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ABSTRACT

The impact of the Education Standards may not be felt immediately, however from a risk management perspective tertiary providers need to address access for students with disabilities or medical conditions on several levels.  The fundamental premise for participation should be that the appropriate supports, to which a student is entitled, are communicated and provided, in a timely and effective manner. 

1. INTRODUCTION

Murdoch University hosts a diverse community.  As such the University is required to be both flexible and pro-active in the support it provides to staff and students with a disability. 
This paper will focus on the development and application of Equity Quality Assisted Learning (EQAL) a student centric database, communication tool and assessment organiser. EQAL functions as a passport with a system of visas providing entry (access) around the University to different resources and supports.  Unlike hardcopy learning plan systems EQAL’s primary attribute is that it is web based, allowing unparalleled access by practitioners and students at any time and any place.

Since EQAL’s implementation in first semester 2007, Equity at Murdoch University has enrolled over 600 students on the database for their supports and sent out over 200 EQAL plans. Some of the benefits of using EQAL include:  Clear and concise documentation of agreed supports and accommodations, enhanced communication between those charged with the tasks of delivering academic services and those who support students with disabilities, timely communications of supports and accommodations and greater student independence.

2. DEVELOPMENT
Murdoch University has an impressive record regarding access rates for students with disabilities.  Murdoch is recognised as a leader within the Western Australian tertiary sector in its provision of supports for students with a disability. However, while access into university is important so are the strategies and resources for enhancing student retention and success.   
Increasing numbers of students with a disability (Table 1) necessitated that Equity worked smarter not harder. In 2006, Equity proposed the development of an innovative systemic strategy – EQAL.  This paper details the considerations and implementation of this successful strategy.
 Table 1: Murdoch University Students with Disability by Year and Type
	YEAR
	MOBILITY
	MEDICAL  
	VISION        
	HEARING
	LEARN   
	OTHER
	MULTIPLE
	TOTAL

	2001
	129
	251
	90
	46
	54
	89
	99
	571

	2002
	82
	232
	73
	47
	75
	82
	102
	591

	2003
	77
	273
	86
	40
	98
	98
	112
	672

	2004
	96
	192
	95
	38
	97
	93
	108
	611

	2005
	108
	198
	72
	32
	100
	90
	116
	600

	2006
	133
	232
	73
	33
	127
	131
	139
	729

	2007
	154
	202
	57
	26
	142
	111
	117
	692

	2008
	60
	308
	41
	43
	109
	142
	122
	704


(Note: In 2008 Data entry methods for primary disability category were revised which in turn effect statistics for this cohort.)
3.  KEY  CONSIDERATIONS
Murdoch University is guided by numerous legislative and policy documents, some of which are outlined in this paper.  These guidelines lay down a solid foundation for ensuring students with disabilities and medical conditions receive substantive equality while obtaining their tertiary qualification.  

3.1 Disability Discrimination Act 1992

The Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) seeks to eliminate discrimination, as far as possible, against people with disabilities.   Unless formally provided with an exemption, all education authorities, institutions and providers are obliged to provide the services and facilities necessary to ensure that students with disabilities can participate fully in their education and training.  
3.2 Disability Standards for Education 2005

The Disability Standards for Education (Education Standards) were formulated under the DDA and came into effect on the 17th of August 2005. The primary purpose of the Standards is to make more explicit, the rights of people with disabilities and the obligations of all education and training service providers under the DDA. 
3.2.1 On The Same Basis: This descriptor is fundamental to the operation of the Standards.  ‘On the Same Basis’ is used to delineate that the opportunities and choices offered to students with a disability are done so in a comparable manner to those students without a disability.  For example as a university Murdoch needs to ensure that its information (advertising, brochures, online information etc) is fully accessible.  By doing so Murdoch ensures that all students, irrespective of ability (including prospective students), are able to make informed choices. ‘On the Same Basis’ applies equally to other areas of ongoing university participation (courses and facilities) but it is important to note that it can be applied pre-enrolment.
3.2.2 Reasonable Adjustments: An adjustment is defined as ‘measure or action (or a group of measures or actions) taken by an education provider that has the effect of assisting a student with a disability.’ A university is required to make any decisions about admission, enrolment and participation on the basis that ‘reasonable adjustments’ will be made where necessary.      ‘Reasonable adjustments’ are made in consultation with the student and relevant stakeholders in the university.   ‘Reasonable adjustments’ can be made to any service to ensure it is available ‘on the same basis’ as a student without a disability.  This may occur at the point of:  Enrolment (Part 4); Participation (Part 5);Curriculum Development, Accreditation & Delivery (Part 6); Student Support Services (Part 7); and includes an aid, a facility, or a service that the student requires because of his or her disability.
3.3 Australia’s Vice Chancellors Committee (AVCC)   

In November 2005 the AVCC circulated, to Australian universities, revised draft guidelines concerning services and supports to students with a disability.   It is noted that similar guidelines were developed in 1996 and have assisted in the formation of codes of practice for Australian institutions. 

The second edition articulates the legal developments over the last ten years into a set of general principles and guidelines.  A key factor is that they largely support the Education Standards with an emphasis on consultation and flexibility.  In particular section 4.7 states that: 
‘[S]tudents with a disability are encouraged to discuss their learning and support needs directly with teaching staff who are resourced to respond appropriately to these requests.’
4. UNIVERSITY CONSIDERATIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH A DISABILITY 

Murdoch University is committed to making tertiary education accessible and inclusive for all students including those with a medical condition and/or disability.
4.1 Who is Covered?

As noted above, students with a disability or medical condition are protected from discrimination in education under both Commonwealth and State legislation. This legislation broadly defines the categories and types of disabilities and medical conditions as sensory, physical, psychiatric, neurological, mobility or learning impairments.  Tertiary education providers are expected to provide reasonable adjustments (accommodations) to students to minimise the impact of their condition/disability on their access and participation in the full gambit of university life.  
4.2 What is Meant by Access?
Previously access has been narrowly defined as a consideration of physical access to buildings etc.   With the advent of the Education Standards it is important that institutions recognise that access also encompasses intellectual and other service areas.   For example, access includes information in all formats, guild and ancillary campus services and web accessibility.
Additionally access may be construed as having impact from the moment a prospective student (domestic, international and Open Universities Australia) considers tertiary education options.  
4.3 Support and Level
Murdoch University promotes itself as a student centred learning environment.  The ratio of students with a disability/medical condition registered has been consistently high per capita for several years (refer Table 1).   

However, not all students with a disability will disclose their needs or seek support.  Those who do, are required to register with Equity, in order to facilitate either course work or assessment assistance.   By doing so students and Equity staff can discuss the student’s individual needs and arrange a number of strategies to support their study requirements.    This recognises that no two students have precisely the same needs even if they have the same disability. For example, needs may be moderated by such things as access to resources and social support. 

5. RESPONSIBILITIES

To ensure that people with disabilities are not discriminated against in their pursuit of education all members of the tertiary education community are expected to be aware of the requirements of inclusivity and access.  Academics, general staff, contractors (including overseas agents) and students alike all share responsibility.  
Equity respects the inherent right to privacy and confidentiality of information for students with disabilities. While students are encouraged to discuss their individual needs with relevant academics not all students choose to do so.  In past years, Academics may not have known about particular students needs until the end of semester examinations when they were emailed by the Examinations Manager to advise that the student was undertaking an alternative assessment.   Academics often expressed a desire to know more about these students and their Equity needs so as to provide support over the duration of the unit.

6. EQAL IMPLEMENTATION

EQAL essentially generates Learning Access Plans (LAP).  The use of LAP is by no means a new concept.  For example, at the Pathways 7 Conference (2004) Doug McGinn, Disability Advisor, from the University of Tasmania (UTAS) discussed the implementation of their LAP to support students with disabilities.  Doug’s presentation outlined the process of implementing the LAP to provide an institution wide strategy encompassing student supports and responsibilities.  

6.1 Student Project
At the Murdoch University Academic Council meeting in June 2006 it was proposed that Murdoch University implement a similar strategy basing EQAL on the UTAS experience while tailoring it to the Murdoch systems of operation. Our goal was to develop a tool that would facilitate communication and enhance student autonomy. A mechanism that would enhance the provision of supports to our students in a timely and effective manner ensuring that the University continued to meet its obligations.   
Endorsement of the project was provided by Academic Council after we identified what we thought was a viable model and data base. Being collaboratively minded and looking at engaging with students, Equity had sort the student input on the development of EQAL.  With the support of their Unit Coordinator we approached students undertaking Information Technology Project (ICT333) to design and build the database from which to run EQAL.   Equity had an existing database (EASy) system that generated test protocols that was somewhat cumbersome and limited in application. From this database format students were encouraged to develop EQAL over semester 1 in 2006 culminating in their presenting what we thought was a finished product in June 2006.

Unfortunately a considerable period of time was spent during semester 2 engaging students to trouble shoot some ‘minor implementation problems’ only to eventually find that it didn’t work. In fact it wasn’t until the December 2006 that the student participants advised Equity that the system was effectively useless.  The prototype needed a lot more work that, Equity, would of course have to pay for.  Equity was found itself in the unenviable position of being stuck with a totally useless piece of software and expectations from senior management that we were going to roll out EQAL in first semester 2007.
6.2 From The Ashes
Using the resources and networks available (that is friends and family) we first confirmed that the prototype was unworkable.   Luckily, the network found Graham Fertch who was consulting on similar models.  Equity confirmed that Graham could indeed assist us in resurrecting EQAL, it was all a matter of time.

January 2007 saw us pulling out all stops (amongst managing the usual start of semester preps and out pre-orientation program). Modules that Graham had already developed were used as the basis for developing the database content and linkages. The EQAL plan itself was produced from data entered into a specific section of the database.

6.3 Working Smarter With EQAL
We trialled the EQAL system in Semester 1, 2007 and ran training and information sessions with all Heads of Schools/Program Chairs and interested staff at every opportunity. We had effectively developed a student-centric tool that was flexible in meeting a broad range of needs. Operating like a passport with a system of visas providing entry (access) around the University to different types of resources and supports.  Essentially EQAL is a database, communication tool and assessment organiser.
6.4 The Process
Step 1.  A student contacts Equity Office to register and is interviewed so as to identify their needs.  The student is expected to supply medical or specialist documentation which supports and informs their accommodations.   If this is available at the interview then the process (Steps 1-3) can be completed in one session.
Step 2. Sees electronic documents requesting the provision of specific supports forwarded to key areas of the University such as the library, parking, MQAS, Murdoch print.  These documents are automatically populated by data that is loaded into the student supports pages – we don’t need to re-enter information. 
Step 3.  Next the EQAL Plan is forwarded to the Dean/Head of School and Program Chair.   It is recognised that, while the study and/or assessment accommodations documented may often be of a general nature, some specific action at Unit level may be required.   By informing a senior academic these considerations can be articulated early in the student’s program.
Step 4. The student is encouraged to use their EQAL plan with Unit Coordinators, Lecturers and Tutors where and when needed.  It is the responsibility of Unit Coordinators, in consultation with the student concerned, to identify possible needs regarding their Unit. Agreed accommodations or services can be implemented directly as long as they are consistent with the EQAL plan. 
Unit Coordinators are encouraged to liaise with the Equity Office contact person if there are issues that need further negotiation, or there is additional resourcing and/or information requirement.  Should Unit Coordinators be unable to find a mutually satisfactory arrangement, they are expected to notify their relevant Program Chair.  The Program Chair can then convene a meeting to resolve the issue with the student, Unit Coordinator, Equity Office representative, and the Dean or Head of School.
Step 5. The EQAL system flags a periodic review with the student to ensure their supports are appropriate.  This flag can be articulated into the calendar within the EQAL package.
6.5 Behind the Scenes

Unlike other learning plan systems, EQAL’s primary attribute is that it is web based.  This allows access by practitioners and students at any time and from any place.  It is set up as a unique URL site that can be accessed via the internet and only be accessed by authorised staff and students using password protection.
Equity staff populate the database by entering information into two screens for demographic and specific support information.  The process is streamlined further by having drop down lists of frequently used descriptors.   All data is synthesised into the EQAL plan.   The EQAL plan can also be viewed through the student logon, printed or emailed.
6.6 System Tools (Staff)
6.6.1 Calendar
One of the first screens in EQAL is the interactive calendar which provides reminders and plots activities over a month.  By clicking on a student’s name staff are taken straight to the students file management area.  Alternatively by clicking the date staff can review the activities for a given day.
6.6.2 Locate or Input

Staff can locate and review existing students through a search page.  The page allows partial detail to be typed in which then generates a list of entries containing those unique features.  New student files can also be commenced through this search page.
6.6.3 Unit Management

With the Unit Management tool staff can load and revise specific unit information, leave student messages as well as generate assessment protocols.  Additionally, students can input information pertaining to their coursework support and assessments in this area through their log-on.
6.6.4 Student Memo/emails

When the student support pages are completed certain data will automatically be uploaded into an emailable memo.  Apart from being a huge timesaving device it also relieves the student from having to take paper documents from one part of the University to the other.  This ensures that support services both internal and external (for example MQAS) can be quickly informed.

6.6.5 Audit Tool

The Audit Tool allows staff to check when a particular email was sent and the address it was sent to.  Additionally staff can see when a student has logged onto EQAL.
6.6.6 Reports

Reports covering coursework supports such as equipment and note takers can be generated as a complete semester download or a as a specific date limited request.  This enables Equity Administration to keep a track of what supports are required by which student and when.   The student (through their Unit Management interface) can, once they have uploaded the unit details, indicate if all or some of their agreed supports are required for each unit each semester.
7. SUPER EQAL
EQAL is an evolving application.   Graham and I have collaborated over 2007 and 2008 to refine EQAL by customizing some of its processes.  Amongst these have been the development of read only access for the Student Services and Examinations Managers.  While their access is restricted to locating a students EQAL plan it provides a quicker means of verifying a students supports.

Equity has also liaised with the Callista team to enable a student indicator flag to be placed on the system to show that a student has an EQAL plan.  This means of recording ensures that each Unit Coordinator on downloading their class lists can see which students have EQAL plans.
8. EQAL NEXT GENERATION

Where to from here?  EQAL and its clones have started to colonise Western Australia and one would hope it will spread further a field.  Work has commenced on developing a Callista interface that will enable student records to be transferred between databases.  A similar transfer tool is also being applied to the Alternative Examinations database in Filemaker Pro.
9. SUMMARY
This paper has provided consideration of the University’s legal responsibilities to students with a disability.  With the advent of the Education Standards a broad framework has been provided to the tertiary education sector.  The AVCC, in recognition of the importance of the Education Standards, has revised their guidelines to reflect the importance of consulting and effectively supporting students. 

9.1 Communication
EQAL has enabled Murdoch University to develop an effective communication strategy.  In the past, questions have been raised about the value and validity of student accommodations by cross sections of the university community.  

As a systemic tool EQAL supports student autonomy and learning experience while at the same time informing, when appropriate, key stakeholders within the University.  EQAL is the tool designed to facilitate information and link critical supports at an early stage of a students program.   EQAL maps the support requirements for an individual student and enables the schools to prepare for a specific student's supports.  This plan clearly articulates the support types and responsibilities for both Murdoch University providers and the student.  The student is able to provide academic (or other relevant staff) with a document that clearly articulates their accommodations.  

So EQAL acts like a passport that provides students with appropriate access to accommodations. The passport may have specific visas for access to certain resources required for the academic journey.  By recording this information the student has an approved document that is recognised by the University, which negates the need for the student to retell details about their disability and support needs.   That is EQAL is recognised as a legitimate support tool. 

The student, therefore, can use their passport to facilitate travel through certain areas of the University.

9.2 Awareness 

Students with a disability are valued members of our University community.  In recognition of inherent right to privacy and confidentiality of information for students with disabilities the participation in the use of EQAL is a voluntary and collaborative approach between the student and the university.  
EQAL is negotiated with the student and contains descriptors (of disability/medical condition) that the student is comfortable with.  The document contains accommodations that have been agreed between the student and the University.  Forwarding the EQAL plan to senior academic staff is offered at the point of registering with Equity.  Subsequently through the participation in the EQAL process academics have a greater level of information about their students. 

9.3 Efficiency

EQAL has enhanced university efficiency by enabling Equity to streamline its support strategies for students.  In doing so EQAL has positively impacted on the learning environment for students with a disability (and or medical condition) by enhancing independence.
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