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ABSTRACT

This paper describes preliminary research, funded by the Australian Learning and Teaching Council that explores if, when and how general and academic staff access and use information about strategies for improving teaching and support for students with disability.  The methodology included a literature review; an on-line survey of academic and general staff employed at two Australian universities; and follow-up interviews with a sample of these staff to further explore the issues identified.  
While around half of the respondents are not confident about their knowledge about supporting students with disability, two thirds of staff consider that such knowledge is important in their work.  In seeking information about supporting students with disability, university staff first turn to other people (usually the Disability Advisor) and only occasionally use printed resources or web based information external to the university to assist them.  When staff do seek information it is usually as a result of a requirement to address the learning needs of an individual students with disability and they are most likely to look for web based fact sheets providing information related to specific disabilities in a context of university policies and inclusive practices.  
1. BACKGROUND 
In 2003 the Australian Universities Teaching Committee (AUTC) funded a consortium of universities, led by the University of Tasmania, to identify strategies for supporting students with vision impairments and improve access to information about teaching practices resulting in improved outcomes for students and universities across the sector. This project developed an interactive, web based resource (www.adcet.edu.au/cats) and printed booklets designed to assist institutions to improve the teaching and support provided to students with vision impairments.  
In 2005, funding by the Carrick Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education enabled a broadening of the website to include all disability groupings, development of a framework for good practice in the provision of teaching and support for students with disability and publishing of booklets focusing on the needs of students with hearing impairments and mental illness.  

In November 2007 the Carrick Institute (now the Australian Learning and Teaching Council) approved funding for further development of the CATS initiative, including research into how university staff currently access and use information about strategies for improving teaching and support for students with disability.  This paper will report on initial findings of this research.
2.  LITERATURE REVIEW
Little, if any, research has specifically focused on the information seeking behaviour of University staff in relation to supporting students with disability.  There is, however, a small body of research exploring the information seeking behaviour of clinicians and health care professionals in relation to patient issues (Bennett, Casebeer, Zheng, & Kristofco, 2006; Gorman, Yao & Seshadri, 2004; Leckie, Pettigrew, & Sylvain, 1996) as well as research into the use and users of digital resources (Harley, 2007; Harley & Henke, 2007; Kemp & Jones, 2007).  
Relevant key findings from the information seeking behaviour research can be summarised as follows:

· Clinicians and health care professionals turn first to colleagues and then to local print resources when seeking information about client issues (Bennett, et al., 2006; Gorman, et al., 2004; Leckie, et al., 1996).

· Accessibility and familiarity of information sources are better predictors of use than perceived quality (Leckie, et al., 1996).

· Information seeking behaviour varies depending upon the role and associated tasks being undertaken (Leckie, et al., 1996).  For example, a physician will use different information seeking behaviour when conducting research compared with when engaged in a patient consultation.

· Factors that facilitate Internet searching are awareness of preferred sites and having access in the workplace (Bennett, et al., 2006).

· Barriers to searching for information include the perception that available information is not specific enough to address the issue at hand and that there is too much information to search through (Bennett, et al., 2006; Leckie, et al., 1996).

In relation to digital resources, there is widespread concern that resources are being developed without a clear understanding of the needs of those they are being designed for (Harley, 2007; Gorman, et al., 2004; Leckie, et al., 1996).  There is also a lack of information about who is using these resources once developed and how they are being used (Harley & Henke, 2007).
The research described above highlights the need for a better understanding of the information needs and the information seeking behaviour of university staff in relation to supporting students with disability.  While there are obvious and significant differences between university staff and clinicians and health care professionals, in the support of students with disability at university some similarities of role and task are apparent.  Staff take on the role of service provider and are required to assess need, be aware of support options, refer, problem solve, document, and so forth.  It is hypothesised that in relation to this role and these tasks the information seeking behaviour of university staff may be similar to that of clinicians and health care professionals.

3.  METHODOLOGY
500 University of Tasmania (UTAS) academic staff (below Level E) and 500 general staff (above HEO Level 3) were surveyed using Survey Monkey online software.  The survey comprised 16 questions, including provision for both Likert scaled and open ended responses. 348 staff completed the survey, a total response rate of 34.8%.  Academics comprised 45% of sample and general staff 55%, including service providers, administration staff and management.  
In order to further explore their information seeking behaviour the qualitative comments made by respondents were analysed using NVivo software and semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight staff from one UTAS campus. 
In order to provide a comparison to these results a similar survey was conducted at the University of Melbourne.  2000 staff with similar characteristics to the UTAS sample were surveyed via Survey Monkey.  226 staff completed the survey, representing a response rate of 11.3%.  This response rate was well below that obtained at UTAS thought in part to be related to the significant organisational changes taking place at the university at the time of the survey.  Because of this low response rate results from this survey are not included in this paper.
4.  RESULTS
4.1  Survey Results
Of the respondents to the survey conducted at the University of Tasmania:

· 66.9% had only occasional contact with students with a disability, 17.3% had frequent contact and 15.9% had no contact.

· 53.9% reported being confident or very confident in their knowledge about working with students with a disability and 66% thought this knowledge was important or very important in their daily work.
· 18.6% of staff had attended disability awareness or skills training provided by the university.  However of those who attended training, 55.6% indicated that it changed the way they work with students with a disability.  
In relation to information seeking behaviour, the key findings from the survey are:

· Respondents overwhelmingly indicated that they would be more likely to talk to others (81.6%) than do their own research (18.4%) when seeking information about supporting students with a disability.  

· The Disability Adviser is a key point of contact for staff.  The Disability Adviser is the clear first choice of who to talk to, with Colleagues and Supervisors being common second choices. Interestingly, there is some variation across staff roles in responses.
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Figure 1:  Responses to the question – “Who would you talk to first?”
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Figure 2:  Responses to the question – “Who else would you talk to?”
· Preferred headings for the presentation of information were “Type of disability”, “Inclusive practice” and “University policies and processes”.  Staff were less likely to look under “Study environment”, “Type of accommodation” and “Discipline of study”.

· Respondents indicated a strong preference for Web based fact sheets (74.9%) rather than printed information.  

· 64.6% of respondents ‘Occasionally’ refer to printed information received in the past, 22.7% of staff ‘Never’ refer to such material while 12.7% ‘Frequently’ do so.  

· The majority of staff (73%) indicated that they had found their University Web site the most useful source of information,  22% nominated other external Web sites while only 5% selected other university Web sites.

· Compared with the total sample, staff who have frequent contact with students with disability are more likely to:

· have been in Higher Education for more than five years (80% cf. 64%)

· be confident or very confident in their knowledge (76.6% cf. 53.9%)

· view this knowledge as important or very important (95% cf. 66%)

· have attended disability awareness or skills training (37.3% cf. 18.6%)

· report frequent use of printed material (25.4% cf. 12.7%).
Due to the low response rate from the Melbourne University survey we have not included the results in this paper however, it is clear that in all the key areas detailed above, the Melbourne University findings reflect those obtained in the UTAS survey.
4.2  Qualitative Analysis and follow-up Interviews with Academic Staff
Key findings emerging from the analysis of comments made by respondents and follow-up Interviews with a sample of Academic Staff were that:
· Staff are generally unlikely to seek information because they do not know where to look; it takes too long to find; and/or information is not specific enough to their needs.

· Staff are more likely to seek the assistance of key university staff that they have identified as having some knowledge, experience or expertise in the area and they will read and use resources if referred to them by these people.

· Staff need and want much better orientation/induction to the university, including information about teaching and supporting students with disability.

· Staff are generally poorly prepared to teach and support students with disability and require information about: implications of disability for learning; university policies and processes; and expectations of staff in teaching and supporting students with a disability.

5.  DISCUSSION 
These results are remarkably similar to the findings of previous research into the information seeking behaviour of clinicians and health care professionals described earlier.  The main triggers in seeking information are the need to address the learning needs of an individual student with disability, usually as a result of the student identifying their needs directly or the staff member receiving a learning access plan through the disability service.  In seeking such information University staff first turn to other people (usually the Disability Advisor) and rely on information that is recommended by them.  They prefer information that relates to the institution’s policies and practices and is easily accessible through their university web site.  It is interesting to note that even academics, who have ready access to the internet and have advanced research skills, are as unlikely as any other University staff to seek out information and resources to assist them to support students with disability.  This supports the proposition that information seeking behaviour is directly related to the role and task being undertaken (Leckie, et al., 1996).
The barriers to the use of web based resources identified through this research are also similar to those of previous studies (Bennett, et al., 2006; Leckie, et al., 1996).  These include limited time, not knowing where to look, an overwhelming number of resources and difficulty in finding useful strategies specific to the needs of individual students.  This in part explains the finding that staff prefer ‘just in time’ information in the form of Web based fact sheets that are seen to be credible, up-to-date, accessible and coherent with the institution’s policy and practices.  
Staff who have frequent contact with students with a disability are an obvious target group for resources and training.  However, these findings indicate that this group are more likely to have attended training in the past, feel more confident about their knowledge, are more likely to be referring to resources, and generally have more university experience.
Students with a disability are perhaps more likely to receive inconsistent or inadequate teaching or support from those staff who have had less contact with disability in their daily work.  These staff are less likely to have attended training, have less university experience and are less confident in their knowledge about disability.  Adequately resourcing disability staff and supervisors to support this group, targeting newer staff, and providing more frequent and accessible training may be strategies to improve the capacity of these less experienced staff.  
6.  CONCLUSIONS 
University staff daily face the challenges and opportunities presented by an increasingly diverse student population.  Staff report that trying to maintain academic standards and equity for other students whilst ensuring that they do not inadvertently discriminate, all within a context of limited time and resources takes its toll on health and temper.   Despite considerable good will, limited time and competing pressures encourage a reactive approach focussed on the need to address the immediate learning needs of an individual student with disability, an approach which is increasingly unsustainable. This approach often results in outcomes that are less than optimum for the student concerned and sometimes raises concerns about equity for other students in the class.
Inclusive teaching and support practices provide a cost effective alternative in that by anticipating diversity they can minimise the need for individual support for students with disability and enhance the learning of all students while ensuring compliance with disability related legislation.  Whilst some staff are already aware of the advantages of practicing inclusively, these findings suggest that most staff are not confident in their understanding either of the impact of disability on learning or strategies that can reduce barriers for student accessing education programs.  

A web based resource such as CATS can provide a cost effective, ‘one stop shop’ for authoritative information about inclusive and disability specific strategies and minimize duplication of resources across the sector.  However this research indicates that it is not sufficient to simply make the information available through such a website even if it is well publicised, accessible and user-friendly.  Evidence is mounting that such resources do not necessarily provide the just in time information needed by busy university staff and strategies are required to encourage the actual use of such information by staff. 

This research suggests that it is vital that universities work to maintain and enhance the knowledge about inclusive teaching and support strategies held by more experienced staff as they are likely to be key resources for colleagues.  This must be linked with improved orientation and training so that new staff have a greater awareness of their rights and responsibilities in relation to students with disability, the strategies that they need to teach a diverse student cohort and the information and resources that can assist them. The findings illustrated the importance of the role of the Disability Adviser and the student’s learning access plan as a source of information and support for the university community and highlights the need for the disability service to be skilled, resourced and promoted within the institution.  Integrating such information into the university’s mainstream policies and practices also appears to be a promising strategy for improving knowledge of inclusive practices, and ultimately improving outcomes for students with disability.  
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