associate professors needing to vent their spleen.  Rather our finite energy and time is able to be directed into doing the things that we need to do, our work environments are highly functional, our relationships are ones of co-operation and embrace rather than the conflict that we still know when we speak of access and design in a world where disability is still known in terms of special needs.  

Universal Design

So, what is universal design and what can it mean for us?

There is a significant and growing literature also looks at the way in which universal design can enable all people including in the area of learning.  There is certainly a strong literature with regard to people with disabilities and the benefits of a universal design approach (see for example French, 2002; Burgstahler, 2000a &b; Anon, 1998)  Indeed moving beyond architectural stereotypes Foley & Regan (2002) explicitly suggest that “an essential part of web design today is designing for individuals with disabilities”, referring to the web accessibility guidelines created by the “World Wide Web Consortium “ for accessibility(see http://www.w3.org/wai/wcag-curric)

Universal Design may be defined as:

The design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design. (Connell et al, 1997)

This includes the work of “The Trace Center”, a U.S. federally funded centre focused on developing more accessible products and services for people with disabilities with a particular focus on technology. Their cutting edge work includes an online design tool which has been developed to assist in the development of more usable products. (Trace Center, 2004). 

In 1997 a working group of architects, product designers, engineers and environmental design researchers, collaborated to establish the following Principles of Universal Design:

1. Equitable Use: The design is useful and marketable to people with diverse abilities.

2. Flexibility in Use: The design accommodates a wide range of individual preferences and abilities.

3. Simple and Intuitive Use: Use of the design is easy to understand, regardless of the user's experience, knowledge, language skills, or current concentration level.

4. Perceptible Information: The design communicates necessary information effectively to the user, regardless of ambient conditions or the user's sensory abilities.

5. Tolerance for Error: The design minimizes hazards and the adverse consequences of accidental or unintended actions.

6. Low Physical Effort: The design can be used efficiently and comfortably and with a minimum of fatigue.

7. Size and Space for Approach and Use: Appropriate size and space is provided for approach, reach, manipulation, and use regardless of the user's body size, posture, or mobility (Connell et al, 1997).

Such work has a variety of parallels, including the work of the UK “Disability and Elderly Advisory Group” (http://www.acts.org.uk/diel). Furthermore there is the development of BOBBY, a software tool established to ensure that text-based pages meet criteria of accessibility (Bobby, 2002). 

Yet for all the advantages of universal design as a practical approach and ethos, there are clearly two significant problems. In the first place I think we have really failed so far to establish how Universal Design will ensure people with intellectual disability really will benefit in the same way as some with more readily embraced impairments.

Secondly, there is the unremarked political problem which underlies this work.  We need to recognize Universal Design initiatives becomes necessary precisely because of the narrow norms of what is nice, normal and natural which create disablist programs and technology.

The Importance of Universal Design

Well, so much for the ad, but why is it so important?  Universal design is important precisely because the adoption of its principles in education can mean that in 2020 we will have ensured that no longer do I need to have a sickening feeling when I go through my campus or even when I arrive at work knowing that I face continuing battles.  It means that people with disability no longer have to learn what it is to be other via educational processes that exclude.
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Indeed let me go further and suggest that universal design should be not just for educational institutions but also for governments and all areas of society.  That way it does not need to be mentioned in  infamous cases of exclusion and disablement of people with impairments featured in published work of mine 
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such as Digital Disability and Disability in Australia (Goggin & Newell, 2003; 2005) (tip:  if you give a keynote address always make sure you make reference to your previous and forthcoming books.  If you don’t have a forthcoming book, make sure that you invent one anyway!)  

With Universal Design no longer do we need to have the nice glossy campaigns that take the dis out of disability and yet still leave learners with disability as other, those of us who know via the built environment and pedagogy which excludes that we are outside of the nice, normal and natural.

My simple suggestion in this paper is that the enactment of universal design principles in higher education and training will make possible that which we think of as unrealistic and unthinkable today.

I also live in hope that as people with disability are included in all aspects of higher education and training that the relationships that are fostered will serve to move us from other to us, part of the moral community. Part of the nice, normal and natural.  After all, as narrative theorist Hilde Lindemann Nelson remarks in speaking of the power of narrative:

How freely we can exercise our moral agency is contingent on a number of things. Most broadly, it depends on the form of life we inhabit: the niche we occupy in our particular society; the practices and institutions within the society that set the possibilities for the courses of action that are open to us; the material, cultural, and imaginative resources at our disposal; the constraints arising from the moral flaws within our roles and relationships; the shared moral understandings that render our actions intelligible to those around us. More specifically, the extent to which our moral agency is free or constrained is determined by our own — and others’ — conception of who we are. (Nelson, 2001: xi)

Universal Design and beyond…

So, in conclusion allow me to leave you with a few questions, because it is vital that in keynote addresses one always establishes one’s credentials via asking wise questions, suggesting in not so subtle ways that the solutions are available in your latest book if only people buy it!

SOME QUESTIONS : 

With which to address 

OUR HOME SITUATION AND THE FUTURE OF TERTIARY EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN AUSTRALASIA

1. Will we adopt Universal Design as our lived approach in higher education and training, and social planning in general?

2. Will we design, construct and use technological systems to enhance relationships and participation for all people?

3. Will we assess quality and access from the perspective of potential and current learners and staff with disability?

4. Will we include the diverse life experiences, needs and aspirations of people with disability at all levels of curriculum design, planning and administration?

5. Will we design our educational programs to embrace all, utilizing a human rights approach?

6. Will we be prepared to have our notions of reality challenged?

7. Will we recognize that dominant accounts of “disability” and “universal design” can exclude people without stereotypical impairments if we are not careful, ensuring people with intellectual disability are not excluded?

8. Will we recognise the importance of ensuring diverse learning and training options for people with disability from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds?

9. Will we dare to think about why concepts such as “special measures” and "special examination techniques" reflect disablist structures and values?

10. Will we recognise the disadvantage women with disability and/or those caring for people, have faced in education and training, seeking to improve life options?

11. Will we seek to ensure a continuity of education, training and employment for people with disability throughout their lives, recognising the ongoing nature of education/training in work and domestic environments?

12. Will we ensure that universal design as a concept is applied at all levels, and in all programs?

13. Will we ensure that those people with disability not able to participate effectively at conferences such as this participate effectively in defining what counts as quality, access and participation for people with disability?

14. Will we work to ensure that the Commonwealth and State/Territory governments and bureaucracies incorporate a measurable commitment to universal design and participation by people with disability at all levels of education and training in their strategies and policies?

15. Will we recognise the power of stories to identify systemic issues in shaping the future and in transforming people with disability from Other to Us?

16. Will  we recognise the immense power of those assembled at this conference, individually and collectively, and harness it effectively, towards equitable participation in learning and training for all people?

Dreaming of a 2020 of Embrace

Ladies and gentlemen, within this dry old cynical heart there beats a significant degree of optimism.  I long for, I dream of, I desperately desire, a world where learners, academics and administrative staff with disability in higher education and training know that they are embraced, know that we are found to be part of the moral community and where when we speak of the nice, normal and natural we know that those of us with a diverse range of disabilities are included.  I dream of a world where the power of narrative and dreaming helps to transform the world. 

In 1983 Christopher Newell learnt to hate KFC and its refresher towels as he packaged them in a sheltered workshop.  He dared to think of himself doing a little bit more.  In 1994 Christopher Newell dared to dream of studying and becoming a graduate when the University of Tasmania told him it was not possible.  In the 1980s and 1990s I pursued a undergraduate and postgraduate education when not only did a variety of people tell me what was not possible, that I also told myself that people like me don’t do Bachelor’s degrees, people like me don’t do Master’s degrees and yes people like me never get doctorates.  I had a lot to learn.  Some educators and administrators had a lot to learn. In 2006 Christopher Newell dreams of being a professor at an institution where I am embraced as part of diversity and where universal design is an everyday reality.

Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to our imagining and shaping of the year 2020.  Let us shape it today so that tomorrow the rhetoric will become a reality and people with a diverse range of disability can truly be all that they can be. Truly what we do today can and will make a difference.
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