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   Pathways Day 1 - 13.00 Universal Design 03.12.2014 


DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
If you want to get a tea or whatever while we are getting set up… 

JACKIE WEINMAN: 
OK, everyone, we are running late but we need to get started. Why don't you come and sit at the front here because it will be a question and answer type session. These tables aren't reserved anymore, so please come up, that will make it easy. 

This is called Engage with the Speaker on Universal Design and we have Sheryl Burgstahler from the University of Washington. It will be a question and answer session, we will have a roving mic, so put up your hands if you want to ask a question. Stay where you are and then ask a question, which Sheryl will respond to. 

Dale over there is kindly doing the roving microphone for us so I will hand you over to Sheryl. 

DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
Have my tea ready here… There is a lot of technology around me, but I think it will make it pretty friendly. We are here to talk about universal design or anything you want about the DO-IT program, or about the United States, Seattle… How me and my husband get on when I'm 5'1" and he's 6'5". There is a lot of diversity in my family. We are happy to be in this warm weather. When we left Seattle, it was snowing. That was very unusual. 

So, what's on your mind? 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 
(Inaudible) 

DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
If you can yell it, I can maybe repeat it. Here we go… Technology… 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 
I have question about universal design – Australian universities are moving more towards collaborative learning spaces. One of the highest issues we have is students with anxiety and Asperger’s, who struggle in that social environment so I was wondering if you have experience with developing accommodations for students in those collaborative settings and what they might be? 

DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
With students on the autistic spectrum, the best idea is to be explicit about what is expected - small groups, what everybody is supposed to be doing, right down to how many times you should contribute to the session - the absolute minimum of two contributions. 

We had kind of along those lines a professor from a nearby university with a student who had not disclosed his disability but was displaying symptoms that he thought were on the autism spectrum. I asked him, are you sure that she is on the autistic spectrum? He said, well, her parents came in and told me. 

But she hadn’t requested accommodations or anything. He was worried as they were going to have these presentations. Apparently she doesn't speak up in class, doesn't make eye contact, is usually fumbling around with stuff. I said, is she doing OK in class? He laughed and said she was by far the best student – this was a computer programming class. I wasn't sure why he assumed she wasn’t going to be able to give a presentation. 

He was worried about her behaviour. My experience of students on the spectrum is, without knowing her, that they just need explicit instructions. So I would create a little handout on how to give this presentation, because he just normally tells the students they have 10 minutes and can do whatever they want. 

I said, that's fine, but how about giving the whole class an example of how they might want to organise their time. One minute saying what the title of their project was and their goal, two minutes talking about the objectives, five minutes describing the activities, two minutes describing the outcomes… Right down to the minute. My guess is that she will probably follow that instruction exactly. And will be fine. 

I bet she isn't only student in class that would use that instruction. Some students could videotape their presentations. I talked to him later, and he said there was no problem at all. She got up, and she kept to the timeline exactly, and it was fine. 

I would make it explicit exactly what you expect them to do in a group. With autism children, they get left out - they are not clear on what they need to do. 

We have a summer program for teenagers with disabilities preparing for college. The first day, just before lunch, I go over for about two minutes on the schedule - for the children I am preparing for college. So if we are supposed to leave for lunch at noon, and I am the one speaking at the time, I always make sure to go over two or three minutes. And I can be sure all these kids on the spectrum will have their hand up to remind or tell me they were not on schedule, going to lunch.
College is not exactly like high school. If the instructor goes over a few minutes, you don't say anything to them. And if you need to leave, you just quietly leave. For students that have anxiety, that is tricky. It depends on the specific situation, and what creates anxiety, in a situation like that. So I would want to know more about the situation, I think. But I think the instructions can help them too. 

We have students that are more comfortable if they are not sitting in the middle of the room, but are sitting by the door - sometimes that can help. Does anybody have another response in regard to the question? 

Another group that often gets left out are students who are… I also wanted to say, sometimes it’s important the whole group gets instructions about how to behave in a group and not to dominate. One of the groups that often gets left out is students who are deaf; people get thrown by the fact there is an interpreter there. In our program, we explicitly say what the rules are in groups so that everybody can participate. So when you're about to speak, you say your name, and then say your comment. The bottom line is to make it clear what the expectations are. 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 
I am keen to find out the bit more about the online mentoring, the peer mentoring program that you mentioned. Also if there’s connections between that and the prep work before students actually start college. 

DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
We have a program called DO-IT Scholars, which you can Google. This program started in 1992, so we have been doing it over 20 years. We take 20 students per year; it used to be national, but after eight or nine years we managed to get the State of Washington to fund it. 

It is only focusing on Washington but the program is the same. The students have to have a disability and in our case if two students are exactly equal and one has a more severe disability than the other, it is one of the few times in life when it is an advantage to have a disability. 

We have a diverse group, racially and gender, and also disability. We are trying to create leaders in the next generation and we feel strongly that having a disability isn't enough. If you only know about your own disability, you are not going to be able to be a leader in the greater community. 

They have to learn about other disabilities. That is very powerful. I questioned my sanity because these kids don't necessarily hang together. I said that we were going to facilitate that. 

Getting this group of kids together, living in a dorm and having a roommate, they learn about college life and interact with faculty members. They don't necessarily all come from Washington. We do field trips. 

Even though we are there to fully accommodate them, we kind of mimic the real world and expect them to ask for accommodations. For instance, we use the regular cafeteria line but we show students how they can request assistance in that line. 

They will go to the cashier and if they need help with their tray, they have to ask for help. We prepare the cafeteria staff but we don't tell them that. In that program we have the online mentoring; they start communicating with each other, it is mostly email-based. 

It is online mentoring, a group environment; the students who get accepted into the program act with students who have been in the program. In our online community, we have all sorts of interesting discussions, like I am interviewing for a summer job, should I put my disability on my résumé? 

People have opinions about that and realise there is not just one answer to that question. It is their personal decision to decide what to do. On the online community they learn about internships and job shadows etc. 

After the first year, they come back the next year to a summer program as well. This time their program is a little bit shorter. They need to get themselves established before the older students take over. The older students are irritated at these younger kids taking over their space. In the third year they can sign up as an intern, going through a formal application process with a résumé, an application form... The students don't know it, but we look at that as an entitlement in the DO-IT Scholars program. But we don’t describe it to the students that way.

They do have to fill in a questionnaire and their résumé and turn it in on time. If their résumé is not so good they have to work on that. Now that they are an intern, they have to enforce the rules like a curfew and we ask them in the questionnaire how they’re going to do that. We will help them come up with the right answer.

That third year, as interns, it is an opportunity under us to get some job experience. We give them advice in a safe environment and they learn how independent they can be. We might have a student who has cerebral palsy who doesn’t have full use of their hands; we might pair them up with a blind student. 

We make sure that between the two of them they have all the capability they need to do their job. We are helping them to focus on what they can do rather than what they can't do. 

The online mentoring community is powerful. They continue to communicate with each other. It is a family relationship and one advantage they have is common experience; they lived on campus in Washington. They say, "Does Sheryl make you...? She made us do that too." It is academic but it is social as well, and on the last night we have a dance. Just like everything else, everyone has to go because it is the DO-IT program. 

We say, "You have to go down to that room because that is where we are having dinner." There are strobe lights and a disc jockey, we have a captive audience. It can be quite painful for teenagers in public schools. We make sure that they get asked to dance several times, that is part of the interns' job. 

I tell them, "You either get out there and dance with them, or show me that you are pairing other people up." But that gives them a lot of confidence as well. The online mentoring community is powerful. They get very comfortable there, there is all types of assistive technology, but they can all do email and can participate in that way. 

We give them a lot of leadership opportunities. Our university campus pays them $50 to come on a panel - it could be an engineering class, and they talk about engineering things related to how they might use things, given their vision or hearing impairment, or physical disability…

At school I had a panel, we went out to a sociology of education class. They are already on campus, they get $50, they come out, share their experiences, talk about their educational experiences and it is a benefit to the class, and we pay them - not a lot, but that reminds them that what they have learnt by having a disability in the educational system is a value to us, so they should get paid. 

We do a lot of other things besides mentoring. 

JACKIE WEINMAN: 
Hi, Jackie Weinman from Curtin. Just wondering what your thoughts are on timed assessments and exams, and how we can get academics to think differently about that, because we find certain schools are very wedded to timed exams which creates a lot of issues for students with disabilities. 

DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
I don't know how it works here, but in our campus in my country, but the Disability Services Office decides how much time that student should have. Is that the way it is here to? Yeah? So Faculty used to sometimes push back on that. 20 years or so ago, the students with learning disabilities had extra time on tests... They usually didn’t complain if the student was blind or had a physical disability, but if they had a learning disability, they didn’t understand what that was about. Now the culture has very much changed and they respect whatever the Disability Services say. 

Often the question was, “Time and a half, who comes up with that?” Or two times for other students. They have kind of given in, but others have accepted the fact that people in professional positions are making a decision about what they feel is a reasonable length of time to make a level playing field, and they pretty much go with that. 

We have a huge testing centre where students come in and have proctored tests. The Faculty considers whether their tests need to be timed, but that is a continuing battle. But we have a pretty tight schedule and they follow it. 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 
Apologies, I came in late so I hope you haven't answered this question. You say you run a disability service, but you're talking a lot about careers, opportunities for mentoring or experience. In our situation in Australia, there seems to be career departments and disability departments. They are getting closer, but they are not as one. 

DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
The career department and disability department? Yes, we have two things happening around the country. One which is troubling is that sometimes the career services office does a great job with students, but then tells a student with a disability to go over to the disability services office because ‘they understand special needs’. Not much of that is happening any more. Career services offices now more commonly own up to their responsibility in giving career services to students with disabilities as well as other student. So that’s actually better. But they are two totally separate units.

One thing about our DO-IT centre, all of that is funded by external funds. Even our State funding is separate to the university state funding. The advantage is that we can fill in a lot of gaps, so with the DO-IT program, we often provide a conduit for communication between disability services and the careers services office. A big part of our program is about employment. 

We have noticed that if we talk about employment when the students are at high school, a lot of other things take shape. They start to get interested in polishing off that résumé. We have résumé competitions to get them to go up with a better résumé. 

We tell them to send a résumé, we will help with advice. We get a moderate response. But when we get onto the online community and tell them we are having a résumé competition, with prizes, then we get tons of résumés and our staff will look at them, edit them and give them feedback. 

Career services have events, and my staff is closely connected to career services, in part to find out what events they’re going to have. We make sure that’s accessible, that the disability services supported students are invited. So we kind of push our agenda. Sometimes they get nervous about that, by the way, thinking they’ll be bombarded by people with disabilities… I say that I wish we had that problem, because we have to push them in there. 

We go alongside of these organisations; not taking over, but supporting them and saying, you can do this, we can help with that part of it… Sometimes we just sit at the registration tables, showing we can help in that regard. Our disability services is totally separate from careers services; they are in the same building, but they don't talk to each other very much. 

They send people back and forth, but do it often, and I didn't think of this often in the early days, but often we end up being the glue that holds some of these things together and a conduit for the students with disabilities to become engaged with mainstream activities like the careers services centre. 

I find that discouraging, because there aren't a lot of DO-IT-like programs around, but that's what we do. 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 
With the UDL or universal design discussion earlier, you mentioned good strategies identifying next steps, looking for low-hanging fruit and stuff like that, which I thought was good. I think there are cultural differences between the States and Australia, and most people would probably say American is a bit more of a litigious environment, and maybe be ADA is more of a powerful incentive than what the DDA is here in Australia. That might not be something you can comment on particularly, but I wonder if you think the ADA has played an important role in the time you have been working in this area in promoting universal design, or is it more a focus on individual adjustments or accommodations? 

DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
I think the ADA has had a big impact. It is focused on accommodations, identifying you have disability and then accommodate you in a particular class, and we kind of work against that a little bit, that may sound too negative, but with universal design, to make a more inclusive in the environment. But it’s had a big impact.

My first husband was paraplegic. He was my childhood sweetheart and he was a football player, we had our life planned and at the age of 19 he was diagnosed with Hodgkin's lymphoma. It is quite treatable now, but it wasn't then. 

He was a very brave person and he signed up for experimental treatments. The big experiment was high doses of radiation. I used to watch through the thick window when he was under the machine as he got radiation to his lymph nodes to shrink them. 

What they didn't know back then is how important it is to bypass vital organs and they went right through the spinal cord, so that is how he got paralysed. He went from an athlete to athlete in a wheelchair – continued a lot of athletic things in a lot of different ways. But he died at the age of 24 and he was still a student at the University of Washington, finishing his degree. 

Before the ADA, and before section 504, its predecessor, you were pretty much on your own. The university was friendly to him, but he selected his major, which was accounting, in part because the accounting building had an elevator. He restricted what he did based on the environment; we didn't question that it seemed reasonable, it was very much our problem. 

I would run around and see if it was accessible for him. So much different now. That happened very quickly after he died, I could see things were happening. I was a maths and computer science teacher, I wasn't in disability services, but I stayed interested in that area. Particularly we have rehabilitation for our Veterans organisations and children’s hospital. 

Things changed quickly because of legislation, and I was a big fan of that. I thought, “Hey, gotta be tough, figure this out on your own and be proactive!” We didn't let anything stop us! (Laughs)

But now I have a different attitude to that. Everybody’s not going to be that forceful. Also there were a lot of things in the environment that you just could not change. Our attitude to that was that we have limitations, but there’s still enough out there. We are just going to go after that part that is accessible. 

Now it is very different, I sometimes think students should be more proactive and more self-determined. But I see a big difference now particularly in the technology area; there are some things you cannot do if you don't have access to technology. Big picture things that have to do with the infrastructure on campus, they have to be addressed centrally. 

Right now, accessibility to online learning. Answering a question about the ADA impact, the most current one right now, people who are blind and particularly the organisation called the National Federation for the Blind are getting irritated that more and more technology is being developed and it is not accessible for the blind. 

They have been very public about seeking out people who are blind and bringing civil rights complaints, making sure people are compliant with the ADA, about inaccessible IT. They are getting very aggressive and what is happening right now is in those offices of civil rights complaints, in their remedies they are going beyond what is required by the ADA. 

We’ve been very active in this area and have been called on to help other institutions that the Office of Civil rights has gone to. The last one was the University of Colorado. We went there and they have a software package called Alex and they use it to assess the level of mathematics students are going to be studying. Part of the civil rights complaint is that the company has to make sure that software is accessible for students who are blind, or stop using it. 

In the past, before you get an Office of Civil Rights complaint, it is usually along the lines, "Well, you have to take a reasonable step to make it accessible." 

In answer to your question, I think it is really having an effect right now on technology, accessibility of technology. You can lose your federal funding, all sorts of things can happen, if you don't comply with the Office of Civil Rights. 

QUESTION FROM FLOOR: 
(Inaudible) ...isn't available to blind people, and I am hopeful, as a result of this, that supermarket chains will encourage more diversity to provide more accessible websites. 

DR SHERYL BURGSTAHLER: 
Yeah, I think they will. It's the same in our company. Travel agencies, online commercial products and so forth. I'm hoping that will make a big difference. In the US, in our learning management system, we are using Canvas, it is not illegal for the company that makes that product to make an inaccessible product. They are completely within compliance. It’s illegal for us adopting technology that is not acceptable to all of our students.

So the universities have to put pressure on these companies. That’s what the National Federal of the Blind is doing, by bringing these civil rights complaints. They want us to put more pressure on the computer companies and we are doing that. 

JACKIE WEINMAN: 
Thank you so much, Sheryl. We all want to pick your brains. It is encouraging to think about these developments because they have a flow-on effect for us as well. Please join me in thanking Sheryl. 

(Applause) 

I am not sure how the timing is going but if you need to move to another session you have got a few minutes to do that and if you are staying in the session we will start up in a few minutes. Thank you very much.

