DISABILITY AND HIGHER EDUCATION: THE AUSTRALIAN EXPERIENCE

1.0
INTRODUCTION

1.1
In November 2000 Mike Adams (Principal Co-ordinator of the HEFCE-funded National Disability Team) and Paul Brown (SHEFC National Co-ordinator for Students with Disabilities) undertook a study visit to Australia.  The outcomes of this report will primarily focus on issues of concern for the HEFCE.  The aim of the visit was to:

· Explore the impact of disability discrimination legislation on Australian higher education policy and practice, recognising the similarities to current UK legislative proposals. 

· Examine the strategic role of the Commonwealth Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) in the implementation of the legislation. 

· Review the implications, for both DETYA and HEIs, of the introduction of disability discrimination legislation in 1993.

· Make recommendations to HEFCE.

1.2
The visit programme included:

· Several meetings with representatives of DETYA who have national responsibility for the implementation of disability policy in HE.  (See annex 1).

· A meeting with Professor Barrie O’Connor, Director of the Institute of Disability Studies at Deakin University, who led the project team responsible for developing a code of practice for students with disabilities in Australian tertiary institutions.

· Visits to three HEIs in the state of Victoria and one HEI in Canberra. 

· Participation in a meeting of Victoria State’s Higher Education Disability Network (VICHEDN). 

· Attendance and presentation of a paper at Pathways V, the international disability and higher education conference.¹

2.0
PURPOSE OF PAPER 

2.1
This paper will attempt to provide:

· A brief overview of Australian higher education in relation to disability.

· A discussion on the impact of Australian government disability discrimination legislation and policy on HEIs.

· A range of issues for the HEFCE to consider resulting from the Australian experience.

3.0 
BACKGROUND

3.1 
Prior to the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) in 1993, Australian government education policy had focussed on the rapid expansion of higher education including the recruitment of students from ‘under-represented groups’.  The Government’s policy document ‘A fair chance for all’ (DETYA, 1990) established the broad objective of ensuring that Australians from all sections of society, including those with a disability, had the opportunity to participate successfully in higher education.  The particular issues associated with disabled students at this time included:

· Recognition that the number of applications for higher education by disabled students was increasing significantly.

· Recognition that the support needs of disabled students were increasingly diverse and required formal co-ordination.

· Recognition that developments in technology had led to improved access for a range of disabled students who would have previously found participation in higher education much more problematic.

· Recognition that the financial cost of supporting disabled students was increasing at a time of real cuts in government expenditure to HEIs.

3.2
Part of the final evaluation of the previous HEFCE-funded programme to widen provision for disabled students 1996-9 (HEFCE, 2000) incorporated a review of the Australian higher education system in relation to disability (See Annex 2).  The following section therefore should be read in conjunction with the report findings to avoid duplication.

4.0 AN OVERVIEW OF AUSTRALIAN HIGHER EDUCATION AND 

DISABILITY

4.1 
This section will provide a brief overview of the major developments affecting both disability policy and practice in Australian higher education since 1993.  The following headings have been used to structure this section: DDA legislation, Funding mechanisms, DETYA policy and Institution organisational infrastructure.  Each heading will be contextualised within current HEFCE policy and practice.

4.2
DDA Legislation 

4.2.1
The Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act (1992), which became statute in 1993, provides protection to disabled people by making it unlawful to discriminate against a person on the grounds of their disability.  Within higher education it places an obligation on institutions to provide services and facilities in such a way as to ensure that students with disabilities can participate without discrimination. The spirit of the Australian DDA, as it relates to higher education, is similar to that currently proposed by the UK government.  Emphasis is placed on ensuring reasonable adjustments have been made with the onus on the student to prove that they have been discriminated against on the grounds of their disability. 

4.2.2
In 1996 the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee produced ‘Guidelines relating to Students with Disabilities’ (AVCC, 1996).  These guidelines cover a broad range of activities from admissions policy through to academic support and staff development outlining what constitutes good practice.  The aim was to assist institutions to fulfil their responsibilities to students with disabilities through strategies and arrangements appropriate to their local circumstances, although the guidelines themselves are expressed in terms of general principles with little support on implementation.

4.2.3
In addition DETYA commissioned a code of practice for Australian tertiary institutions (O’Connor, B, 1998).  The code further develops the AVCC principles and provides detailed guidance for institutions in planning and delivering services through operating guidelines, which outline options and methods of implementation.  Moreover, the code complements this guidance by identifying documents, reports and protocols from institutions that characterise good practice.  The Base level provision report (HEFCE/HEFCW 1999) is similar to both the AVCC guidelines and Australian code of practice insofar as its recommendations are in the form of guidance and not binding on institutions.  However it is not as prescriptive as the code of practice or as broad in addressing institutional activities and therefore doesn’t, as an example, include transition issues into higher education or careers guidance.

4.2.4
The Australian government is currently in the process of implementing Disability Standards for Education, which will be issued under the DDA (1993). Standards set out the rights of students (and prospective students) with disabilities and the legal obligations of education providers covering a number of areas relevant to education and training: enrolment, participation, curriculum development, accreditation and delivery, student support services and elimination of harassment and victimisation.  The Standards are extremely detailed and aim to assist education providers by illustrating the kinds of compliant actions, or measures, that will enable institutions to meet their legal obligations.

4.2.5
Disability Standards will take immediate effect following approval by the Commonwealth Parliament, which is expected at the end of 2001. They will effectively replace the operation of relevant provisions of the DDA, in relation to the aspects of education and training they cover.  It will become unlawful to contravene a Disability Standard, and failure to comply will provide the basis for a complaint alleging either a breach of the standard or a breach of a relevant general provision of the DDA.  However, compliance with a Disability Standard will also act as a defence in a complaint alleging discrimination.  The Australian Disability Standards are different from the Codes of Practice, which will accompany the SEN and Disability  Act, as they are primarily for guidance purposes (although it can be cited in cases of alleged discrimination); whereas the Australian Disability Standards actually form part of the law. 

4.3
Disability and the funding structure of Australian higher education

4.3.1
DETYA is responsible for the distribution of government funding to Australian higher education institutions.  Annex 3 is a graphical illustration of the funding structures that relate directly and indirectly to disabled students.  The majority of government funds are provided to institutions in the form of a mainstream grant.  From this funding, institutions are expected to allocate an amount to provide support services to meet the needs of disabled students. Furthermore each institution currently receives Higher Education Equity Programme (HEEP) funding which is used to achieve targets set within annual Equity Plans (See. 4.4.1).

4.3.2 
Since 1991 DETYA has provided special initiative funding through Co-operative Projects for Higher Education Students with Disabilities (CPHESD) and since 1998 through the Disability Initiative Programme (DIP).  The original purpose of CPHESD funding was to encourage cross-institutional collaboration in the development of expertise and resources.  Practice varied between states but invariably involved only a few institutions.  DIP funding was awarded to institutions on a competitive tendering basis and has also been used to fund Regional Disability Liaison officers posts in each state.  For further details of these initiatives see Annex 2.

4.3.3
A review of the funding methodology for disability provision is currently being undertaken.  The University of New South Wales is  investigating the costs associated with supporting disabled students in higher education and will report autumn 2001.  A brief overview of the proposed options is described in 5.6.1.

4.3.4 
At present Australia has no equivalent of Disabled Students Allowance (DSA). Instead, institutions are expected to provide the support services required for individual students.  This level of funding is determined by each institution however, due to rising costs of supporting an increasing number of students, it has now become common practice for institutions to utilise part of their allocated HEEP funding to resource this core activity. 

4.4
DETYA policy and disability
4.4.1
Recent policy initiatives have focussed on pump-priming activities through both institutional projects (HEEP funding) and collaborative projects (DIP funding).  In terms of HEEP funding, each institution must produce an annual Equity Plan which outlines activities and targets for six identified groups (people from Aboriginal/Indigenous communities, people from non-English speaking backgrounds, people from rural and isolated backgrounds, people from low socio-economic status backgrounds, women in non-traditional courses and people with a disability).  The aim of this HEEP programme is to undertake co-operative cross-institutional activities to enhance the recruitment and retention of students within these groups.  Innovative activity is encouraged and each institution must produce an annual Equity report for DETYA, which includes details of how funding has been spent.

4.4.2 
The DIP funding was initially allocated on a state basis, with institutions strongly encouraged to put forward collaborative projects.  Such projects resulted in the development of a broad range of materials such as: staff development materials on inclusive teaching and learning, an internet outreach resource and a programme for year 10 and 11 disabled school students.  Although many of these materials have now been lost to the sector, the recently established National Clearinghouse on Education and Training (NCET) has a remit to identify and promote these previously produced resources (for a detailed description of NCET see 5.7).

4.4.3 
Each state has an appointed Regional Disability Liaison Officer.  They have a wide-ranging remit, which includes: involvement in state DIP projects, providing information and advice to schools and individual disabled students, transition work particularly with Further Education (TAFE) institutions.  Additionally, they are expected to provide advice and guidance to all higher education institutions.  Although the balance of their work is contingent upon state priorities, annual operating plans are organised and monitored by DETYA. 

4.4.4 
At present there is very little strategic co-ordination of disability issues at a national level.  Within DETYA it is recognised that issues of disability are very much addressed in isolation and that there is little mainstreaming of ideas into other policy areas.  Responsibility for disability lies within the analysis and equity department and no equivalent SLDDAG Committee has been established.  A decision in November 2000 to cease DIP funding, and use the money to continue to fund RDLOs posts, will have a significant impact on future DETYA strategy in this area (see next section).

4.5
Institutional organisation of disability provision
4.5.1
In Australia the institutional organisation of support systems for disabled students is remarkably similar to current UK practice.  Detailed information was gathered from four universities as part of the visit, however, the following generalisations apply across most Australian HEIs:²

· Institutions have a named Disability Liaison Officer (DLO) who is predominantly located in student support/welfare departments.  Their job description is comparable with Disability Officers/Advisors in the UK.  

· The DLO is expected to co-ordinate individual students’ support needs.

· The DLO is expected to take a major role in liaising with departments to organise students’ academic needs.  In many institutions the DLO will effectively determine special assessment and examination arrangements.

· DLOs liaise closely with the unit responsible for Equity Plans to develop and support the implementation of annual targets relating to disabled students.

· Each institution is strongly encouraged (but not compelled) to produce a Disability Action Plan (DAP), a recommended tool under the DDA, which outlines an institution’s strategy to improve provision for disabled students, details specific targets and establishes timelines for completion. DAP’s are then lodged with the Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission (HREOC) and can be used to support an institution’s case if a complaint is made by a student under the DDA.  At present approximately 50% of HEIs have an up-to-date DAP which are available via the HREOC website (www.hreoc.gov.au).

· Most institutions’ Estates Strategy make explicit reference to disability issues and an increasing number of institutions’ IT strategies incorporate issues of accessibility.

· Most institutions employ a Compliance Officer who ensures legal requirements are met across a range of issues including disability.

4.5.2
This model of support closely mirrors the UK experience in terms of staffing, location of the service and an increasing reliance on the DLO to take a lead role in developing institutional policy concerned with issues of disability.  The major difference concerns the funding of students’ support requirements.  Within Australia it is clearly the individual institution which has responsibility for the organisation and funding of provision.  However, in England DSAs mean that significant funding follows the student with a primary role for the Disability Advisor in arranging those services purchased.  Therefore the level of disability funding in an institution is partly contingent upon the number of disabled students (in receipt of DSA), rather than wholly through block grant funding as is the case in Australia.

5.0
IMPLICATIONS OF POLICY AND PRACTICE 

5.1 Recent evaluations (Kable, S. 1999, DETYA 1999) have strongly indicated an increased awareness of disability issues across Australian higher education with most institutions having now formalised their disability services.  However, after eight years of legislation the situation is still very much about the interpretation of the DDA, as there is little case law.  The establishment of HREOC as a conciliation service was meant to act as an arbitration council and encourage individual students to raise cases of discrimination.  However, as HREOC has no power in law to carry out judgements it is generally perceived as powerless.  Furthermore, only if cases of discrimination reach the federal court system will the outcomes be made public.  With the onus on the individual complainant to pursue cases of discrimination, very few cases actually reach the federal court.  Where cases have reached this stage they have been extremely high profile but have not always led to a permanent change in practice.  For example, one Australian HEI was taken to court because their graduation ceremony was held in an inaccessible location.  That particular year the ceremony was moved but subsequently reverted back to the usual venue.  The strong suggestion is that it was more cost effective to take the ‘risk’ of being taken to court by an individual student, rather than amend institutional practice.  The UK needs to be mindful that punitive legislation will not necessarily result in systemic change.

5.2 Although the aims and spirit of the legislation were clear there was a distinct lack of clarity or detail on what was required by institutions to achieve compliance within the Act.  It took over three years before DETYA commissioned the Code of Practice for students with disabilities in Australian tertiary education in order to provide institutions with additional guidance; although undoubtedly comprehensive it has not had the same impact as the Base level provision guidelines, within the UK, in establishing benchmarks for disability provision.  There is some irony in the fact that DETYA representatives were unaware of the code’s existence, although the UK QAA sub-group used it extensively in drafting their Code of Practice: Students with Disabilities (QAA 1999).

5.3
The UK government’s current proposal to introduce Codes of Practice prior to the implementation of legislation will provide institutions with additional guidance interpreting the law.  This should enable institutions to be better informed in developing policy and practice in attempting to ensure compliance.  However, it will be interesting to see the level of guidance provided, as other Codes of Practice (for services, transport, etc.) have not been particularly detailed.  Similar criticisms have been raised in Australia although DETYA in trying to introduce Disability Standards have met with fierce resistance from the HE sector.  At one level, primarily institutional senior management, they have been criticised for being too prescriptive in outlining the practice to be adopted.  However, the overwhelming concern of disability practitioners is that Standards will be seen as setting a framework for the delivery of the DDA, which will, in effect, lead, to institutions identifying minimum levels of provision.  The perception is that institutions will utilise their limited resources to achieve those Standards (ensuring compliance) leaving little incentive to further develop services.  The Standards can be interpreted as being similar to the precepts established in the QAA code of practice: Students with disabilities (QAA 1999).

5.4
The draft Standards address the following areas:

· Enrolment

· Participation

· Curriculum development, accreditation and delivery

· Student support services

· Elimination of harassment and victimisation

5.4.1
Taking curriculum development as an example, the draft Standards outline the obligations of education providers and the measures that would enable curriculum and course development, delivery modes, accreditation and assessment requirements to be non-discriminatory with regard to students with disabilities.  The following guidance has been adapted from consultations on the Draft Disability Standards for Education (DETYA 2000) and is used as an illustration:

· course delivery modes and learning activities should take account of intended educational outcomes and the learning capacities and needs of students with disabilities.  These outcomes should be made explicit;

· course study materials are made available in appropriate formats and, where conversion of materials into alternative accessible formats is required, students are not disadvantaged by the time taken for conversion;

· teaching and delivery strategies are adjusted to meet the learning needs of students with disabilities and address any disadvantage in their learning resulting from their disabilities, including through the provision of additional support, such as bridging or enabling courses;

· activities conducted in non-classroom settings, such as field trips, industry site visits and work placements, or activities that are part of the broader educational programme, are designed to be inclusive of students with disabilities;

· courses or training packages are adjusted and/or negotiated  to enable the assessment requirements for accreditation or certification to be met; 

· assessment procedures and methodologies are adapted to enable students with disabilities to demonstrate the knowledge, skills or competencies being assessed.

5.4.2
It is currently anticipated that these Standards will become effective, and therefore unlawful to contravene, within the next 12 months. This will result in a review of how individual institutions meet academic provision and an increasing demand for alternative teaching and learning strategies to meet these needs.

5.5
Within individual institutions the Disability Action Plan (DAP) has been used as a “risk management” tool.  Originally developed to support the mainstreaming of disability activity across an institution it has proved to be an extremely effective tool in making explicit an institution’s commitment to disability issues and can be used against any potential claim of discrimination.  The Action Plan details current and future objectives and actions with timelines and assigned responsibility to assist an institution to comply with the DDA.   The implementation of targets within the Plan is linked to the HEEP funding received by institutions.  However the practice of viring funding to support core services has reduced its potency to pump prime innovation and initiatives within an institution. 

5.5.1 Disability Action Plans go beyond the current information requested in UK disability statements, which do not necessarily outline the institution’s activities and specific targets over a specific period of time.  The advantage of these Plans is in addition to providing user-friendly information on individual institutions; students can foresee future developments and therefore are enabled to make informed decisions regarding their choice of institution.  For example, one student disclosed that she wished to study biology at a particular institution and knew that physical access into those buildings was a problem, but was being addressed later that year.  She was able to make her decision secure in the knowledge that the changes would be made in time for the beginning of her studies.  At Deakin University the Action Plan has led to the appointment (and appropriate training) of a member of staff in each department with the required level of expertise on how disability issues affect their specific areas of activity.  For example, the Marketing Department includes statements on disability in all their publications and regularly makes these available in alternative formats without having to consult with the disabilities office.  The same applies in the IT Department and overall this has led to a cultural change in how the institution organises its provision, and promotes inclusion. 

5.6
Government funding of higher education (via DETYA) has had a major effect on Australia’s strategy concerning disability.  The legislation was introduced at a time of real cuts in funding within the HE sector generally.  However, in primary and secondary education sectors this was matched by a significant increase in government funding alongside pro-active policies for the inclusion of disabled students into mainstream schools.  This is an important determinant in the increased expectations of disabled people seeing higher education as a realistic pathway.  Increasingly disability services within HEIs are now running financial deficits as they try to support growing numbers of students with diverse learning needs.  The consequence of this being Equity Plan funding utilised to support growth at the expense of innovative project development.  Of greater concern is the unwritten practice of institutions trying to recruit ‘low cost’ disabled students at the expense of those with perceived high support needs such as 24 hour personal care, sign language interpreter support, etc.

5.6.1
The methodology of funding disabled students, in Australia, is currently under review.  As far back as 1993 the Andrews report (DETYA, 1993) considered the cost implications for institutions and established an average figure of $1693 (£700 approx.) per year to support a disabled student.  Current thinking is moving towards a similar model to the UK where institutions are expected to fund a level of support through their block grant, for example, the staffing and maintenance of the disability service, with individuals then funding their own support through external allowances (equivalent to the DSA).  Other possible models include institutions receiving $15 per FTE student (£6.25 approx.) and centrally claiming costs for students whose individual support needs are over $4000 (£1,660 approx.) per year.  This would assist in encouraging institutions to recruit students with perceived high-level support needs.

5.7
Moreover in addition to core funding the Australian government’s strategy was to provide pump-priming money on an annual basis to meet set targets relating to the six identified ‘equity’ groups.  The monitoring of these annual Plans is undertaken by DETYA.   However, the spending of this HEEP funding is seen very much as a ‘rubber-stamping’ process which has enabled the viring of funding to support core services.  The extent to which this money has been successful in the recruitment and retention of students is very much linked to the institutional support received from senior management and the extent to which disability issues have been ‘mainstreamed’ into wider institutional practice.  Institutional Equity Plans are similar to widening participation strategies and DIP funding is similar to HEFCE special funding programmes, although since 1995 it has been distributed annually on a competitive tendering basis.  There are, however, some notable differences:

· The DIP funding primarily rewarded those institutions already demonstrating a track record in delivering services to disabled students.  The programme has not addressed the issue of those ‘struggling’ or ‘resistant’ institutions to develop provision.  It is strongly argued that the implementation of Disability Standards will coerce such institutions into improving services, yet without additional pump-priming funding it is difficult to see how it can be done.

· Limited monitoring and evaluation of these projects has been undertaken to inform future annual funding rounds and therefore much duplication of ideas/resources has taken place.

· Many of the funded resources have subsequently been lost to the sector as there was no central mechanism to collect and disseminate them.  As part of its broader remit the National Clearinghouse on Education and Training (www.tedca/org/ncet) will, through its website, disseminate those resources, which can be identified.  This will complement their role as a centralised information exchange service to gather, evaluate and store material to assist disabled people gain access to and successfully participate in higher education.  Although only launched in September 2000, NCET has proved an excellent dissemination tool supporting not only students but also academics, government departments and others involved in educational issues and disability.  NCET is supported by DIP funding and its recent withdrawal has left the sustainability of this service with a fragile and uncertain future.

· There has been no national co-ordination of these initiatives to support institutions in the delivery and wider dissemination of project outcomes.  Many projects have failed and others have simply disappeared or benefits accrue to only those institutions involved in the project.  The introduction of Regional Disability Liaison Officers in each state was meant to promote the wider dissemination of these resources.  However, the broad remit of the role has led to only limited success.  Where support has been provided this has been good, valued and effective, however, generally work with institutions has been contingent on the good will of individual staff. 

5.7.1
As mentioned previously while in Australia DETYA confirmed they were to cease DIP funding and utilise the limited resources to ensure the continuation of the RDLO post.  Although there is general support for these posts (albeit with a more focused remit) there is grave concern by Disability Liaison Officers, and wider institutional staff, that this decision will severely restrict the ability of institutions to develop and sustain required innovation in policy and practice.  Combining the loss of  ‘special initiative’ funding with the introduction of Disability Standards has created the perception that minimum Standards will also become maximum ‘ceilings’.

5.8
Within DETYA decision-making on disability issues clearly sits in ‘isolation’ to broader policy developments with very little cross-reference to core services and wider initiatives.  This has made it increasingly difficult to penetrate areas such as teaching and learning at a strategic policy level.  This ‘separation’ also transcends to operational activity within individual institutions.  Although there is a genuine ethos of ‘widening participation’ the disability service is predominantly located in support services and heavily dependent on one or two individuals.  As such the service is built upon fragile foundations.  The DLO is responsible for co-ordinating all the necessary support for an individual student including organising personal care, note-taking and the provision of information into alternative formats.  This latter issue characterises the nature of the DLO’s relationship with academic staff.  The majority of case law has related to teaching and learning issues, either through direct discrimination regarding access to a course (or modules) or the inability to provide materials in alternative format in a timely manner which invariably has led to students having to defer their studies.  Academic staff increasingly seek guidance from DLOs in adapting the curriculum and determining ‘appropriate’ alterations to assessment and examinations, although DLOs do not generally have teaching or curriculum experience.  In some institutions such decisions are the sole responsibility of the DLO.

5.9
There are, however, pockets of good practice.  At one institution they have appointed academic liaison officers in each department who have responsibility for supporting the  DLO on curriculum issues and determining appropriate ‘accommodations’.  Furthermore, DLOs work with course designers so that the learning needs of students are considered from the outset and any unnecessary barriers affecting students’ learning are removed at an early stage.  This has involved academic staff having to make explicit from the outset the learning objectives and the range of tools (including C&IT) required for delivering and completing the course.  The result has been a significant reduction in modifications being required during assessment and examinations.  An evaluation of this work has clearly shown that the flexible approach taken has brought benefit to all students and not just those with a disability. 

5.10
Limited staff development activity is undertaken within individual institutions and this is usually provided by DLOs, which was a matter of concern for each institution visited.  Invariably these staff would be expected to provide briefings to a range of university staff, including senior management, without appropriate experience or training.  The one opportunity for formal development offered was through attendance at the bi-annual Pathways conference (part-funded by DETYA) which provided a forum for continuing professional development for DLOs.  The NCET website is now beginning to disseminate staff development/practice materials and there is also the on-line discussion list ‘ozmail’ (equivalent to Dis-forum), however this again is primarily directed towards disability practitioners rather than academic staff.

5.11 
The situation described above is very similar to the situation in England. Skill’s Regional Networks are primarily aimed at providing support and continuing professional development for Disability Co-ordinators/Advisors.  Like in Australia there is currently insufficient staff development opportunities for non-disability specialist institutional staff.  DLOs, however, are relatively well supported, in terms of peer support, through both state networks and the Tertiary Education Disability Council of Australia (TEDCA).  TEDCA is made up of DLOs representing all states and territories.  As well as organising the Pathways conference TEDCA also lobbies DETYA, and other government departments, and as such is viewed as the representative body of practitioners. 

6.0
LEARNING LESSONS FROM THE AUSTRALIAN EXPERIENCE

6.1
In Australia prior to the introduction of disability legislation disability issues were considered marginal elements in both government policy and institutional practice.  The implementation of legislation has led institutions to review their approaches to addressing issues of disability.  From the study visit there are clearly a range of issues that emerge from the Australian experience which will be of direct value to the UK.  There are clearly similarities between the two systems, however, in drawing out such lessons, there are significant differences that must also be recognised.

6.2 
Within DETYA there was no coherent disability policy in place at the time of the implementation of legislation.  Each institution was given pump-priming funding to meet targets set within their Equity Plans but this was used mainly to formalise existing services.  Provision for disabled students varied considerably between institutions and was very much dependent upon the commitment of individual staff to provide a service.  At this time DETYA did not have any staff dedicated to developing policy on disability matters.  There was no cross-referencing of disability issues into other policy areas and therefore no central advice and guidance given to institutions.

6.3 The experience in England is markedly different.  Since the early 1990s there have been four funding programmes to improve both the quality and quantity of disability provision in HE.  The HEFCE have recognised the value added by national co-ordination both in providing projects with educational development and in acting as a channel for dissemination.  As previously noted, the DIP funding in Australia was not co-ordinated and many of the resources developed have been lost to the sector. 

6.4 
The HEFCE have increasingly considered disability in other areas of policy which has led to a wider understanding of issues, matched by key sector organisations such as the QAA also incorporating the needs of disabled students within their core activities.  Given the above it is evident that the HEFCE has a much greater understanding of disability issues and robust structures in place to support the implementation of legislation within higher education than was the case in Australia.  This is seen as critical if institutions are to effect real change and eliminate discrimination on the grounds of disability.

6.5 
As described previously it was important that a Code of Practice should have been produced to coincide with the introduction of the Australian legislation, instead of three years later.  Both policy makers and practitioners were extremely unsure of what constituted compliance with the DDA and needed further guidance.  The Disability Standards in Australia do provide much greater clarity for institutions and define the level of service required across the wide range of institutional activity.  It should be remembered that these Standards will be issued under the DDA and therefore will become law.  The Standards are clearly more prescriptive than either the proposed Codes of Practice in the UK (based on the content of the other Codes) or the Base Level Provision recommendations.  

6.6 
In Australia no additional funding was introduced during the implementation legislation.  Unlike current proposals in England there was no capital funding given to institutions, which were expected to improve access within existing resources.  This led to only minor alterations being made in response to identified needs from existing or potential students.  Within Estates strategy, developments were couched in terms of ‘reaction policy’ rather than longer term planning for ensuring access.  In England, project capital funding will encourage institutions to undertake an access audit and develop a longer-term action plan for sustainable improvements.

6.7 
In Australia it is strongly argued by disability practitioners that the current funding methodology encourages minimum levels of provision to become the ceiling.  With HEEP funding being used increasingly to subsidise mainstream disability services, the DIP programme was the main mechanism for institutions to develop new and innovative ideas in different areas of institutional activity.  The DLOs saw pump-priming funding as the only way to ensure that disability activity continued to be mainstreamed across an institution.  Without this funding activity is expected to concentrate around the disabilities office.  Unless changes in the Australian funding methodology are made which result in financial assistance being made available to those institutions actively engaged in the recruitment and retention of disabled students, there will be an increasing reluctance for institutions to widen participation, especially to those with high level support costs.

6.8 The Australian experience would indicate a need for a combination of mainstream and pump-priming funding.  The premium funding introduced by the HEFCE recognises the additional costs associated with supporting disabled students, but is explicit in being a proxy measure and is not intended to reflect actual costs. 

6.9 
Within England, initiative funding has proved an effective tool for facilitating change, providing a catalyst for the development and formalisation of disability services in many institutions.  Pump-priming funding is also an effective way for HEFCE to address identified gaps in knowledge and/or provision and introduce programmes that will directly target these areas.  Previous evaluations of national co-ordination teams (see HEFCE circulars 98/68 and 00/46) have highlighted its importance as a powerful and effective way of influencing and discharging national policy and fostering innovation across the sector.  

6.10
An explicit criterion of any future funding programmes should be the mainstreaming of disability issues into core institutional activities.  In Australia, Equity Plans are similar to widening participation strategies and although disability is one of six identified groups the widely held, and erroneous, perception of institutions is that they are addressed separately.  Anecdotal evidence would suggest this is exactly the same position (in relation to widening participation strategies) held in England.  Although this has provided benefits insofar as there is a transparent and dedicated funding stream for disability issues, the downside is that disability is seen outside the overall widening participation agenda.  Although the HEFCE should continue to encourage institutions to provide user-friendly information to current and potential students, adapting Australia’s Disability Action Plans (DAPs) is a way of further strengthening these links.  They are currently used primarily as a risk management tool to defend institutions against potential litigation.  However, in a positive way they are being used to facilitate the setting of targets to improve provision.  The criticism of DAPs is that they ‘sit’ in isolation within institutions and are predominantly concerned with operational targets.  Within England these plans could be much more strategically focussed and mapped against other institutional strategies, i.e. learning and teaching, widening participation strategies, etc., to provide greater coherence across core activities.  This strategy could then be linked to any additional funding.  Institutions would use it as a risk management tool whilst establishing real targets linked to resources.  For the HEFCE it would support a policy of mainstreaming disability issues.

6.11
Without the combination of mainstream funding and pump priming initiatives there is a real danger that the continued developmental work required will not occur and services will be discharged to just meet compliance.  In Australia this approach has led to a wide disparity in disability provision both across and within the different states.  The introduction of RDLOs has helped the dissemination of good practice but their wide-ranging remit has meant their impact has been restricted.

6.12
The overwhelming need of Australian institutions during, and post, implementation of legislation was a central point of contact where they could seek advice and guidance in developing policy to ensure compliance.  The Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission was not appropriate as their expertise was not higher education specific.  Similarly, the Disability Rights Commission (DRC) in the UK lacks this HE specific knowledge.  Furthermore, support was then required in operationalising policy.  In most cases the Disability Liaison Officer took responsibility for its implementation and increasingly found it difficult to persuade senior management of its importance, urgency and the need to commit resources to this area.  This is an issue that the current RDLOs self-identified as a major role they can potentially play.

6.13
Becoming legislation compliant involved the active participation of a range of services across the institution.  Again, many DLOs were unable to achieve a joined-up approach within their institution and would have welcomed external support to help facilitate this and share best practice from other places.  This type of dissemination was seen as crucial if a change in practice was to be implemented across an institution.

6.14 Moreover, staff identified a role in communicating, and where necessary, interpreting DETYA policy to both individual HEIs and to the wider sector.  Those institutions that did not receive DIP funding had a very limited understanding of disability issues and required dedicated support in meeting requirements.  Australian legislation required all institutions to provide a ‘base level of service’ and therefore additional support to some institutions was needed.  Within England there are a significant number of institutions that have not received any special initiative funding and are, therefore, potentially in the same situation and will need a high level of support.

6.15
For those Australian institutions receiving DIP funding a level of educational development was required to maximise both outputs and outcomes and support in dissemination across the HE sector and beyond.  Already the RDLOs have used their role to identify current gaps in provision and inform DETYA funding.  Unfortunately the abolition of DIP funding will mean that these recommendations may not be acted upon.

6.16
The major identified ‘gap’ in provision, in Australia, is the quality of advice, guidance and support given to academic staff.  The overwhelming view of staff in institutions visited as part of the study was that the vast majority of legal cases taken against institutions are directly related to teaching and learning issues; through direct discrimination, in not allowing access to courses, the inability to make reasonable adjustments to teaching and learning practice and/or access to timely materials in alternative formats.  This perception is not surprising given the way in which disability provision has been centred around the notion of welfare support.  However, this area is also of concern within the UK and urgently needs to be addressed.  The following suggestions directly address teaching and learning and are indicative of priority areas for any future initiative funding that might be made available.

· In Australia there are pockets of best practice relating to issues of pedagogy and disability.  The work on flexible learning at Griffiths University (see 5.9) is one such example.  However, such developments have not been widely disseminated and where this has occurred the focus has been on disability audiences rather than the academic community.  The result has been that developments remain within the institution.  In the UK there is a need to identify existing good practices and ensure these are disseminated to mainstream academic audiences.  Key to this is HEFCE’s close working relationship with sector-wide organisations such as QAA, ILT, LTSN, etc.  These organisations need to explicitly address disability issues in both their strategic and operational planning and support their direct communities in achieving this.  The legislation will mean 0that academic staff will undoubtedly look to those organisations for guidance regarding support and provision for disabled students.  The HEFCE will need to work alongside these organisations, promoting practice from within institutions and providing expertise on disability issues where necessary.

· Related to the above is the need to map current good practice in relation to pedagogy and disability.  This will enable gaps in knowledge and understanding to be identified, and research commissioned into those particular areas which require further scholarly activity.

· A number of Australian institutions have begun to develop teaching and learning ‘resource kits’ to provide additional advice and guidance to academic staff.  These kits vary in content and utilise a range of different media including paper-based guides, web-based information, etc.  These ‘kits’ complement the support provided to academic staff through the NCET website.  Anecdotal evidence from academic staff at the institutions visited suggests this is an effective way of providing practical and on-going support.  The suggestion is that within England this model could be adapted and provide a national resource kit, which would complement existing resources/information already available to the sector.  The forthcoming guides by Cheltenham and Gloucester College of HE on learning support for disabled students undertaking fieldwork and related activities is one such example.  The concept is to provide a comprehensive repository of information directly related to pedagogy and disability.  The resources would be available through a central point of contact, most likely a website.  Examples of potential resources might include:

· a comprehensive guide, including in-depth case studies, on teaching strategies for students with different disabilities.

· a guide to the law and ensuring compliance.

· a guide for developing accessible courses.

· staff development materials for awareness raising.

· understanding models of disability.

· the NDT resource directory of outcomes and outputs from current/previous funding programmes.

· a tool for auditing institutions’ teaching and learning.

· a guide for examinations and assessment policy.

· a guide for ensuring quality (linked to QAA code of practice).

· an on-line help desk.

As previously stated some of these resources are already developed and others will need to be commissioned.

· The HEFCE are already mainstreaming issues of disability into other areas of policy and practice.  Within Australia this did not happen and has meant that disability is still very much addressed in isolation.  It is therefore suggested that disability becomes an explicit theme in all future HEFCE policies and funding programmes.

· A big disadvantage for Australian institutions was the inability to provide materials in alternative formats in a timely manner.  Many institutions relied on external organisations to provide braille copies or information spoken onto tape, etc.  This proved particularly difficult, especially at examination time.  If institutions in England are required to provide this service then difficulties will occur as most institutions are not set up to produce this information ‘in house’ and there is a paucity of agencies able to deliver this type of activity.  The UK Funding Councils already provide support through the National Centre for Tactile Diagrams (NCTD) and might need to consider funding similar services of national/regional importance.  Again a mapping exercise to audit current provision should be undertaken to identify the potential scale of the problem.

6.17
Underpinning all the above recommendations is the need for a co-ordinated approach to providing staff development.  This has been a major weakness in Australia and an issue raised by everyone met on the visit.  As part of the evaluation of the 1996-99 HEFCE/DENI disability special initiative (HEFCE 2000) a recommendation was made for the development of a national information and training strategy.  The experience of Australia would fully support this suggestion.  As legislation is implemented there will be a real need for a range of staff development and training for a range of staff across the sector including senior managers, academic and support staff, disability advisors, policy officers and students themselves.  It is envisaged that these might be delivered through a range of media, but it will be important to ensure quality in delivery if issues of disability are to be truly mainstreamed.

NOTES

¹
The paper presented at Pathways V Conference was entitled ‘The times they are a changing: Developing disability provision in UK higher education’.

²
The HEIs visited were: The University of Melbourne, Deakin University, Victoria University of Technology and The Australian National University (Canberra).  In terms of the UK, two institutions (Melbourne and The Australian National University) would be described as pre-1992 universities, one (Victoria) post-1992 and one (Deakin) which offers a large number of courses through distance learning.  A raft of documents including policy statements, Equity Plans, etc., were collected and can be made available on request from either the NDT or SHEFC National Co-ordinator’s Office.

REFERENCES
AVCC (1996) Guidelines relating to students with disabilities.  Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee: Canberra.

DETYA (1990) A Fair chance for all: National and institutional planning for equity in higher education.  A discussion paper.  DETYA: Canberra.

DETYA (1993) Additional costs of education and training for people with disabilities.  Australian Government Publishing service: Canberra.

DETYA (1999) Equity in higher education, Occasional Paper series 99-A.  DETYA: Canberra.

DETYA (2000) Consultations on the Draft Disability Standards for Education.  DETYA: Canberra.

HEFCE (1999) Guidance on base-level provision for disabled students in HEIs.  Circular report 99/04.  Bristol: HEFCE.

HEFCE (2000) Evaluation of the 1996-99 HEFCE/DENI disability special initiative.  Circular report 00/46.  Bristol: HEFCE.

HEFCE (1998) Evaluation of the Fund for the Development of Teaching and Learning.  Circular report 98/68.  Bristol: HEFCE.

Kable, S., Heath, P. (1999) An Evaluation of the Regional Disability Liaison Officer Initiative.  Evaluation and Monitoring Affairs Branch DETYA: Canberra.

O’Connor, B., Watson, R., Power, D., Hartley, J. (1998) Students with disabilities: Code of Practice for Australian Tertiary Institutions.  Queensland University of Technology: Brisbane.

QAA (1999) Code of Practice: Students with Disabilities, Gloucester: QAA.










ANNEX 1

CONTACT DETAILS OF DETYA REPRESENTATIVES

Dianne Peacock

Director

Participation and Learning Section

Analysis and Equity Branch

Higher Education Division

DETYA

Level 3 14 Mort Street

Civic

Canberra ACT 2601
Email: Dianne.Peacock@detya.gov.au
Elizabeth Dangerfield

Assistant Director

Higher Education Division

Analysis and Equity Branch

DETYA

Level 3 14 Mort Street

Civic

Canberra ACT 2601

Email: Elizabeth.Dangerfield@detya.gov.au
David McCann

Director of Open/Distance Learning

Higher Education Division

DETYA

Level 3 14 Mort Street

Civic

Canberra ACT 2601

Email: David.McCann@detya.gov.au
Deirdre Scear

Higher Education Division

Analysis and Equity Branch

DETYA

Level 3 14 Mort Street

Civic

Canberra ACT 2601

Email: Deirdre.Scear@detya.gov.au
One meeting with DETYA also included all the current RDLOs.

OTHER KEY CONTACTS MET ON STUDY VISIT

Professor Barrie O’Connor

Director, Institute of Disability Studies

Deakin University

221 Burwood Highway

Burwood Vic 3125

Tel: +61 3 9244 6250

Fax: +61 3 9244 6671

Mob: 0408 570 828

Email: oconnorb@deakin.edu.au
Gill Bruce

Director, National Clearinghouse on Education & Training for people with Disabilities and ‘owner’ of the austed-list

hosted by Deakin University – Toorak

336 Glenferrie Road

Malvern

VIC 3144

Tel: +61 3 9244 5437 or 0411 885 910

Email: gmbruce@deakin.edu.au
Carolyn Wood

Co-ordinator, Disability Liaison Unit

Victoria University

and Director of TEDCA (1999-2000)

PO Box 14428, MCMC, Melbourne Vic 3001

Email: carolyn.wood@vu.edu.au
Jenny Shaw

Disability Co-ordinator

Disability Resource Centre

Deakin University

Geelong, Victoria

Australia 3220

Tel: 3 5227 1427

Fax: 3 5227 2829

Email: jennyt@deakin.edu.au
Lisa Kavanagh

Manager, Disability Programs

Disability Liaison Unit

The University of Melbourne

Parkville Vic 3052

Tel: 8344 9668

TTY: 8344 6626

Fax: 9344 5323

Email: l.kavanagh@elp.unimelb.edu.au
Trevor Allan

Disability Liaison Officer

Australian National University

Canberra

ACT 0200

Email: allan@anu.edu.au










ANNEX 2
Extract from: Evaluation of the 1996-99 HEFCE/DENI disability special initiative.  Pages 69-79

4
Australia

4.1
Context

4.1.1
By 1997, persons with a disability made up 2.4 per cent of the HE student body in Australia.  Though this failed to match the percentage of disabled persons within the relevant population group (4 per cent), it represented a “sizeable increase” from the previous year (1.86 per cent) (DETYA 1999a).  Access for disabled persons did, however, vary considerably between universities, with disabled students representing between 0.5 per cent and 9.1 per cent of the student population. The universities in 1997 with the highest proportion of commencing students with disabilities were Southern Cross University (9.1 per cent), Wollongong University (6.1 per cent), Flinders University of South Australia (5.0 per cent) and the University of Canberra (4.1 per cent).  As in the US and Canada, there has been a higher than average rate of increase in students with “less visible disabilities”, such as learning difficulties, psychiatric problems, chronic fatigue syndrome, or attention deficit disorder. 

4.1.2
Disability staff within the HE system have attributed this increase in part to the number of disabled students successfully completing high school, and to a greater recognition of a broader range of disabilities which means that more students register as having a disability.  However, improved staff awareness and better integration techniques, and improved dissemination of information about the support services available are also cited as important factors explaining the higher take-up of places by students with a disability. Many staff, though, also indicated that it was becoming increasingly difficult to support the needs of this growing number of disabled students using existing resources (Redway and Heath 1997). 

4.1.3
Encouragingly, the retention rate for students with a disability was almost identical to the rate for other students (0.99 as opposed to 1.0), but the success rate for students with disabilities was slightly lower, 94 per cent of the rate for other students. 

4.2.
Codes of Practice and Guidelines

4.2.1
Though the Federal Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) of 1993 obliges Australian HEIs to provide students with a disability with access to an education that is equal to that provided to other students, it provides little guidance to HEIs on specific issues such as unjustifiable hardship or reasonable accommodations.  Steps have been taken, however, both by the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) and the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) to remedy this defect. 

4.2.2
In 1996, the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee issued its Guidelines Relating to Students with Disabilities (AVCC 1996).  Starting from the premise that “universities should aim to provide students with disabilities with the opportunity to realise their individual capabilities and to gain access to and participate in university life”, these guidelines cover institutional policy, organisation and planning; recruitment, admission and enrolment; academic support; physical access; staff development and access. Recommended practice includes: 

· the development of a policy on students with disabilities; 

· the identification of a member of staff responsible for co-ordinating delivery of disability services; 

· the development of a disability action plan including performance targets and strategies for achieving these; 

· the inclusion of explicit reference in recruitment materials to opportunities for people with disabilities to enter HE and the provision of these materials in appropriately accessible formats. 

4.2.3
In 1998, DETYA also commissioned a code of practice for Australian tertiary institutions relating to students with disabilities (O’Connor et al 1998); this followed on from earlier Guidelines for Disability Services in Higher Education produced by the Higher Education Council in 1994. 

4.2.4
Financed by a grant from DETYA’s National Priority (Reserve) Fund, this document “establishes principles and guidelines for planning and delivery of services to students with disabilities across the tertiary education sector; recommends national minimum standards of service and support; and identifies and documents good practice in institutional responses to students with disabilities”.  Areas covered include: institutional obligations; staff and student rights and responsibilities (this section emphasises, in particular, the importance of good communication between staff and students with disabilities); policy development and implementation; planning (both strategic and in terms of physical access); student recruitment; selection, admissions and enrolment; teaching and learning; service provision.  Of particular interest are the ‘good practice’ examples from individual institutions, which not only provide potential sources of inspiration to other institutions, but might also serve to identify partners for disability staff interested in benchmarking their activities on either a national or international basis.  Institutions whose practice is consistently highlighted in O’Connor’s report include: Griffith University; Southern Cross University; Deakin University; University of South Australia; Queensland University of Technology, University of Western Sydney, Macarthur. 

4.2.5
Almost a year on from its publication and the distribution of 7,500 copies (in standard print and other formats aimed at the disabled user), the authors reviewed the Code’s impact on practices in the sector (Hartley et al 1999).  Though responses to a brief survey distributed via the ozuni-disability listserver were returned from only six institutions, five of these indicated that the Code had been widely distributed and was being used in conjunction with the development of a disability action plan.  One institution reported that guidance officers in the school system were using it to outline to students with disabilities planning to enter higher education “what they should be looking for in the way of services and supports”.  In three cases, the Code had been endorsed by senior management.  The authors did, however, note one difficulty in implementing the Code as being “the conservative mood of the electorate and the impact this has on government treatment of disadvantaged groups”. While acknowledging the positive impact of government initiatives over the past decade in improving access for people with disabilities, there is an implicit warning against assuming that the rights of, and conditions for, student with disabilities will necessarily continue to improve.  Elements of DETYA’s new Disabilities Initiative Programme, announced in September 1999 (see 4.3.5), which is likely to have disappointed some disabilities campaigners, tend to bear this warning out.  

4.3
Funding Initiatives
4.3.1
In 1990, Australia’s Commonwealth Government identified people with disabilities as one of six groups to be targeted in terms of improved access to HE.  Universities are expected to take responsibility for improving the participation in HE of these ‘equity groups’, but the government has provided funding (A$5 million pa) through its Commonwealth Higher Education Equity Programme (HEEP) (DETYA 1999a).  These funds have been linked to universities’ equity performance and are allocated to universities as part of their operating grant. 

4.3.2
As regards students with disabilities, specifically, the then Department of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) began, in 1991, to earmark funds under the HEEP programme to help institutions undertake co-operative, cross-institutional projects.  Four years later, government funding was also directed to a new initiative, which focused on establishing Regional Disability Liaison Officers for HE in each state.  Both initiatives have now been evaluated and the findings of the evaluation reports may well be of value to HEFCE in deciding the future of its own SLDD initiative. 

4.3.3
Co-operative Projects for Higher Education Students with Disabilities (CPHESD)

4.3.3.1
The broad aim of the CPHESD initiative was to encourage cross-institutional arrangements and to develop, through co-operation, cost-effective ways of providing support services to disabled students.  Funding was provided to a host institution in each state, which would then co-ordinate the development of joint projects.  Initially projects involved only a few institutions, but in some cases expanded to include other institutions. At the end of each year, the host institution was required to submit a report detailing the previous year’s activities, which would include an assessment of their effectiveness and possible wider applicability. 

4.3.3.2
Funds were not to be used for the provision of support services for individual students at particular institutions. From a government standpoint, CPHESD represented a relatively low budget project, with funding between 1991 and 1997 totalling A$3.6 million with an average annual allocation of A$600,000. 

4.3.3.3
Examples of CPHESD projects included: 

· staff and student seminars to raise awareness of disability issues;

· community awareness programmes for students and parents;

· professional development seminars and the development of training packages for staff;

· development of resource materials such as guidelines for alternative examination arrangements;

· research projects on issues of common concern. 

4.3.3.4
One of the most high profile examples was the Tertiary Initiatives for People with a Disability (TIPD) project run by eight universities in Queensland. Its activities and products included: 

· an Internet outreach to link secondary and university students with disabilities and link disability staff in schools and universities; 

· a Unitaste programme for Year 10 and 11 school students with a disability;
· forums addressing learning disability and psychiatric disability;

· a staff development videotape called Creative Teaching: Inclusive Learning;

· provision of information on a wide range of assistive technologies via its Web-based TIPD-tech database;

· 10 publications covering topics such as teaching strategies, making the transition to HE, making the transition to employment, etc. 

4.3.3.5
In 1997, DETYA’s Evaluation and Monitoring Branch began an evaluation of the CPHESD initiative (Redway and Heath 1997), which aimed to “assess how well co-operative projects had encouraged cross-institutional arrangements and co-operation at the state and national level”, with particular focus on the usefulness of project products (in terms of cost-effectiveness and meeting student needs), the overall benefits to students with disabilities, and the degree to which state and national cross-institutional arrangements and co-operation had increased. 

4.3.3.5
The evaluators found that generally there was a high level of participation in the co-operative projects, though within some of the larger states levels of participation varied considerably.  For example, in New South Wales, involvement in, and awareness of, the initiative seems to have been poor within those institutions not located in Sydney. “Cross-institutional co-operation, while good in theory, was sometimes difficult to achieve in practice”.  In some cases, institutions were “struggling to work co-operatively”, with some problems stemming from the “typically competitive environment in which the larger city universities operate”. Institutions also felt hampered by the funding structure of the initiative. The granting of funds on an annual basis only, requiring institutions to select and complete projects within a short time frame, with no guarantee of continued funding, was criticised by some participants. 

4.3.3.6
One of CPHESD’s greatest strengths was judged to be the quality of its outputs, which included written resources, seminar series, research papers, forums, an annual Pathways conference, video material, information brochures and handbooks. Examples of resources include the New South Wales project’s Accommodations handbook which outlined strategies for teaching students with a disability, and a publication from Victoria which documented some of the resources and publications available for disabled students. Encouragingly, it was also found that many of these resources had been shared among institutions both at the state and national level. 

4.3.3.7
Several projects focused on raising the profile of students with a disability within HE. Northern Territory University, for example, held open and community forums, staff workshops, building audits and debates as part of it’s Take a Good Look campaign. Staff development was another important issue for the projects and some developed training packages which would enable disability staff to conduct professional development seminars. 

4.3.3.9  The scope which the initiative offered to institutions to conduct research on issues related to student disabilities was also judged to be particularly beneficial.  A research project at Curtin University of Technology, for example, aimed to “develop a demographic profile of students with mental health problems, determine the impact on educational progress, highlight successful support mechanisms and obtain students’ opinions on how the university could better support their needs”. In South Australia, research has focused on the social integration of students with a disability in HE. 

4.3.3.10.The evaluators concluded that the CPHESD projects “appear to have had a significant impact on providing better support services to students with a disability”. The co-operative nature of the initiative had enabled institutions to approach disability issues from a wider perspective than that of the needs of the individual student, and had helped to foster institutional links.  Many of the projects ‘outputs’ had been distributed and shared between institutions at both the local and national level. “The time saving and supportive benefits of sharing resource materials, ideas, advice and information were seen as invaluable”. Staff acknowledged the value of having funds targeted specifically for students with disabilities, but awareness that this funding was limited had led some states to select projects on the basis that they could subsequently be incorporated into university policy and funded from the university’s general operating grants.  Redway and Heath note, however, that the extent to which this embedding actually took place was unclear. 

4.3.3.11 There was some degree of concern also that states were still duplicating efforts to complete similar projects, and a feeling that this could not be eliminated without a national co-ordinating body.  Though CPHESD projects had helped to raise the profile of students with disabilities, the “negative attitudes of some academics and an unwillingness to acknowledge or support the needs of students with a disability” was still seen as a widespread problem.  In terms of administration and management of the projects, there was a general feeling that more guidance was needed from DETYA on expenditure of the funds and that feedback on the project’s annual reports would be helpful. 

4.3.3.12 Recommendations included a switch to triennial funding grants, as this would allow universities to address issues requiring a longer term approach and to consult other states and territories regarding proposed projects; greater administrative support from DETYA and better co-ordination at the national level.  The evaluation had found sufficient evidence that the funding had been “adding value” to justify continued support and suggested three possible options: 

· continuation of the programme with some minor changes (as above);

· combining CPHESD funding with that for the RDLO initiative (see below) which would make it easier to justify the administrative costs of a national office;

· allocation of some or all of the funding to a national body, or university, which would co-ordinate “projects of national significance” in areas such as research and staff development. In this case, funding for individual projects would be awarded competitively, on a tender basis. 

4.3.3.13 The decision taken by DETYA regarding the future structure of disability-focused initiatives is discussed below at 4.3.5. 

4.3.4
Regional Disability Liaison Officer (RDLO) Initiative

4.3.4.1
The RDLO initiative was announced in 1993/94, with initial funding of A$750,000 pa for three years (a fourth year of funding was subsequently granted in 1996/97, extending the programme into 1998). Its aim was “to develop and foster high quality services to higher education students with disabilities through the appointment of Regional Disability Liaison Officers”.  Altogether 15 such officers were appointed, with most posts being established by mid-1995.  Most states had one RDLO, but New South Wales had five, while Victoria and Queensland each had three officers. The evaluation of the RDLO initiative was undertaken late in 1997 by DETYA’s Evaluation and Monitoring Branch, with the final report published in 1999 (Kable and Heath 1999). 

4.3.4.2
In the eyes of RDLOs themselves, the most productive activities arising from the initiative were: 

· facilitating networking between disability workers, schools, technical and further education (TAFE) institutions, universities and the community;

· involvement in co-operative projects such as UniAbility (a university survival guide for students with a disability) or Speaking Up, a package designed to encourage students with a disability to come forward when they needed assistance;

· provision of information and advice to school, TAFE and university staff regarding work and study opportunities for students and graduates

· educating tertiary and school staff via seminars on disability legislation, the difficulties faced by students with a disability, and the responsibilities of all staff towards such students;

· organising and/or operating an Internet presence (for example, listservers such as the ozuni-disability e-mail discussion forum and/or web pages);

· participating, particularly in the capacity of education-disabilities expert, in committees and other similar groups;

· organising regional forums for disability workers from all relevant sectors;

· identifying and initiating a particular disability service.

4.3.4.3
Examples of less productive activities, cited by the RDLOs, included trying to compile statistics on disability in schools and trying to address issues in remote regions. In some cases potentially useful activities were ineffective, left incomplete or only accomplished with undue difficulty “due to unforseen circumstances or obstruction”. Some problems were encountered as a result of high staff turnover among RDLOs in some states, and difficulties in filling vacant posts since “RDLOs are required to have considerable experience in disability management”. 

4.3.4.4  The impact of the initiative was felt to be greatest where RDLO positions had been most stable.  Small institutions had particularly benefited from the initiative since disability staff in these institutions were more likely to become isolated. Overall, the evaluators found “overwhelming evidence” for the success of the RDLO initiative in making an impact on the range and quality of services offered to HE students with disabilities.  In most cases university DLOs and equity officers thought that the RDLO positions supplemented existing services, with the cross-sectoral approach, incorporating schools, TAFE and HEIs cited as “another important benefit”. The ability of the RDLO to take a “hands off, big picture” approach was also felt to be valuable. In the context of higher student numbers and reduced or static funding for disability services, the co-ordinating role taken by the RDLO was also seen as essential for achieving the best use of available resources. 

4.3.4.5
Generally, the strengths of the RDLO initiative were seen as: 

· the establishment and strengthening of disability networks;

· the cross-sectoral nature of the initiative and the RDLO’s impartiality;

· the ability to address disability issues from a wide perspective;

· facilitation and co-ordination of disability services;

· raising the profile of students with a disability within the HE sector;

· the level of expertise of the RDLOs.

4.3.4.6
Weaknesses were felt to be: 

· over-involvement by the RDLO with the affairs of the institution hosting his/her post;

· potential duplication between the work of the RDLO and the university DLO;

· lack of understanding of the initiative by the rest of the sector, a problem that could be addressed by a national RDLO marketing exercise. 

4.3.4.7
As with the CPHESD initiative discussed above, respondents felt that the initiative had suffered as a result of its short funding period and the uncertainty regarding programme continuation.  Though it had been a priority of the initiative that the work of the RDLOs should be self-standing or become embedded practice within the HEIs they serviced, one RDLO made the comment that “to effect change in the attitudes of staff who have worked in traditional settings such as universities takes a great deal of time, persistence and energy…the movement in attitudes is just beginning”. 

4.3.4.8 The evaluators’ recommendations, likewise, echoed those arising from the CPHESD project, with a focus on: 

· the need for secure long term funding;

· improved national co-ordination and communication among RDLOs, for example via an annual conference, a dedicated e-mail discussion group, or the funding of a national co-ordination post;

· better information from DETYA (as it now was) to the sector on the roles and duties of the RDLOs, so as to avoid duplication of effort. 

4.3.4.9
 Suggested options for the future were: 

· integration of the RDLO activity into a new national disability unit;

· continuation of the RDLO initiative under the umbrella of a national disability unit based on an existing organisation such as the Tertiary Education Disability Council of Australia;

· retention of the existing model with some improvements (as above)

One danger of the national body model would, however, be the loss of “direct communication with local practitioners, students, organisations and members of the community”. The evaluators, therefore, suggested that the third option be “given consideration as a viable future direction for the initiative” given its success “under basically these arrangements to date”. 

4.3.5
DETYA’s Disability Initiatives Programme (DIP)

4.3.5.1
In the event, however, DETYA opted, in September 1999, to focus on national co-ordination.  Its new Disability Initiatives Programme (DIP) provided total funding of $A433,000 for a range of initiatives including a national clearing house, to be established by Deakin University in conjunction with the Tertiary Education Disability Council of Australia (TEDCA). The influence of “a successful model already in use in the UK and the USA” was specifically cited by the Minister in support of the clearing house option. 

4.3.5.2
The work of the RDLOs will continue, at a similar level of funding ($A200,000) but assigned to four universities spread across the regions (Central Queensland, Deakin, Western Sydney, and Tasmania). The long-term future of the CPHESD initiative, however, looks less bright; some funding was allocated to co-operative projects started by universities in 1998, but specifically “to bring them to a successful conclusion”. It should be noted that the total funding package for DIP represents only about 70 per cent of the annual funding committed to CPHESD between 1991 and 1997.  A new element in the DIP programme is a grant of $A25,000 for the University of Southern Queensland for a project focused on the use of communication technologies for students with disabilities who are studying externally (DETYA 1999b). 

5
Conclusions

5.1
In all three countries, students with disabilities represent a growing constituency; this increase can be ascribed in part to the success of funding and other initiatives instituted by government and other agencies to improve access to HE, and in particular to better awareness by potential students of the services and programmes available.  In particular, students with learning disabilities are gaining increased representation among HE students. 

5.2
All three countries have thought it important to develop national programme standards or codes of practice in order to ensure an even standard of service provision for students with disabilities. A commonality of approach can be seen also in the establishment of national clearing houses for disability issues in HE in the US and the UK, with Australia now explicitly choosing to adopt this successful model. 

5.3
In terms of funding models, the US and the UK have adopted a similar approach, with project-based grants awarded to institutions on a competitive tender basis. There is the expectation that the products of these winning projects will then be disseminated widely within the HE sector. In Australia, federal government funding has, hitherto, been distributed on a regional (rather than competitive) basis, but the co-operative project model, with funding allocated to a lead institution, has elements in common with the US LAAP programme, which emphasises “creative partnerships” within and outside HE, and with the latest phase of HEFCE’s SLDD initiative.  Similarly, regional and national dissemination of project ‘outcomes’ is judged to have been one of the greatest strengths of Australia’s co-operative projects.  Under Australia’s new DIP programme, funds are to be provided to projects “on a submission basis”. Canada has not, as yet, adopted a project-focused funding model; support for students with disabilities takes the form of financial and other help directed either at institutions or individual students; with provincial governments seemingly taking quite disparate approaches to the level of support assigned to this student constituency. 

5.3
Not surprisingly, a number of common themes arise both from the national guidelines and the funded initiatives within the different countries. These include: 

· The need for written policies and guidelines and for the development of disability action plans with stated targets.

· The importance not merely of establishing policies and services for students with disabilities but making sure that information on these services is proactively disseminated, both by HEIs and funding agencies, to current and prospective students.

· The importance of considering the needs of students with disabilities at the planning stage, particularly with reference to large-scale capital projects or IT purchases. 

· The US Demonstration Program projects put a strong emphasis on academic and administrative staff development; professional development is likewise an important feature of Australia’s CPHESD projects. The need for funding in this area is emphasised by Canada’s NEADS study, which found that institutions judged their own performance in this area as relatively weak. 

· The need for better provision for students with disabilities in the area of innovative distance learning is being tackled by LAAP-funded projects in the US, by the University of Southern Queensland’s new DIP project and by Canada’s ADAPTECH project.

· The retention of students with disabilities and facilitating their transition to higher education is the focus of US projects funded by the FIPSE programme; in Australia, both the RDLO activities and, for example, Queensland’s TIPD project put a similar emphasis on encouraging the transition from school to tertiary level education. 

5.5
While the administration of co-operative projects has not been entirely problem-free and issues such as the duplication of effort by institutions in different regions has yet to be completely resolved, the evidence from Australia, Canada and the US generally supports the effectiveness of targeted funding for students with disabilities. Access to HE has improved, students with disabilities have a raised profile within HE, and a better awareness of the services available to them (though there is still room for improvement here). In Canada, CADSPPE judged that specific funding initiatives had had “a significant impact” on improving access, while the Australian CPHESD and RDLO initiatives were judged, respectively, by their evaluators, to “have added value” and “to have proved a successful means of providing assistance” to students with disabilities and disability staff. From the viewpoint of HEFCE, in considering the future of the 'Improving Provision for Disabled Students' initiative, it is worth bearing in mind the comments made by Australian disability officers to the effect that, since disability initiatives are often concerned with changing deep-seated attitudes, short-term funded projects are unlikely to succeed in embedding lasting change.  
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ANNEX 3

AUSTRALIAN HIGHER EDUCATION AND DISABILITY : FUNDING STRUCTURE

Federal government


DETYA (Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs)










Core institutional









funding











Staff  (DLO’s)












Direct student











support

Higher Education Equity

Funding (HEEP)

Average funding per institution

 $130,000 p.a. (approx £53,941).






Disability Initiative Programme (DIP funding)






$375,000 p.a. (approx £155,601)
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