Transcription of Podcast – Supporting Disabled Students
Hello and welcome to this week’s Podcast, I’m Derfel Owen and this week by a feat of modern technology I am joined by VC link by Dr Helen May who is a senior adviser at the Higher Education Academy and by Professor Alan Hurst who is joining me down the phone and is formally from the University of Central Lancashire and he was a professor of education and social science and is currently a trustee of SKILL which is the national bureau for students with disabilities.  Helen and Alan were recently involved in revising Section 3 of The Code of Practice relating to disabled students.  The section is a statement of good practice in this particular area of activity in universities and colleges and is intended to help HEI’s to develop and shape their activities and meet their legal obligations.
Helen if I can come to you first, can you tell me what the key messages are in this guidance.

HM - I think there is an overall key message that this guide is to support institutions to help them to develop an inclusive culture and by that I mean that we want the guide really to enhance the institutions in creating more anticipatory response to the legislation and under that there is three key messages in support of that  - firstly that it really supports or promotes a joint responsibility amongst all staff across the institution, the second key message is that the code strengthens disabled students’ engagement and that’s engagement in decision making or review of practices across the institution so I think there is a real key role for disabled students to be part of the process and I think that the code really strengthens that as an opportunity.  I think the third key message in support of the developing and increasing culture is that the code really encourages institutions to take a more strategic or imbedded approach to undertaking disability of quality or delivering disability of quality but really its about building it into the design as well as their delivery of their policies and practices.
DO – The original version of this section was published 9 years ago and then it was called Students with Disabilities the title has now been changed to Disabled Students, Alan why is that significant change and why did the group feel it was necessary to make that change.

AH – Well it reflects changes I think in the thinking and the position of disabled people themselves and the disability movement for fair and equitable treatment and in relation to that I suppose the student might say, this is me if you want me in I can’t change myself it must be you that must change.
HM – Can I add to that by just saying I think the term disabled student really strengthens the social model of disability which Alan is kind of referring to but I think it’s important to mention as a term and I think that the principal that impairments themselves are not disabling but in the context of practices or environments that make it harder for a person to participate fully or take up those opportunities 

DO – Well that’s a change that reflects a broader discourse about disability that has been  taking place and the code then goes on to look in more specific detail Helen as you said about how institutions might be adapting to support disabled students.  Can you outline some of the other major changes that were made in this document as you were going through.
HM – I think one of the major changes that’s worth emphasising is the language change, and I think Alan has already alluded to it but it’s important in the context of the group just made a decision to try and avoid using the word ‘need’ and we changed to the word ‘entitlement’ in respect of discussing students’ requirements in Higher Education and the word ‘entitlement’ really reflects a right spaced approach a move away from an assumption that students are in deficit that they are in need of something which they them self haven’t got so its to emphasise the social model of disability again.
AH – Some of the things we tried to promote in the new version of the code is to emphasise the key role of senior managers.  There is a lot of evidence that suggests where senior managers are actively involved in developing policy and provision then that policy provision is successful and it is also embedded and I think that’s another message we are trying to get across the importance of embedded practices in routine activities of the institutions so for example in terms of training the staff, if disability education can be built into the usual programme of staff training for example for staff who are new to teaching higher education then it’s got a better chance I think of success.  Equally you can build disability education and thinking about the needs of disabled students or the entitlement for disabled students at the course design stage and I would also echo Helen’s point that we are trying to promote the idea that disability is a shared responsibility and underpinning all of this is the notion that what we are trying to do is to change culture and attitudes.
HM – There is a shift away from a disability service being somewhere where you send disabled students who need particular adjustments to it being a place where staff can go to get advice about how to support disabled students who they are interacting with in their daily work.
AH – I think there are a number of ways that the document could be helpful, it could be used for example as a tool in staff development sessions to ask people to think about the way in which they teach their students work and to compare that with some of the ideas for good practice in the code. It could be used as a simple audit tool going through a list of precepts at the end there and thinking whether the institution meets those precepts. It could be an adjunct to the legally required impact assessments.
DO – Where would you say this section of the code sits in the broader context of equalities in Higher Education.

AH – My view would be that it’s one of the two foundations, one foundation is the legal position and the other foundation I think is the QAA Code of Practice on what is built on that by the Higher Education Academy, by the Funding Councils by ECU Action on Access and so on I think rests on the precepts that we have outlined in the Code of Practice and the Code of Practice health is very much in accordance with requirements of the anti discrimination law.
DO – If you were thinking from the perspective of a lecturer or a teacher in Higher Education is this guidance relevant to them is it meant to be helpful to them and their day-to-day work and their relationship with disabled students as well.

AH – I think if the guidance is followed it provides the opportunity to work towards what  might be described as genuinely inclusive classrooms.  I think if you can promote the notion of universal design ultimately we could sell it to teaching staff as a time saver, they would not have to spend time as it were subsequently trying to make too many reasonable adjustments, the adjustments as it were, are built into the programme at the design stage and would not be required.

HM – I would like to come in here, I think it comes back to the way in which the guide is structured, when the Advisory Group came together we looked at the structure very carefully and what we wanted to do was cover all the different functions of the institutions so that somebody in a learning and teaching role could pick up and read the sections of Continuing Professional Development, Learning and Teaching and Assessment and Curriculum Design as those are the sections most relevant to them.  Equally somebody coming in from an Admissions perspective can pick up and read the section that relates to Admissions.  Yes it’s important to read the rest of the guide but they can be read in isolation. I think it helps lecturers and teachers, coming back to your question, to consider different kinds of learners that they have in their class.  We know that the student body is becoming increasingly diverse with more international students, more part-time learners, more mature learners, entering the classroom context, that have different kinds of learning preferences which means that as a teacher or lecturer you have to make consideration of the different kinds of students in your class and I think that the Code of Practice helps the lecturers to think through the kind of considerations that they would need to make in anticipation of teaching a class or designing a curriculum and I think the final point I would like to make about how it can help lecturers and teachers is that it thinks about the different learning contexts in which teaching and learning may take place, so it offers guidance around work based learning, work placements, field trips, laboratories, which offer the different kinds of contexts in which students encounter.
DO – When you both answering that question you talked about the some of the changes that are happening at the moment amongst the student body where do you see this work going next.  What do you think are the next steps in relation to disabled students and equalites more broadly.

HM – I think that the first next step is to help staff to see that this is something that’s relevant to them.  We recognise that is complex and that there are a number of things that need to be done to take this forward so we do want to be there to provide that support and to help institutions understand what’s going on in other contexts and to broker that good practice.
AH – I was the member of the Advisory Group who was also on the Advisory of the original Code of 1999 and so what I’m looking forward to is not being invited to join the group that might well be formed in the year 2019 to devise a 3rd edition of the Code.  Putting that slightly differently if things move ahead as the Section 3 anticipates, ultimately there shouldn’t be a need for a special code for working with disabled students it should be part and parcel of all the other Codes.

HM – I think that’s a moot point Alan, I think we did discuss that in the preparation of this guide whether or not it was needed at all and we should be looking at embedding provision for different kinds of learners in every other part of the Code of Practice.  That decision was taken by the QAA at this stage but we would like to see that strengthening going forward.
DO – Thank you to Helen and Alan for taking part in that Podcast.  If you would like more information on QAA’s work you can visit our website which is www.qaa.ac.uk.  If you would like to see more about the work of SKILL their website is www.skill.org.uk and if Helen has stimulated your interest in the work of HE Academy you can visit their website which is www.heacademy.ac.uk
