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Abstract

This paper reports on the work undertaken at the University of New South Wales during the course of 2006 to galvanise a university-wide response to the Disability Standards for Education under the Federal Disability Discrimination Act. It provides an analysis of the challenges in undertaking a comprehensive response to the standards which integrates the variety of systems, structures and processes across the University environment. It identifies key challenges within the process and recommends principles which can assist in the creation and support of enabling approaches and practices to ensure that students with disabilities can participate in all aspects of university life. 

About UNSW

The University of New South Wales (UNSW) is located on a 38 hectare main site in Kensington, an eastern suburb of Sydney, with additional campuses housing the College of Fine Art (COFA) in Paddington and the Australian Defence Force Academy (ADFA) in Canberra. The University is comprised of nine faculties encompassing 75 schools, 69 Centres and 6 Institutes housed in 85 permanent buildings. As well as being one of Australia's leading international research universities UNSW offers 200 undergraduate and 500 postgraduate programs. In 2004 the University had a staff of 6,518 and 40,007 enrolments. In 2006, 1002 students identified on enrolment as having a disability, while 1303 registered with the Equity and Diversity Unit. 

Legislative Context of Disability Discrimination and Standards in Higher Education

(1) Legislation

The University is subject to the provisions of the NSW Anti-Discrimination Act 1977 and The Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) which ensure its operations in the provision of goods, services or facilities do not disadvantage people with a disability. The DDA makes it unlawful for an educational authority to discriminate either directly or indirectly against a person on the grounds of a disability that she or he has now, once had, may have in the future or is assumed to have. It also makes it unlawful to discriminate against a person on the basis that one of his or her associates (partner, friend, carer, family member or work colleague) has a disability. Direct discrimination is where a person is treated less favourably because of a disability and indirect discrimination occurs when a rule or condition that applies to everyone, particularly people with a disability is unreasonable. The legislation uses a broad definition of disability which includes physical, sensory, intellectual, psychiatric and neurological disability as well as physical disfigurement and the presence in the body of organisms capable of causing disease or illness such as HIV.

(2) Disability Standards for Education

In 2005 the Disability Standards for Education were formulated to clarify and elaborate the obligations of education and training service providers under the DDA and the rights of people with a disability in relation to education and training. The Standards set out how education and training are to be made accessible to students with a disability across the areas of enrolment; participation; curriculum development, accreditation and delivery; student support services; and elimination of harassment and victimisation. In addition the Australian Vice-Chancellor’s Committee (AVCC) has produced Guidelines for Students With A Disability (2006) which address the responsibilities incumbent on Australian Universities to ensure such requirements as those outlined in the Standards and across other State and Commonwealth Equal Opportunity and Anti-Discrimination legislation are met. The Disability Standards for Education and the AVCC framework has been utilised in the development of the UNSW Disability Action Plan.

UNSW’s Response to Meeting the Standards

(1) Disability Standards for Education Working Party

A Disability Standards for Education Working Party was established under the auspices of the Academic Board. The Working Party’s purpose was to guide the development of a UNSW Disability Action Plan (DAP). The DAP provides the framework for the implementation at UNSW of the Disability Standards for Education and the AVCC Guidelines relating to Students with a Disability.

The roles of the Working Group were to 

· provide guidance on the implications of the Disability Education Standards/AVCC Guidelines for design and delivery of UNSW’s academic programs and student support services

· assist in identifying key stakeholders/areas who could contribute to the implementation of the plan 

· oversee the development of a Draft Disability Action Plan

· identify future resources necessary for the effective implementation of the Plan

· provide a report and Draft plan for discussion at the Academic Board and for approval and resource allocation by the UNSW Executive. 

The membership of the working group included

· members of key committees of Academic Board  (nominated by President of Academic Board) and 

· representatives of the following areas of University operations 

· Learning & Teaching Unit  

· Disability Contact Officers  

· EDTeC

· Information and Communication Technology 

· Student Administration 

· UNSW Library 

· Facilities

· Graduate Research School 

· The Learning Centre (provides mainstream learning support services)

· Representative of COFA campus

· Director and Equity Officer (Disability) from the Equity & Diversity Unit

(2) Disability Education Standards Compliance Assessment Exercise
One of the major tasks of the Working Group was to undertake a review of UNSW’s existing provisions for students with disabilities and to assess the University’s compliance with the Standards and other legislative obligations.  The Working Party, through the Equity and Diversity Unit and an appointed Project Officer conducted an audit of current practices.  This was undertaken during June, July and August of 2006 to obtain a snapshot of current issues relating to the university’s compliance. It utilised the Creating Accessible Teaching and Support (CATS) web-based information source and self-assessment tool (http://www.adcet.edu.au/cats) to gather information from a sample of areas across the University. The CATS format reflects the framework of the Australian Vice-Chancellor’s Committee (AVCC) Guidelines relating to Students with a Disability. The self-assessment tool utilises a framework for good practice to assist universities to review their performance against benchmarked activities recognised under the DDA and the Disability Standards for Education. It covers university functions across three areas: Policy and Administration, Learning and Teaching and Campus Life and Services, canvassing a variety of areas of operation, their aims and their benchmark functions. Where possible or warranted items for future action were identified. 

(3) Report on the Compliance Assessment Exercise 

The initial inputs of the self-assessment exercise were compiled and circulated to all working party members and to a reference group of 36 students in a draft report. The findings of the assessment were then integrated with the comments from students and other interested parties, including members of the working party to ensure that it contained a fair and representative picture of current practices and issues. The report is not intended as an exhaustive assessment of all functions of the University against the Standards, rather is a snapshot, a general impression of the University’s current performance in complying with the Standards. It recognizes areas of good practice across the University and identifies some key issues and areas requiring further action. 

(4) Draft Disability Action Plan
The contents of the Report address the Disability Standard for Education. It has formed part of the resources used to develop a targeted University Disability Action Plan thus creating a direct conduit between current operations across the University and the University’s responsibility under the DDA. It represents a strategy for action across all areas to ensure the University meets into obligations to provide accessible educational services to all students and to clarify the rights and responsibilities of students with disabilities. 

Enabling Principles 

Initiative and Planning

The Equity and Diversity Unit of UNSW has taken overarching responsibility for initiating and planning the project. Importantly it has overseen the strategic issues in relation to implementation and uptake across the University. The appointment of a dedicated Project Officer to develop, drive and execute the phases of the project has meant clear lines of responsibility and accountability.

Overarching Framework 

Develop and agree on an overarching framework for the process as early as possible. This will mean that all activities conducted, information gathered and documentation produced forms part of an integrated process which has a common goal. The Framework adopted by UNSW utilised the Disability Standards for Education, The AVCC guidelines and the CATS online resource, all of which contain slight variations in structure and content. 

Integration with other University Planning, Policy, Procedures and Operations 

The framework must also be integrated with the suite of relevant University planning, policies, procedures and operation including for eg. the University Strategic Plan; Policy on Students with Disabilities, current or recent Services or Operational reviews eg. IT Review, Timetabling review; Learning and Teaching Plans; Codes of Practice; Policies such as Reasonable Adjustment; Guidelines eg. Guidelines for Accessible Online Courses, Disability Guidelines For Academic Staff Preparing Courses etc. Undertaking the mapping of Disability Standard items onto a range of University policy documents at the outset of the process can set the context and outline the scope of the exercise for those who will participate in the process.
Representative Working Party Membership

It is important to ensure that the leadership group overseeing the process is broadly representative of the variety of operations and issues included in the assessment process itself. The choice of the vehicle of the Academic Board in this case was made as a conscious attempt to establish leverage with the academic community. Past experience suggested that if the process was integrated into academics own channels rather than imposed as a top-down exercise it would have a higher chance of succeeding. An action research rationale was applied here in the sense that the very act of having people research and assess their own practice could create the impetus for change for some people at least. In addition this cross-University approach also ensured that the process was actually consulting with academic, professional and general staff who have direct responsibility for the delivery of education and associated services in the areas affected.  It also meant that working party members were able to mobilise and oversee the participation of other personnel from their relevant areas in providing specific details as required in the assessment process. In addition working party members were sufficiently senior in their areas that they were able to take an overview position to ensure the information collected and the outcomes recommended were relevant and a true reflection of operations. In addition Members were also aware of the importance of identifying ways to meet our university-wide obligations in an effective but cost efficient manner and that is supportive of the wide range of students and staff involved. This enabled the resulting Draft Disability Action Plan to identify the priorities for action based on identified student and staff need and an assessment of the benefits and costs associated, including an assessment of any risks arising from legislative challenge under the DDA.

Communication with Senior Management

It is important to alert senior management within the University as soon as possible that the process is being undertaken and outline the possible short to medium term outcomes and consequences for their own areas of responsibility. This is particularly relevant in ensuring that senior managers are alert to the possible implications for current University reviews, the parallel responsibilities of University related entities and any changes to facilities and services which might be identified as a matter of priority for urgent or necessary compliance measures. Particular attention should be given to issues of the timing of the University budget cycle and allowing time for the development of budget bids which will at least enable urgent or easily implementable actions to be undertaken in the short term while longer term plans and activities can be costed.

Challenges in the Process

Logistics and Coordination 

Undertaking a large-scale process of detailed data collection across the range of university operations requires a high degree of coordination and well thought through structures and logistics.  Use of the CATS online self-assessment tool offered an extremely comprehensive and well integrated set of resources to assist those providing information to investigate and assess functions and systems across the university.  Many users reported that their awareness of the nature of inclusive practice was enhanced by the self-assessment exercise and that they gained a greater understanding of how disability had implications for their own work by engaging in the process. Most users made good use of the extra information and resources available on the website to conceptualise their assessments of their own practice and the majority felt that the information they captured was comprehensive, realistic and related to their real world experience.

Our approach to capturing data by having multiple users input into the online system was a novel use of the CATS self-assessment resource, which was designed as a single user format. This lead to several unforseen difficulties in the actual logistics of entering, collecting and containing inputs which lead to some frustration on the part of UNSW users and required a deal of flexible problem solving, support and response from the web-site hosts. With better preplanning on our part these issues could have been foreseen and ironed out in advance.  As it was several users, while acknowledging that the tool was not formulated for an exercise such as ours, expressed the belief that the multi-user exercise with the ability to see others input assisted them in recognising and rectifying gaps in their own data. Others reported that it was very valuable to see the snapshot of UNSW and learn of the endeavours of others across the campus. The glitches in our experience will hopefully make a contribution to enhancing the useability of the very valuable CATS resource for others.

Appropriately Involving Students with a Disability

The tension between having meaningful and comprehensive input from Students with a disability and having them unnecessarily bogged down in examining the micro level practices of the array of university systems and operations was acknowledged at the outset of the process. A decision was taken by the Working Party that students would be most valuably engaged once the majority of the data was collected and integrated into a holistic format.  Lunch time information sessions were stage to introduce students to the process and to invite them to give first their overall comments and to discuss the most effective ways for them to have detailed input. These groups decided that people would like to have the opportunity to comment on the first draft of the report.  Copies were made available in alternative formats as needed and a variety of feedback methods including written, over the phone and face to face meetings were offered.  A total of 38 students engaged with the process and detailed written and oral feedback was received from 20 students. This information was collated and used to verify and enhance the content of the final report on compliance.

Overarching Conceptualisations of Disability

The general approach to and conceptualisation of the nature and experience of disability has a significant impact on the way that the process of assessing compliance with education standards is responded to and conducted across the university. All individuals involved come to the process with experiences, assumptions and values about disability and impairment. Conceptualising disability as an individualised impairment that is the responsibility of the person to ameliorate means that individual students are under pressure to ensure their needs are met through special provision and that these needs must be constantly demonstrated/proven/argued for in each individual circumstances and across different areas of the University. From a different perspective there is a recognition that the statistically evident inequalities of access to, participation in and outcomes of higher education for people with disabilities is not due to differences in abilities or potential amongst group members. Rather it is due to other factors located in the wider society and perhaps within the educational system itself, and not to the characteristics of the groups experiencing and being disadvantaged by them. 

Services, accounting and resource allocation based only on impairment or medical diagnosis fails to acknowledge the structural barriers within the university and the academy to students with disabilities, who are likely to experience discrimination across a range of social dimensions. Recognition of these forces gives meaning to the need for measures of awareness and accommodation across the whole university community, beyond the simple consideration of impairment related needs in individual circumstances. If the fundamental conceptualisation of disability remains couched in medical/individual terms rather than structural and cultural terms then the University response will always be piecemeal and therefore less than fully inclusive.

Tensions in the Current University Context 

As the higher education sector becomes increasingly competitive, market-driven and cost-driven the pressures on students with disabilities individually and structurally increase. At the same time legislative requirements such as the DDA Standards for Education are increasingly demanding inclusive provision. This places the University in an ambiguous situation – where addressing inequalities of access, participation and outcomes are driven as a mater of public policy requiring intervention but that must also be in balance or in deference to the market driven environment of higher education. Restructuring driven by financial imperatives is unlikely to favour increasing or even adequate provision for such students. Lack of financial resources however need not undermine adequate provision because lack of access is as often about a limited understanding of the needs of students with disabilities or the lack of effective systems within Faculties or Schools for dealing with those needs. Improving the effectiveness of departmental systems and changing the individual practices of academic and support/admin staff need not be costly. Important also in this context is to take into account the cost to students, staff and the university if the needs of all stakeholders are not met.

Translating Research and Development into Action

Given the changing environment within UNSW one of the critical challenges lies in translating the outcomes of the research and development phase of the University’s response into action across the range of management, policy, administrative and academic operations. Gaining leverage in such changing environments call for strategic thinking and action to ensure sufficient support at the highest level. Strategies that could be considered include making connections between those in the Executive Team whose support is required for implementing actions with students who can exemplify the importance of a DAP in enhancing the student experience; communicating effectively with the various stakeholder groups through the University committee structure; using rewards such as the funding of short term small scale initiatives that result in practical outcomes which expand the basis of support for the overall project and create momentum for change and using external publicity to create internal expectations without creating counterproductive pressure or expectation. 

Conclusions 

Rising to the challenge of meeting the Disability Standards for Education has thrown up both challenges and opportunities for those committed to disability equity at UNSW. The DDA recognises the social construction of disability by mandating that the University put in place mechanisms and policies that mitigate against barriers to access, participation and achievement of outcomes for students with disabilities. The implementation of the Standards requires an approach which sees students as having the right to fulfil their potential with the appropriate support of the institution, whether that be at a structural or individual level. University responses must combine measures which deal with structural discrimination and the development within its systems and staff the capacity, competencies and skills in practice to provide support to students. 

The university plays an important role in enabling people with disabilities to move into and be represented across the social and professional sphere so that a more inclusive society results. In this way the university also has a role in the creation of identities, opportunities and social status of people with disabilities. Part of this understanding is the idea that students with a disability are not always part of a homogenous group. It is important to acknowledge this tension and look for a balance between students with disability’s ability to self-manage and staff roles and responsibilities. It is therefore important to create a culture and expectation of inclusion which entails both rights and responsibilities on all sides. The starting point must be the University’s commitment to meeting the needs of all its students by ensuring its values, structures and practices are as inclusive as possible. The individual needs of specific students can then be recognised within this inclusive approach and specific individualised supports can be mobilised to meet them. While the University cannot address all the broader issues that impact on the lives of students with disabilities its practice should be situated in an awareness of the broader context so that it both avoids adding to the oppressive and marginalizing practice and contributes to broader goals of social inclusion.
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