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“What I Really, Really Want”:

Executive Summary

Introduction

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 aims to ensure that disabled people enjoy equality in education but it is not known how this has improved access to adult education. With ESF funding, the Centre for Access and Communication Studies at the University of Bristol has been able to explore disabled adults’ perceptions of barriers to short courses and their experiences of adult education.

The main aims of the project were to:

1. Gain an overview of disabled adults’ awareness of short courses.

2. Investigate views on mainstream courses and those targeted at disabled people and establish the reasons for people’s preferences.

3. Report on access requirements and learning resources to identify the barriers disabled people face on short courses and how best to overcome them.

4. Establish how well disabled people understand their rights to equal access to education. 

5. Use the findings to indicate good practice and suggest ways that education providers might better meet the access requirements of disabled adult learners.

Methodology

Quantitative and qualitative data were collected for analysis. Through an informal process of listening to adult learners, we established their priorities for accessing adult education, and used this information to design a questionnaire with a focus on Higher Education short courses. The resulting semi-structured interview was conducted with 51 disabled adults, all of whom had participated in courses run by CACS. 45 participants had a visual impairment (some with additional impairments), and 6 had multiple impairments. A thematic content analysis of the transcripts was then carried out using Grounded Analysis.

Findings

Awareness of University level short courses is low due to a lack of information.

Many disabled adults had a preference for courses targeted at disabled people where they are confident that their access requirements will be met in full and that they will have complete access to the curriculum. However, an almost equal number said they did not have a preference as long as their needs were catered for. 

Education providers need to make every stage of participating in education accessible, from enrolment forms to supporting study during the course. 

An encouraging attitude is greatly valued and reassuring.

Disabled adults require a range of support and resources to access education, both in preparation for and during a course. Preferences vary and a supportive environment was rated highly. Disabled students often experience problems acquiring and using accessible materials, which may be poorly produced and unreliable.

Enrolment forms must be available in accessible formats and can be useful in establishing individual access requirements. However, they can often be confusing and off-putting. People were comfortable stating their access requirements if they were asked clear questions, but were concerned about doing so or disclosing as disabled if they felt that they were being a nuisance or might be discriminated against.

There is a good awareness of the Disability Discrimination Act, but how this relates to accessing education seemed less clear to those we interviewed. Confusion exists over who is legally responsible for making courses accessible, and some disabled people may still feel uncomfortable asking for better access even if it is their legal right.

Recommendations

Suggestions are made within the main report on how to increase uptake of higher education by disabled adults, and these are summarised as recommendations. The main recommendations are that providers should:

Raise awareness via accessible information and outreach activities, publicise access policies and offer a range of patterns of provision.

Improve services for disabled students by establishing individual access requirements, providing accessible course materials and professional support workers and ensuring staff have appropriate training. Providers could also signpost and support routes from targeted courses into mainstream provision for those learners who wish to participate in mainstream activities.
Reduce unnecessary burdens by providing accurate travel and introductory information, encouraging preliminary visits and having a named contact person.

Use enrollment procedures to encourage disabled students, making these available in a range of formats and ensuring the questions asked are clear and concise.

Be positive and proactive by giving disabled students clear information about support and ensuring policies concerning disabled students cover short courses and are implemented by all staff.

Finally, organisations of disabled people should work to ensure awareness of the DDA in relation to education and to seek clarity about what are “reasonable adjustments” for students on short courses.
‘What I Really, Really Want’

Introduction

Background

Disabled adults who access Higher Education (HE) are in a minority.  According to figures from the National Audit Office (2002)
, disabled school leavers are only 40% as likely to enter Higher Education as their non-disabled peers. There are no sources of information that provide data about the participation rate of disabled people in adult education, but they are generally regarded as an under-represented group and are frequently targeted by funding initiatives.

This report is about a research project that aimed to investigate the perceptions disabled adults have of adult education. The research focused on data collection from disabled people who were already active learners, and who thus could provide personal insights into the barriers they might face and could also identify good practice in the provision of support. The purpose of the research was to collect information from learners and for their experiences and suggestions to be heard and to be used to inform recommendations for providers of adult education.

Legislative Background

The introduction of the Disabled Student Allowances (DSA) following the Further and Higher Education Act (1992) increased participation by disabled people in full-time University education. In 2001 the DSAs were extended so that part-time students became eligible as long as they were taking a minimum of 60 credits in any one academic year. There is, however, no statutory funding available to meet the access needs of disabled students studying for less than 50% of a full-time course.
The 1995 Disability Discrimination Act did not originally include education within its remit. This was remedied by the 2001 amendment to the DDA, the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 (SENDA) that covers all HE and Further Education (FE) institutions, other ‘designated institutions and Local Education Authority (LEA) and education authority post 16 provision. This legislation aims to ensure that disabled people have equal opportunities to benefit from, and contribute to, the learning and services available in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). The legislation covers all the services that HEIs provide for students and all learning activities, whether or not the students are eligible for the DSA. HEIs have a general duty to disabled people and students, not simply support to individuals. This has been reinforced by the Disability Equality Duty, which came into force in December 2006 and requires publicly funded bodies to take a proactive approach to creating access for disabled people and to actively promote disability equality and the inclusion of disabled people in public life.

Theoretically, disabled adults have the right to obtain information about short courses run by Universities in their preferred format and to have their support needs met. While some HEIs have set aside funding for this purpose, the uptake and the success with which disabled people access short course provision is not known. Anecdotal evidence suggests that institutions’ policies and practices vary widely and that some tell disabled students that it is the student’s own responsibility to pay for any support required.

Barriers for Short Course Students

Support for disabled students in HE has risen in prominence in the last decade (Parker, 1999
). Beginning in 1994/5 HEFCE has funded four rounds of special initiatives designed to improve support services for disabled students. However, the majority of these initiatives focussed solely on full-time students. 

The research literature gives some insight into the barriers that full-time disabled students may face: 

‘Disclosure as disabled can be an issue for some people. Some disabled people choose not to declare, perhaps because they do not wish to be singled out as “different” or because they are unaware of what benefit it is to them to disclose, as they do not know what help might be available’ (Thomas et al 2002
). 

Holloway (2001)
 reports that although universities have the intent to provide equality of opportunity, much of the student’s experience falls far short of this. She found that students’ negative experiences centred around ‘unnecessary’ difficulties such as incurring extra time on tasks, uncertainty, worry, financial burden and frustration. Holloway (2001) found that disabled students frequently had negative experiences and expressed discontent. Holloway believes that this is because disability is seen primarily as a ‘problem’ for the department to solve, affecting students at an individual level, requiring an individual response. Disability is not seen as an institutional responsibility. 

Borland and James (1999)
 conclude that tutors do not always recognise the social model of disability, but react to the disabled student as someone in need of care rather than as a person who has rights. 
For disabled adults, finance may be a barrier to short courses. Surveys reveal a consistent picture of low employment rates for disabled people. For example, the most recent analysis of the Labour Force Survey (Smith and Twomey 2002)
 show an employment rate in 2001 of 48%, compared with that of 81% for non-disabled people. Figures from the Employers’ Forum on Disability (2003) also show that approximately 50% of disabled people of working age are unemployed. For some groups, the unemployment rate is even higher: of the 115,000 blind or visually impaired adults of working age in the UK, three out of four are not in paid employment (RNIB 2002
; Euroblind 2001
). The implication is that nearly half of the disabled population is unemployed and will thus have less income to enable them to travel to and pay fees for adult education. 

Other barriers to accessing education that are frequently cited include inaccessible buildings, attitudes, access to information and lack of awareness of rights to support. 

The Project: ‘What I Really, Really Want’
For over 15 years the Centre for Access and Communication Studies (CACS) has worked with disabled people to offer short courses targeted at disabled adults. The focus has been on providing a fully accessible learning environment with high academic standards. These courses have proved highly popular and the work strongly indicates that, given the opportunity, disabled adults will seize the opportunity to participate in HE level adult education. We thus had access to a population of disabled adults who were already engaged with adult education. 

ESF funding for the period 2005-6 allowed CACS to develop and offer a series of short courses and workshops for disabled adults to enable these learners to develop the specific skills required for the management of their own access requirements and study at HE-level. The project also aimed to raise aspirations among disabled people and to increase understanding among providers of part-time and flexible learning of the specific needs of disabled adults. Finally the project was to produce a short guide for University Lifelong Learning providers to encourage them to make provision for disabled adults. 

In order to achieve these aims, it was essential to establish what disabled people identify as the barriers that exclude them from HE or reduce their participation. It was also important to ask active learners about their experiences of effective support and good practice in encouraging participation and creating access to the curriculum.

ESF funding provided us with the opportunity for the current research, which is reported here. We were able to recruit from a population of disabled adult learners and to ask them to participate in a structured interview that would enable us to collect data on their perceptions of the barriers that prevent participation in adult education and to ask them about their previous experiences. In this way we were able to focus on a group who had some understanding and practical experience of the potential difficulties and possible solutions. 
A Note on Terminology

In this report we refer to courses open to the general public as mainstream courses. Those courses that are available only to disabled people are referred to as targeted courses.

Methodology 

In this study we interviewed 60 people, who were all approached via the CACS database. 59 gave consent to take part in the study. Individual semi-structured interviews, following a topic guide, were then carried out either face to face or by telephone. This method for data collection was chosen because it allowed the participants to explore aspects of their experience as adult learners, and we were able to follow up leads that they gave us, and obtain some rich data. Interviews were tape-recorded, and we used Grounded Analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967
) to analyse the data, with the aid of a computer package called MaxQDA.  Grounded analysis helped us to identify themes from the point of view of participants, and to group them according to the importance that was given to them in the interviews. The methodology was thus chosen in order to gain an in-depth understanding of the students' experience, so that lessons can be learnt for future practice.  Further details of methodology are given in Appendix A.

The majority of participants had a visual impairment and as a result, a substantial amount of the data refers to visually impaired people’s (hereafter referred to as VIPs) experiences and needs.

Table 1 - Number of participants by impairment

	Visually impaired
	31

	Visually impaired and hearing impaired
	11

	Visually Impaired plus other impairment
	3

	Multiple impairments
	6


Findings

1. Courses Attended

1.1 Awareness of Courses

The first, and one of the most important steps, in enabling disabled adults to participate in Higher Education (HE) and Further Education (FE) courses is to ensure that they have routes to find out what is on offer. Amongst the disabled adults that took part in this project, most were familiar with local FE colleges offering courses. Several were aware of the range of courses on offer, some because they had attended courses locally. However they were less familiar with University courses. When asked directly if people knew about courses offered to the general public by their local University, 23% did not give a clear answer, but 55% stated they were not aware what courses were available.  Many of those who said they didn’t know about University courses immediately went on to talk about their local college. There was in fact a considerable degree of confusion in many people’s minds about the difference between FE colleges and universities. One person’s comments on the range of courses offered suggested that they were most aware of ‘ordinary sort of academic courses’ and that the length of courses at universities tended to be longer term, which was off-putting.  Another person wrongly stated that their local University did not offer adult education. In general, the findings suggested that it was not clear to disabled people themselves that adult education and short courses are offered through Universities. 

A few implicated inaccessible information as the reason why they were unaware of local courses, and one participant could not identify their local college. Some people were receiving information but complained that prospectuses ‘don’t come through in a specialised format’.  One person noted  ‘it’s not something I can casually pick up’, because advertisements that people might notice in their everyday lives are often inaccessible, in print formats that people with visual impairments cannot read. The most commonly used routes for finding out information about courses were tape magazines, word of mouth, mailing lists, associations for disabled people and telephone calls.

These findings suggest that disabled adult learners are not aware of the range and scope of courses that are available to them through Universities, but are more aware of opportunities offered by local colleges. For Universities to increase awareness of HE courses they need to make information more readily available in accessible formats, and ensure people know it is there. Working with local associations for disabled people would mean that more effective marketing could be developed. For instance print copies of prospectuses could be made more accessible, and other formats (e.g. braille or tape) could be made available on request. Promotion in print could be disseminated, as well as giving people the opportunity to contact their local university to request accessible formats. While universities have done much to widen participation among the full-time, 18 to 30 age group, there are few initiatives to increase diversity in the short-course student population.

1.2 Type of Courses Attended

The questionnaire asked people what courses they had attended in the past 12 months and over a longer time frame. 88% mentioned that they had taken part in some form of adult education (this excludes courses provided by CACS.) Since our sample was drawn from people on the CACS database, it is not surprising that such a high proportion had some experience of adult education. In fact, this may be an underestimate as it is possible that people failed to mention courses they had done. Some people were not very forthcoming when describing courses they had attended, later mentioning things that they did not consider counted as educational. For instance, one person dismissed courses they had attended with U3A:

‘They don’t count, they’re not proper courses, they’re very distinct visits and things’.

1.2.1 Attendance on Courses Run by a Local University

Although a very high proportion of respondents were participating in adult education, very few stated that they were attending courses run by their local University. In the 12 months preceding the interview, only two of those who were aware of public courses at their local University stated that they had attended such courses. One of them had attended a course at a local college that was attached to the University.  Whether more people had been attending courses affiliated to Universities is not known.

1.2.2 Nature of Courses Studied

The nature of courses people described varied greatly.  A range of providers were mentioned:  local colleges and universities, local associations for the blind, Learn Direct, galleries and museums, the Open University, private tutors, classes provided in a residential care setting, U3A, charities, and schools and colleges for blind pupils. 

Likewise there was variation in the range of subjects studied and the length of courses people attended. All participants had at some point attended targeted courses run by CACS, since this was how the sample was obtained. As part of this project, everybody had attended either residential weeklong courses or a weekly block, in the case of the Leonard Cheshire participants. Many people told us about day schools or lecture series’ they had attended. This may indicate that more people are able to take these short courses on than to commit to longer term courses. Some people had committed to weekly classes, and attended courses lasting between six weeks to two years in length. Most of those who had attended longer courses had achieved qualifications including BTEC HNDs, NVQs, City and Guilds certificates and GCSEs and A-levels. It may be the case that people are more willing to take on longer courses in order to gain skills, knowledge or qualifications for a particular purpose.

1.2.3 Reasons for Studying

A theme that emerged from the data was the importance of people’s motivation for attending courses and how this affected their choice of courses. Many people commented that they took courses for personal interest, not to lead to a qualification, as this participant commented:

‘My attitude to going to these courses is for my own interest and I’m not interested in really acquiring credits’.

One interviewee said that on mainstream courses ‘the main sort of theme is to get a qualification’ whereas the targeted courses that this person attended were more to do with appreciation of a subject. This suggests a possible lack of awareness, since there are also mainstream courses on offer that are primarily about appreciation and personal interest. 
Age may be another factor to consider. The age of the interviewees ranged from the mid-20s to be late 80s with an average age of 60.5 years, with the distribution skewed towards 56+ age bands. It is likely that the older participants are not interested in developing skills or gaining a qualification to further their career, nor do they want to commit to completing assessments or exams. By contrast, one of the younger participants in the survey commented on trying to gain higher qualifications in a particular subject to develop his career. This person felt forced to leave a course because provision for visually impaired people was so poor.

Graph 1 - Age range of participants
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1.2.4 Targeted and Integrated Courses

We were interested in trying to establish how many of the courses taken over the last 12 months had been mainstream, and how many have been targeted at disabled learners. These figures are an estimate because some people had taken more than one course but referred to only one course when answering this question. Of the courses mentioned, 32 people stated that they had attended a targeted course, seven people had attended mainstream courses and six said they had attended both types of courses. This suggests that more people are opting for courses that are specifically targeted at those with impairments, rather than attending mainstream courses.

Table 2 - Type of courses attended in the last 12 months (excluding those run by CACS)

	Targeted
	32 

	Mainstream
	7

	Attended Both
	6

	Ambiguous Answer
	6


Section 1: Summary and Conclusions

This section has revealed the low numbers of disabled people attending HE level courses at University. We have highlighted that people may make assumptions about what types of courses a university offers, and that these beliefs may discourage interest. Interviewees were more familiar with local college courses and the majority had taken part in some type of adult education in the last 12 months. Courses attended were mainly short courses, lectures and day schools from a range of different providers. Although several people had attended accredited courses, many were motivated to study for personal interest and leisure rather than to gain qualifications. However the sample of participants was skewed towards older people.
If Universities want to increase the number of disabled people attending HE courses, it is important to take into account people’s motivation for studying. A range of provision will attract a more diverse audience in general, including a higher number of older disabled students and short courses need to be better promoted. The popularity of targeted courses may indicate that disabled adults have a preference for this type of provision over mainstream courses. This will be discussed further below in sections 2 and 3.

2. Views on Targeted and Mainstream Courses

In this section we discuss disabled people’s views on attending targeted courses – those that are specifically for disabled people, and mainstream courses, which are open to the general public. When asked if they preferred targeted or mainstream courses, the participants were split in their opinions. 20 said they prefer targeted courses, 20 said they had no preference and only one said that they preferred open courses. Some people elaborated on their answer by giving their reasoning.

2.1 Preference for Targeted Courses 
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Graph 2 - Preferences for targeted and mainstream courses
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2.1.1 Positive Experiences

People had a lot of positive things to say about targeted courses. Those that preferred them generally found them more satisfying than mainstream courses. They were described as preferential for the following reasons:

Provision of Guides and Mobility

Finding the way around a new place requires a lot of effort and concerns a lot of people, as this visually impaired student reported:

‘It’s really difficult to even get there, to even get up all the stairs, it’s an effort’.

People associated targeted courses with having a reliable sighted guide. This is very reassuring as a source of support, both for mobility around a venue and to facilitate learning in the classroom, where a guide provides one to one support. By contrast, one respondent commented on sighted guides in mainstream courses, where help may come from someone who hasn’t chosen to guide, perhaps people have felt obliged to step in, or a request has been made of another student to act as a guide:

‘Some poor soul has to guide me and they haven’t necessarily chosen to do it’.

This indicates that people may feel more at ease with guides on targeted courses as they are likely to have been specifically recruited. This signals a wish for professional support and not “help” from a well-meaning fellow-student.

Style of Teaching/Course

Several comments seemed to relate to the full access to the curriculum that  targeted courses can provide, a situation that interviewees felt was not often replicated in mainstream classes. The organisation of targeted courses is ’geared to an understanding of what’s involved’ – organisation and delivery is structured around the needs and learning of, for example, visually impaired people, they are not simply mainstream classes with adaptations to make them slightly more accessible. As one person stated:

‘I’ve got nothing unless people are allowing me to use my hands and ears instead of my eyes’.

Opportunities to learn in this way are built into a targeted course, rather than added in. Other people commented that teaching and learning can happen through activities that are unique to targeted courses, which may not be available to you if you were attending a mainstream course where the majority were fully sighted. An example of this is tactile access to exhibits and artefacts that the public are usually prevented from handling.

 It also seems that having accessible formats is not a substitute for targeted courses –

‘If one had resources, in inverted commas, but everyone else could see properly, I wouldn’t find that of an equality with what I get when I go with blind and partially sighted people’.

This suggests that people get a different experience of learning when they attend targeted courses.

People believe that tutors are more aware of their needs, and as a result information will be presented in the most accessible way. It was also suggested that there may be difficulties on a mainstream course if support is not pre-existing and has to be created to make a course or subject accessible. This indicates that people are more confident about accessible teaching and resources being created or developed within the context of targeted courses, but may find starting a course with an inexperienced provider intimidating.

Needing More Time

On mainstream courses, a major concern is being able to keep up with the pace of the lesson. People need more time to process the information in accessible materials such as handouts.

‘It doesn’t matter what age a visually impaired person is, they’re going probably at half the speed of other people…you have to absorb what’s being told to you all the time’.

Disabled people find that with targeted courses they are given time and additional explanations to work through course materials. This reduces stress and allows them more energy to focus on learning. 

‘I can come and I can relax…I’m extremely grateful for the information before the course and I can study it’.

Nature of the Course

A few people commented that the nature of a particular course can determine whether they would prefer it to be targeted. Someone suggested that certain techniques in practical classes can take longer for VIPs to learn, and therefore may demand that they are learnt in a targeted environment. Specific subjects may require additional expertise from a tutor, for example in classes where computers were being used, there would need to be a knowledge of accessibility software, like screen readers.

Provision of Accessible Materials

When attending targeted courses, people are confident that they will be provided with accessible materials in the format of their choice. They also mention being able to get information and materials in advance of classes. As one person said, this was their main reason for choosing targeted courses:

‘Because of the material produced in the right formats so that it’s easier to access them, and pre-course material’.

Being Among Other People with Visual Impairments

Several people commented that they benefit from being around other visually impaired students, where everyone is ‘in the same boat’. Someone suggested that this was beneficial for both guides and the tutor.  Students feel able to help each other, so there is an element of camaraderie, which for some may be hard to establish on mainstream courses.  One person valued getting to meet other likeminded visually impaired people and said that was part of the reason they attended such courses.

Interviewees suggested that they would feel uncomfortable in mainstream classes if special provision was made for them, as they anticipated it would ‘bore other people’ and be disruptive if the tutor was making accommodations. Someone explained that having ‘special provision’ being made for you could actually become a barrier to integration, singling you out. Having a guide present could result in increasing your isolation from sighted students in a mainstream class:

‘I think if you’ve got somebody, an intermediary, it actually means that you’re slightly set apart from the rest of the people, and if they see you’ve got a helper they don’t actually approach you’.

2.1.2 Difficulties Experienced

Disabled people may lack confidence in getting appropriate provision following bad experiences on mainstream courses. Participants volunteered many examples of problems they had had in the past. These included problems with a lack of accessible materials or poorly produced accessible materials, for example:

· Large print produced by up-sizing on a photocopier,

· Tapes without labels,

· Diagrams that were not properly labelled,

· Poorly produced braille.

During classes many people report dissatisfaction about the over-reliance on slides and a tutor writing on a blackboard and failing to read out what is being written up:

‘[the tutor] would draw or paint something and show us from a distance and of course none of us could see it’.

People also reported difficulties with mobility when venues have had a lack of handrails, marked steps and tactile door numbering. Problems have included falling down stairs, walking into people and getting lost. General navigation around a site can be very difficult, finding toilets, canteens etc.  With all the effort involved in travelling to a venue and finding your way around, some people reported their frustration when there was a room change or a class cancelled and they had not been contacted.

People experienced difficulties coping in the classroom environment. Joining in can be hard if there is a lot of student participation, one student described not being able to read out loud because the book being used was not in an accessible format. A lack of eye contact can also make it difficult to establish communication between people with a visual impairment and other class members. Keeping up with the content of a lecture is dependent on having material in advance, as it can take someone with a visual impairment longer to process handouts and to keep up with the speed at which they are being used. 

Participants described other people’s attitudes and lack of awareness as problematic.  Issues included a lack of effort to compensate for reliance on visual methods of teaching, the need for familiarity in the surroundings, for example, finding equipment in the same state and location as when you last used it, tutors failing to adapt or maintain their teaching style, limited awareness of visually impaired people’s needs and poor communication. The following quotation is a good example of this:

‘People say, “oh there’s a seat over there”, well where is there? Is it to your left, to your right?’

2.1.3 Anticipated Difficulties 

We asked all participants what difficulties they anticipated having on mainstream courses. These closely matched their reasons for preferring targeted courses and included:

· Tutors relying on visual aids

· Struggling with practical activities or processes

· Trying to follow a lecturer while having to rely on additional descriptions from a Personal Assistant (PA) simultaneously

· Difficulties getting accessible materials

· A lack of time to use accessible resources during a class

· Keeping up

· Tutors having a lack of awareness

· Mobility and needing a guide

· Finding an appropriate guide

· Integrating with others

· Transport to a venue

VIPs anticipated not being able to cope due to tutors relying on overheads, film, pictures, diagrams, whiteboards, flip charts and printed text. Practical courses, which involved observation of an activity or practical process were also a concern. It was pointed out that the description of visual material by a PA is almost impossible while a lecturer is speaking.

Many people anticipated difficulties getting accessible materials. A common theme was not being able to get material in time to use it.  Several commented on the importance of being able to get braille in advance so they could read it before a session, and being able to get hold of course reading in time to do coursework. Partially sighted people noted that reading is very difficult for them, even if they can get hold of large print, because it can be very tedious to read long texts.

Getting transport to a course was expected to be an issue, as was finding their way around the venue where the course was held. Some mentioned the need to be familiarised with the surroundings to reduce the amount of difficulties they would face, while others said they would require a sighted guide.

Another theme was not having enough time in class to use accessible materials, and being able to keep up with the group when accessing and processing the information presented in a different way. Using recording devices and note-takers can be too time consuming, and several people mentioned that things take longer to do when you have a visual impairment. In practical classes, having to keep up with everyone else doing the same activity was a worry. It was mentioned that it is helpful if the tutor is aware of this fact so that disabled students can be given the opportunity to keep up, or catch up. There was also concern that in a mainstream setting you can’t expect a tutor to wait for you, and that is why it is necessary to have someone to take notes for you or assist you.

A lack of understanding on the part of course providers, tutors and classmates was another worry:

‘mainstream organisations…haven’t necessarily got the concepts of what visually impaired people need’.

Difficulties might be caused by the fact that tutors may not understand the needs of disabled students, and may themselves find it difficult to meet those needs. One participant in the survey mentioned the importance of the ability to describe visual material, and to remember to do on every occasion.

This leads onto social integration within the group on a course.  Several people identified integrating with others and the social aspect of being on a course as a possible difficulty. For example, group activities must be accessible, as this respondent put it: ‘it means you can take your turn at reading (aloud) like everyone else’ becoming ‘a sort of bone fide member of the class’ so that you ‘don’t stick out like a sore thumb’.

The need for a PA as well as the difficulties of using one, were raised. A guide or PA would have to have appropriate training or experience in order to give the student confidence in using them. They would be useful for familiarising with locations and to assist with something like finding references, which could be very time consuming. Someone mentioned the concern that the course provider would have to be happy for someone to attend as a guide but not actually be part of the course.

Mentioned less frequently as anticipated difficulties were a lack of confidence, wheelchair accessibility, and problems using computers, whether as part of a course or supplementary to it.  There were concerns that adapted computers would need to be available, with large displays or screen readers, and that there would need to be support available for these devices and with general computing queries. 

2.2 No Preference for Targeted or Mainstream Courses
Those with no preference were as happy to attend mainstream courses as targeted ones, provided support was sufficient. Also rated as important were being treated with respect as independent and capable learners. Some people said that if their interest was great enough, whether a course was targeted or not was not important to them. Although they didn’t have a particular preference, it was suggested by some participants that it may be harder to study in mainstream environments, so preference could change from one course to the next. 
Reasons for being happy to attend classes open to the general public include feeling able to cope with however information is presented. One person said having a good auditory memory meant they were able to retain orally presented information, and this helped them to feel equally confident in mainstream classes, as they could rely on their memory rather than having visual reminders or notes. Another person said it is hard to compare the two, but if they had a more substantial sight loss then they would prefer targeted courses. This may mean that they anticipate feeling less able to cope in a mainstream environment if they had no sight at all. It is possible that they believe support would not be adequate.
2.3 Preference for Mainstream Courses

Only a small number of people stated a clear preference to attend mainstream classes.

Institutionalisation

One person gave a very decisive answer, and their reason was that they believed mainstream courses to be ‘healthier’.  Following this theme comments were made relating to targeted learning being institutionalised. Other comments included liking to be able to do things ‘with everybody else, attend normal classes’. This is the main reason why people actually prefer mainstream courses. This follows from a previous comment that a PA can reduce social integration – support systems may make it harder to ‘fit in’. One person described mainstream courses as being ‘less claustrophobic than disabled this and disabled that’, making targeted courses sound, in a way, oppressive, and perhaps putting the main focus on the fact that the students are disabled. This distinction is made clearer by the description of a mainstream dance class attended by one of the participants:

‘There are disabled people of all sorts and able bodied people of all sorts…it’s just, everybody is a dancer, nothing else, a dancer.’

Benefit from being around sighted students

Some people mentioned benefiting from being around sighted people in a mainstream course - ‘hearing the normal attitude and the normal descriptions from sighted people’ adding to their learning experience, and increasing the depth of their understanding.

2.4 Confidence to Attend Mainstream Courses

Reluctance to attend mainstream courses may stem from concerns about adequate provision, and a lack of confidence in being able to cope. When asked what might improve people’s confidence to attend mainstream courses, the following themes emerged.

2.4.1 Familiarity

Many of the disabled people interviewed expressed concern over studying at a new location and finding their way around. Stress is reduced and confidence increased if they have the chance to become familiar with their surroundings in advance of a course. Being familiar with a course provider and knowing them to have a proven track record of making provisions also boosted people’s confidence in attending mainstream courses. Other things that made people confident included knowing other VIPs who have done similar courses at the same place, prior knowledge of the subject being studied or being used to the style of teaching and knowing where they could get support if there were problems.

2.4.2 Attitudes

Personal Attitudes

Some people identified personality as being important in having the confidence to attend mainstream classes. It was suggested that in a mainstream setting, VIPs can feel at a real disadvantage. One person suggested that If you are lacking confidence then it is up to you to gain it somehow. Part of being confident was described as being able to accept that there are likely to be barriers. It seems this person was not relying on excellent provision, but thought that people needed to be confident enough to start a course and work out the issues. Having a proactive attitude and being assertive about your access requirements would enable you to be more confident about getting those needs met:

‘It’s no good turning up and then being cross with them because they can’t help you, if you haven’t told them.’

Another example of a confident approach was not being intimidated by trying new things and meeting people. There was a lot of variation in people’s attitudes, some were very confident about joining mainstream courses:

‘If it was something I particularly wanted to do, I would do it, come hell come high water’,

This attitude contrasts starkly with that of most other respondents, who needed to be very sure of what a course might involve and how they would manage - ‘I’d only go on a course which I know I could cope with’. 

Attitudes of the Course Provider

Several people identified the attitudes of course providers as important in increasing confidence, such as a willingness to consider needs and make provisions, and to discuss issues and listen to individuals. First impressions of a provider have an impact on someone’s confidence in them, particularly the friendliness and helpfulness of staff. One person stated that if a provider was open minded, it would not necessarily matter if they had a record of making courses accessible, but it would be important that they were willing to try and be encouraging of the student.

Attitudes of Other People

Concern was noted that others in a mainstream class would not interact with disabled people. The friendliness of other people is important to boost confidence. Communicating with other people can be especially difficult when there is no eye contact, and when a VIP is not aware of who else is in a classroom with them. Finding that your classmates are friendly and accepting has a positive effect on confidence. One person suggested that one of the main issues they faced was the reaction of other people:

‘I find the problem is with other people…it’s ignorance and a lack of enlightenment’.

2.4.3 Support on Mainstream Courses

Preparation

In preparation for a course, it seems important to involve the college and tutors from the start so they know what to expect, how you like to work and how they can help to make starting a new course less difficult. Having accessible materials in advance of a course or each class gives someone with a disability or impairment plenty of time to work through the information, which will make them feel more confident during classes and more able to participate. Additionally, those with a hearing loss needed reassurance that there would be an induction loop.

Personal Contact

‘I could feel much, much more comfortable if I knew there was somebody in the background that could smooth my path.’

Several participants mentioned having a personal contact at a college or on a course would make them more confident. This ranged from knowing someone who worked at a college who could give you advice and introduce you to people and places, to getting to know another student on a course who can help you to acclimatise. Going along with a friend or spending time with someone who had been on the course before were also suggested as useful. Being aware of other disabled people who have had a good experience or success on a course can make people more confident about their own ability to cope:

‘It did give me a lot of confidence to know there’s people in the same boat as myself ‘. 

Attending a course with a friend who acted as an advocate, reassuring the tutor that the individual could manage the class, boosted one individual’s confidence.

Interviewees emphasised having someone to be there to help with access issues, who would be encouraging and consider individuals’ needs - ‘A person who got to know me, and took the trouble to get to know me’.
Sighted Guide

Knowing you could have a support worker made people feel better able to cope, feel more relaxed and be able to put more energy into learning without having to worry about mobility. VIPs suggested that it is important to have a sensitive and flexible guide to facilitate learning without restricting you in any way. Guides or support workers increased confidence because they would be able to help students cope with less accessible styles of presentation. Ideally, of course, the tutor should be working towards making their own style of presentation accessible to all in the class. However, in practice, this does not always appear to be possible.

Course Materials

Having reliable provision of accessible resources and course materials was frequently mentioned and clearly makes people feel more confident that they can keep up with other members of the class, putting VIPs on  ‘equal grounds’. This included getting reading in advance, good access to background reading and accessible library facilities. Materials need to be produced with a consistent style and layout, and advance reading or handouts should be supplied reliably and to the same timetable.
Support from Tutor and Teaching Style

Several people considered having contact with the tutor important when thinking about what would make them more confident, or even meeting the tutor before the course started and ensuring they are aware of the individual’s needs. Many people suggested that the pace and style of teaching would concern them, and they wanted to know that the tutor would make allowances to help them keep up. It seems important to feel that tutors are receptive, can adapt their style, are ‘enlightened thinkers’ and ‘lucid’; people who can devise their own creative resources, e.g. using a peg board to symbolise the notes on a stave, so that VIPs could compose music with a tactile representation. One student described this sort of approach as thinking ‘outside the box’.

Mobility

Lack of mobility when attending a mainstream course was identified as stressful. For VIPs, fears include bumping into people who don’t understand, and having to deal with a confrontation, which can ‘undermine your confidence completely’. On targeted courses there is some expectation that there are mobility issues, and other people will be accommodating, and there is no need for explanations or justification.

Section 2: Summary and Conclusions

These findings show that a preference for targeted courses is based on having greater confidence in getting appropriate provision. Disabled people are concerned that mainstream courses will not be able to cater for their needs. The provision they expect from targeted courses is not just adequate, it is specifically planned around their needs, meaning teaching style is likely to be very different and complete access to the curriculum is ensured. Additionally it emerged that some people value the opportunity to study alongside other VIPs, not only to be able to socialise with them but perhaps as well to feel as though they are studying alongside their equals. For some, a preference for targeted courses may come from bad experiences in the past and anticipated difficulties.

However, targeted courses can be perceived as institutionalised, and in this way marginalize disabled people more. Mainstream courses allow disabled people to learn with non-disabled people, who can share different perspectives on a subject. These were the reasons why some people preferred an integrated learning environment. 

Confidence is increased by being familiar with a course venue, provider or the subject matter before the start of a course. Personal attitudes play a role, some people are simply less confident in being able to overcome barriers. Other people's attitudes are also important; a course provider with a positive attitude to supporting disabled people and friendly and accepting classmates can boost confidence. Being well supported is very important on a mainstream course. Student and course provider need to be well prepared to overcome barriers to access. Knowing where to get help if things go wrong and having a supportive and accommodating tutor are greatly valued. 

Course providers need to do more to understand the needs of disabled people and to cater for these needs. Access requirements need to be established early on to ensure that they can be met. To make mainstream courses more popular, providers need to demonstrate a positive attitude to disabled people from first contact and throughout the duration of the course, ensuring the student knows who to contact if they experience any problems.

Much improvement needs to be made to the provision of accessible materials. Quality needs to be improved (e.g. properly produced large print and braille) and course reading needs to be available in advance. Digital resources such as CDs could be used to replace tape where possible. Accessible materials can be made easier to use if clearly labeled and if tutors take the time to go through resources and lesson plans with students. Professional, trained sighted guides and support staff need to be available who are familiar with a course or college. They should be encouraged to communicate with the student they are supporting to establish the level of support required. Staff need to be able to support students to access facilities and equipment. 

Meeting a tutor in advance of a course to talk about a student’s needs could be beneficial for both tutors and students. Tutors also need to have disability equality training and need to adapt their style and pace to meet the needs of disabled students, and to avoid using methods that exclude them. It is important not to single disabled students out or make them feel uncomfortable. Tutors may be able to assist the integration of a disabled student into the group, especially when having a PA can isolate someone from other students. One of the reasons that people give for wanting to attend mainstream courses is the social aspect, which makes helping disabled students to integrate all the more important. 

When attending targeted courses, disabled people may be reassured by knowing that they are amongst people who understand their access requirements and are on equal ground with their fellow students. One way to incorporate this aspect into mainstream education is by giving disabled people the opportunity to join a network of disabled students. This could create an opportunity to share experiences and problems and to get support from disabled peers. 

 It can be argued that there is a need for both targeted and mainstream opportunities in HE. Targeted courses are often preferential because they cater specifically for the needs of disabled people. In some instances it may be inappropriate and financially impossible to replicate this in mainstream settings. Some disabled students have stated that they have a different, more complete experience on a targeted course, which could not be matched in a mainstream educational setting. 

3. Access Requirements

Interviewees were asked about the support and resources they would need to enable them to take part in a course.
3.1 Support and Resources

Preparation

In preparation for a course, people said that they would need help completing enrolment forms, familiarizing with a college campus, locating rooms, toilets, canteens and establishing public transport routes -

‘So that you know where you’re going the first day and you can arrive without worrying about that on top of everything else.’

These steps would help them to establish any practical problems and provide an opportunity to resolve them before starting a course.
Advance Reading

Many people emphasized the need to have both initial and further reading and course materials in advance in accessible formats, including general information on venue, times etc. One person suggested that they would need a “sighted helper” to assist them with this preparatory work (resources such as raised diagrams may need to have additional explanations in advance).
Accessible materials and equipment

When asked what they would need, participants made general comments that they would need ‘appropriate formats’ or ‘accessible material’ and even a selection of formats:

‘You really do need to have a number of those things available and…need to be comfortable with them and not intrusive with them’.

Being able to take these materials home and also having them on site at a college to avoid having to carry bulky resources around was seen as useful. Material from libraries for background reading would also need to be accessible. Formats that were listed included braille, large print and tape or CD. Audio resources were mentioned most frequently. With regard to audio information, having a good reader is important. Someone commented on how much it helps to have a reader who has some understanding of the subject matter, to be able to read the information well. One person specified they could access information in moon and a few people specified needing to use dictaphones to record and playback information.  

Several people mentioned note-takers, though whether they meant electronic notetaking devices with keyboards or a person to take notes was not always clear. If the latter, then handwritten notes would need to be made accessible by being converted into an appropriate format, for example typed so that they could be scanned for use with a screen reader. A few people mentioned that computers would be useful, as, for example, text on a disk or CD could be accessed through a computer. 

Tactile Examples

A few people mentioned the benefits for VIPs of having physical examples of whatever is being studied to enhance your experience of the subject matter 

‘so that you have a thing in your hand, you’re not just looking at a diagram or a picture of it somewhere, it’s a real physical thing that you’ve got your hands on.  I think that’s a need.’

One person identified models as a particularly useful resource. This person referred to “tactile models”, perhaps to emphasise the fact that not all models are intelligible through touch, for example, many rely on colour instead of texture to highlight differences.
Sighted Guides

By far the most comments were made about sighted guides being used by VIPS. Why and when people would use them varied greatly. Two people said that they would definitely need a guide at the start of a course until things became familiar, for one person it was important to visit a venue prior to the start of the course. Another five VIPs stated they would definitely need a sighted guide on a course. A few people commented that they were happy to rely on people that were ‘around’ – like classmates or staff. Several people specified their need for a guide was greatest on field trips:

‘If you’re going to many places… there’s more physical effort, more mental concentration in working out where you’re going… haven’t got enough energy left for the course itself.’

Some people have a greater need for physical guiding than others, stating

‘I don’t like walking about, especially where there’s steps and stairs on my own’

or that they would need a guide to avoid ‘getting lost all the time’ and to help with mobility needs during practical work. One interviewee said ‘I would have to have somebody with me, I wouldn’t be able to cope on my own.’ 

Conversely, one person considered the availability of a sighted guide as a luxury, and another described the fact that other people may want you to have a guide:

‘I really don’t like the feeling that somebody thinks you’ve got to have somebody, just because you can’t see, because you don’t always need it.’

Other comments about guides suggested a real range of preferences, from guides that had knowledge of the subject matter being studied, to their importance ‘not just in the learning part of it’ but as someone to take you to the cafeteria between classes. As one person noted:

‘it’s the human element, the technology…would be there for me, but…I tend to lean towards the human.’

Finally, someone mentioned that a guide ‘is also a help to motivate you’. Perhaps then, motivation can get very low when faced with the challenges of attending mainstream classes. VIPs for example may feel quite lost, both in terms of their surroundings and classmates and when trying to follow a course of study.

A supportive environment where people are aware

Someone described education for VIPs as ‘a different ball game’. Many people suggested that having an education provider who understands their needs meant they would be well supported. One person suggested staff being able to give clear and precise directions to the venue and that course providers needed to ‘think up different ways of how they put out information.’

Those interviewed valued a tutor that was aware of their needs and would make an effort to accommodate them, and also be sensitive enough to recognize if there was a problem with their teaching style, and be willing to try to rectify it. In particular, tutors needed to offer clear verbal information and avoid relying on visual styles of presentation, being imaginative and finding alternative styles where possible.
Wheelchair Access

Participants from the Leonard Cheshire homes identified wheelchair access as a support need, which included having someone to push their wheelchair in some cases.

Transport

Transport is a big issue for VIPs. Several people identified reliable transport to the venue as an access requirement. Some people may need a PA to help them get to a course.

In most cases people were able to identify at least some of their access needs without being prompted. A few people stated they were not sure what resources they would need. These people are likely to need more help in establishing their requirements.

3.2 Opinions on Usefulness of Resources

People were extremely forthcoming with their answers when they were asked about their opinions on, and preferences for different resources and support. 

3.2.1 Tapes, Braille and Large Print

A recurrent complaint about audio tapes is that it can be very time consuming to navigate through them to find the section you want. Some people would use tapes but said they preferred other formats. 

The varied comments on the usefulness of braille and large print indicate how very personal preferences for accessible materials can be. Only a few people mentioned braille, which reflects the small percentage of VIPs who actually read braille (as low as 1%)
 and one person used a pocket frame to make notes. Some people can read braille but are not comfortable having to read large amounts of it. The time taken to read alternative formats may be considerable, for example, one person said they could only read braille very slowly and another that they used large print but found it very difficult to read. In providing accessible course materials, it is therefore important to establish preferences in detail to ensure suitable resources are produced.

3.2.2 Tactile Diagrams

Tactile diagrams were mentioned with mixed feelings; there was some concern that they can be hard to understand, and that people might benefit more from verbal information. Several people described raised diagrams as difficult to use, one person stated ‘I’m actually quite hopeless with following diagrams’. Responses also highlighted that preferences for the type of diagram vary, for example minolta paper was favoured for use on field trips as it is heavier weight, and is also preferred by some because thermoform diagrams can ‘stick’ to your fingers. Creating raised diagrams may not be the best way of conveying information, and it is important to check people’s preferences and keep diagrams systematic. Giving extra time to explain diagrams to students may increase their usefulness.

3.2.3 Equipment

Computers with screen readers were described by some as ‘one of the most useful and versatile’ technologies. Five people stated they used a personal computer and found them very helpful. Some people who do use computers identify various issues with them, including screen reader voices being very monotonous, problems setting a computer to have a large display, and difficulties scanning printed text to be able to use a screen reader. Difficulties in getting technical support were also mentioned.

In contrast to the positive responses, eight people identified computers as a type of support that they were not keen to use, describing themselves as not computer literate or nervous of them - ‘new modern things are quite frightening sometimes’. For one person these fears existed despite having done an IT course, while another was reluctant to use computers despite stating that they could understand how they might be useful.
These comments indicate the importance of offering support to use computers, and ensuring they can be adapted to meet people’s needs. It may also be necessary to consider compatibility with someone’s home computer.
Other devices such as digital recorders and electronic notetaking devices and  dictaphones were also identified as types equipment that people liked to use.
VIPs with an additional hearing loss named an induction loop as something they particularly benefited from. 
3.2.4 Sighted Guides
Consistent with the idea that verbal communication can be more beneficial than accessible formats and technology, sighted guides were the most frequently mentioned form of support: ‘a sighted guide is probably the most useful thing’. Interestingly someone commented that this was the case even if it meant the loss of some of your independence. People seem to feel a real benefit from being able to focus on learning rather than having to worry about mobility issues:

‘I just wouldn’t feel so relaxed and jolly without my carer here and there’s also all sorts of other people that chip in and help, so I feel very able to relax’.

People’s needs concerning sighted assistance varied greatly. People use guides for a variety of different things, and expressed different needs. One interviewee expressed this concern - ‘I don’t really want someone there all the time particularly’, whereas another appreciated having a guide around between classes:

‘It’s not just in the learning part of it you see, I think it’s sort of outside, you know when you are going in for dinner or if you’re having a cup of tea…across the board, you know, that support is very important.’

One person highlighted that some people may not need a guide in a classroom situation, but would have more need on field trips:

‘If it’s something that involves trips out, looking at old churches, things like that, obviously a guide is fantastically useful’.

Establishing how much support a sighted guide gives, and the nature of their role is imperative if there is to be a good working relationship.
3.2.5 Things People Would Like to Try

Interviewees had a few ideas of resources they might like to try. These included more contrast and colour on braille diagrams for those with some useful sight, replacing tape with CD as the information can be arranged into tracks making it easier to navigate through. For those that had never used it, recording equipment such as tape recorders and cameras were favoured; likewise one person was interested in having someone to take notes for them.

It can be very difficult for VIPs to travel to and find a venue, therefore telephone conferencing was suggested to enable people to have discussions without the need to travel. Another idea was that VIPs might benefit from using a global positioning device to help them to get to new places when attending a course. Exploring the ideas students have to help them learn, and discussing the possibilities, is an important part of establishing their access requirements and how best these can be met.
3.3 Applying for Mainstream Courses if Support is There

When asked if they would be more likely to attend mainstream courses if they knew support was there, 57% of those interviewed said yes. Some people expressed a clear desire to go on more courses and would be encouraged if the support and resources were there. Knowing there was a contact at a college if things weren’t going smoothly would help even more. One person suggested that course providers may be able to support people with certain impairments better than others. First and foremost though, participants needed to be sure what the provision was and that the tutors were willing to accommodate them. For this reason some people were more hesitant and said that they would possibly be more inclined to apply. 

Table 3 - Number of partipants who would

be more inclined to apply for a mainstream

course if they knew that support was there

	Yes
	29

	No
	4

	Maybe
	6

	Ambiguous answer
	12


Some people stated that they did courses for personal interest and did not wish to take them too seriously. If they were interested in a course they would attend regardless of the support provided, and they said that knowing that support was there would not particularly encourage them. A couple of people even stated that they had never requested any specific provision. It is possible that these people did not feel much need for any support or specific provisions to be made, but it is also possible that these interviewees did not wish to identify themselves as being “different” or that they did not realise that support could or should be provided. 

3.4 Enrolment Forms

3.4.1 Disclosure

If asked to disclose as a disabled person at the enrolment stage, most people felt encouraged that thought had been given to disabled people and their needs. They felt accepted that the course provider was interested in individuals’ requirements. One person commented that mentioning their impairment made them feel like a nuisance if they were not asked about it on an enrolment form. Another noted that if a provider establishes you have access needs from the start, then you have the right to request help, and can feel secure. On the whole, people find it reassuring to be asked, and assume that the course provider has an awareness of disabled people and their needs.

It may be more useful to offer people the chance to talk in person about their needs. This would allow adequate detail to be gathered by allowing people to elaborate on their answers rather than be forced into a response that is not appropriate. Having this option could be included on the form.

Two of those interviewed suggested that they would have some negative feelings about being asked about their impairment on an enrolment form. There was concern that the information they gave may be used in discriminative ways rather than to make adequate provision. It should be emphasised on the form that the important details were what people’s access needs are and how these can be met.  One participant highlighted that some people do not class themselves as disabled when they actually might have some specific access requirements. Therefore it is necessary to ask about access requirements as well as whether people consider themselves disabled. 

The majority of people said that they did not mind talking about their impairment. A few stated that if they were not asked on an enrolment form, then they would be confident about raising their access needs themselves.

3.4.2 Style of Questions

People said it was important that questions were simple and to the point. Several people raised issues with the term ‘access requirements’, describing it as ‘woolly’, and generally being unsure of what it meant. Specifically, they were confused as to whether they were being asked about physical access to buildings or accessible formats. It was accepted as familiar ‘jargon’, but participants frequently stated that they would not know what was being asked of them. However, some people find even explicit questions unhelpful, and feel like they are being ’pigeon holed’ -

‘you end up with questions to which you cannot truthfully give the answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ because it is something completely different’.

When asked their opinions on the wording of different questions, the most positive response was to questions, which included the word ‘help’, e.g. ‘How can we help you?’ These were described as sounding ‘friendly’ and an attempt to find out what was required, with a willingness to sort it out. It was also described as less formal and more personal than ‘What are your access requirements?’ Apart from this, not many people had very strong opinions on wording. Most people said that they did not mind being asked ‘what is your disability?’ but were aware that some people might prefer not to describe themselves as disabled, and may also prefer to state their needs rather than their specific impairment.

Other comments about the style of wording on enrolment forms included the following points:

· People like a tick-list of examples to make the implications of a question clear. This might need to be quite detailed to avoid ‘pigeon holing’, but would mean people were not guessing which points to include under which questions.

· One person thought it might be helpful if they were asked to state their degree of vision, so it was clear from the outset.

· One person said that they would be considerably encouraged and reassured if the form was available in an appropriate format.

Section 3: Summary and Conclusions

Meeting access requirements goes further than producing reading material in accessible formats. Support begins with enrolment and preparation such as preliminary visits and continues throughout a course. A variety of accessible materials may be required, as well as accessible equipment, assistive technology and facilities. It is important to be aware of the range of resources and to create learning aids for VIPs, such as tactile maps and provide models and artifacts that can be handled. The opportunity to have the support of a well trained guide, or some mobility assistance to familiarize with surroundings may be necessary. A supportive and friendly environment, which is physically accessible, will make disabled people feel more confident. Everyone’s support needs are different, preferences vary, and it is important to offer options. Most disabled people are happy to state they are disabled on an enrolment form, and are encouraged by being asked about their needs. A well-designed form can be a useful tool for planning provision and can enable a student to have an active role in this planning, but the style of the form is important.

To provide better access, institutions need to help disabled students to prepare for the start of a course. Starting with getting to a venue, this should include detailed and accurate information on traveling to the course, and information about or an arranged visit to the site so that prospective students  can familiarize themselves with the physical surroundings. People need to know the location of classrooms, toilets and catering facilities. Making a variety of formats available and offering spare copies on site so that students to not have to carry bulky materials around with them would be beneficial. Making electronic formats available could be more time efficient than producing other formats, improving the availability of advance reading and course materials. However, this needs to be balanced against the fact that most visually impaired people do not have access to computers and there will therefore always be a need to produce material in a range of formats. If computers or other equipment is made available, it needs to be accessible and there needs to be on-site support from experienced people. To encourage people to use computers, their experience of them must be positive and well supported.

In the classroom, the learning experience of disabled people needs to be improved by devising new materials and adapting existing ones to make them maximally accessible.  Tactile resources e.g. raised diagrams and physical examples are essential for VIPs. Tutors need to be able to refer to accessible materials so that they can be used in conjunction with a class or lecture, the tutor must be familiar with them and the materials need to be well organized, systematic and clearly headed. Tutors also need to allow extra time for disabled students to use these materials, and need to be available to go through the materials with an individual. Tutors have an important role in including disabled students in the class. This means enabling their participation but not singling them out. For hearing-impaired students a loop system may be necessary, but simple steps such as being seated near a speaker, and ensuring that lip reading is possible, can also improve communication. Wheelchair access must be considered and course providers must accommodate personal assistants and sighted guides.

Sighted guides and PAs need to be well trained and work in partnership with a student to establish their preferences. They need to be viewed as facilitators to learning, and as part of this, enable a student to integrate socially with others. For VIPs it would help if guides explained who is in a room and where they are seated. Finally disabled students should be encouraged to be clear about their access requirements and give feedback to help a course provider to get it right.

4. Students’ Knowledge of their Rights

4.1 Awareness of the Disability Discrimination Act

The data suggests that the majority of people feel their needs will not be adequately catered for on mainstream courses, and this is why they prefer to attend targeted courses. Some people expressed the attitude that they did not want to make a fuss about poor provision. Although 94% had heard of the DDA, disabled adults’ attitudes towards attending adult education and getting access, indicate that they do not fully understand their rights.

With regard to the DDA, comments suggested that some people associated it more with accommodating people’s mobility needs, such as wheelchair access. Other comments frequently referred to the acceptance of guide dogs in restaurants. There was less immediate thought about access to education. When asked what the DDA meant to people, most comments were general, either about having a legal right to equal access, access to services and leisure, access to ‘everything’ and print access. A few people referred only to very specific things, guide dog access, physical access and employability rights. It may be that people have an overall awareness of their legal right to equal access, but find it more difficult to apply this to specific situations, other than those they may have directly experienced or that have had a high profile in the media.

4.2 The DDA and Education Provision

Only two people mentioned access to education specifically when talking about what the DDA means to them. This indicates that provision in an educational setting is not necessarily something people would associate with the Act. There could be many reasons for this; education may not be as much a part of people’s everyday lives as accessing other services, or people may feel that their right to education is not as important.

There seemed to be some confusion over who was responsible for making a course accessible. 57% correctly identified the course provider (although several stated this was a guess). Some participants described a particular individual within an institution who dealt with their access needs – they did not generalise. 29% said they did not know, while a small percentage said that it was the individual student’s (4%) or the government’s (2%) responsibility. There is uncertainty over who is legally responsible, and as there is a tendency to accept provision that is adequate but not good and to avoid contesting  poor provision, disabled people may simply accept that they do not need to know who is responsible. 

Graph 3 - Participants’ responses when asked who is responsible for making a course accessible
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A - Course Provider

B - Student

C - Government

D - Ambiguous Answer

E - Doesn’t know

Some people mentioned having to pay for and organise additional resources yourself, saying things like ‘I would think it could be up to me to see if I could get anything done.’ One person stated it would depend what you were doing on a course. This is true to an extent because studying a course may involve accessing other services and organisations. It would however be the course provider’s responsibility to ensure that all aspects of the course had the potential to be accessible, by whatever means. This complexity is indicated in the comments participants made:

‘I think they’d probably say if you went on something that needed a guide, they wouldn’t say right it’s our responsibility necessarily to find a guide, but to provide the opportunity for a guide to be there.’

It is very difficult to use your rights when it is not clear exactly what these are. It is hard to determine where a student’s responsibility stops and a provider’s starts: 

‘It depends what it is. Sometimes it is the individual, sometimes it is the organisation’.

Under the DDA, this responsibility is likely to vary from course to course and for different providers. This is because the Act states that the provider has to make reasonable adjustments, but what is reasonable for a particular provider depends on several factors. Therefore, provision is unlikely to be consistent, making it difficult for providers and students alike to know what support a student should get in different situations. 

4.3 Positive Feedback on the DDA

In contrast to the ambivalent situation for knowledge of the DDA in relation to education, interviewees described the positive influence the DDA has had on their lives. Someone described a ‘complete turnaround’ in the way they were treated by a course provider. People have felt more able to request accessible formats for things like bills, and to push for more additional course materials, like maps and diagrams. People in shops are said to be more willing to help and awareness is greater. Some people have noticed improvements on public transport. Access to leisure has seen some changes and one person has felt encouraged by the increased consultation with disabled people about their access needs. 

The DDA also seems to be giving people confidence to challenge discrimination –

‘I now have a legal right to demand all the things that I’ve always thought I had a right to anyway’.

It may also be reducing people’s stress levels as they can access more things ‘without having to go through a load of aggravation’.

Not many examples were given of positive experiences of the Act in an educational setting. This lack of examples is not necessarily because the legislation has had little effect; it may reflect the type of courses people are studying - the majority of participants had accessed non-vocational courses where there would have been less funding available to meet access requirements. It may also be that in a non-vocational setting, there is perhaps more leeway for the individual tutor to take responsibility on a personal basis for giving support. In an art class, for instance, the tutor may see each student on a one-to-one basis, and just adapt this approach slightly for a disabled student. 

4.4 Negativity About the DDA

The difficulty in determining what is a reasonable adjustment was noted by several people as an annoyance, for example: 

‘It doesn’t mean anything because there’s always a way around everything some how’.

 Other negative opinions expressed included: 

· Change has been more focused on physical access for wheelchair users

· Disabled students still feel that some institutions accept them under ‘sufferance’

· The DDA has been under-publicised and is poorly defined

· Continuing issues surrounding taking guide dogs into restaurants

· Doubt that the DDA will be properly enforced

One person expressed their fear that attempts to fight disability discrimination may ultimately lead to restriction:

‘It may cause people to close us down altogether, say oh well we can’t do that, so we won’t run that class any more’.

4.5 Attitudes Towards Equal Access

There was a strong feeling amongst some disabled respondents that they do not want to make a fuss or demands on an organisation. Seven described wanting to avoid becoming a burden. In contrast to this there are people that have used the DDA to their advantage and who are pro-active in gaining equal access. Several of those interviewed described the important role that disabled people have in taking responsibility for declaring their access requirements and being open and working with organisations to make suitable arrangements:

‘otherwise people don’t know what is wanted…say what you want and that opens a lot of doors’.

Another concern was disrupting other people in a class. One person said that they thought they had a responsibility to avoid interfering with other people’s learning. There seems to be a concern that in making a course accessible for an individual, the learning of the other students may be disrupted, e.g. through a tutor giving extra explanations during a class for the benefit of one disabled student. People seem to accept that they have to be ‘realistic’ about how accessible a course can be made. This depended on how many disabled students there were on a course, why they were studying – if they felt they were studying for interest and not ‘seriously’ they would not demand as much. For example, when asked about access requirements, one student stated that they would not request any support:

‘My attitude to going to these courses is for my own interest and I’m not interested in really acquiring credits for whatever and I don’t wish to be, to take it too seriously shall we say’.
Section 4: Summary and Conclusions

Despite having a good awareness of the DDA, disabled students still experience and anticipate poor provision on mainstream courses. Awareness of their rights regarding access to education seemed to be less clear, and participants had a tendency to associate the act with physical access and access to shops, leisure facilities and restaurants. People’s lack of association between education and the act may reflect their interests and attitudes to education, which may be related to the age of the participants. There were also very mixed responses over who was legally responsible for making a course accessible and what people would need to provide themselves. People felt negatively about how well the DDA had been publicised and the fact that it could be difficult to enforce. They also stated that they still felt unwelcome or a burden in some situations. It was clear that some people had felt a positive impact from the act and some mentioned better provision of accessible materials, and greater awareness and willingness to help disabled people. Despite these changes, it seems some disabled people feel uncomfortable asking for better access, even if it is their legal right.

Awareness among disabled people of their rights in education needs to be improved and attitudes need to be changed in order to put current legislation into practice. Rights beyond physical accessibility to buildings may need particular attention. Staff in educational institutions need to understand the DDA and their responsibilities. Course providers could do more to actively promote their access policies so disabled people understand them and know how to use them. Disabled students may then be more aware of what they are entitled to and more willing to discuss their access requirements. They may also feel more able to cope with, and more likely to attend mainstream courses.

Conclusions

This study has provided insight into several aspects of disabled people’s experiences of HE and what they “really, really want” from educational providers. Firstly, although participation in adult education was high, knowledge and uptake of university level HE (excluding CACS’ courses) was low. One important factor was that people felt that they did not have the means to access information about such courses. There is also some evidence to suggest that there may be a lack of interest in University level courses due to preconceptions about the length of courses and level of commitment. 

Recommendation 1: Raise Awareness

· Offer course information in a range of accessible formats

· Promote the availability of accessible information

· Develop links and outreach activities with organisations of disabled people

· Raise awareness of access policies

· Offer a range of patterns of provision to meet a variety of needs (e.g. weekly courses, blocks, dayschools)

Another major concern for disabled adults entering HE was that provision would not be adequate to meet their needs. This was backed up by data about difficulties experienced on mainstream courses. In fact, people generally had more confidence in targeted courses to meet their needs, and for this reason preferred to opt for these courses over mainstream provision. Other issues were highlighted such as a lack of awareness among both course providers and the public. Some participants believed there remained a need for targeted opportunities because mainstream courses cannot replicate the experience that some disabled people felt they gained on targeted courses. When courses are tailored to meet their specific access needs, they had greater confidence to attend, had anxiety about potential problems reduced and felt able to relax and enjoy learning without being distracted by difficulties related to their impairment. The possibility of using targeted courses as part of a clearly signed route into mainstream activities could be explored, taking into account the findings from this report that highlight the need for discussion of individual requirements and for well-planned support that begins before the course.

Access requirements were investigated, and it is emphasised that meeting access needs goes beyond producing accessible course materials or providing mobility assistance. Disabled people need to feel supported from the moment they make enquiries, during preparation for a course and throughout the course itself. Accessible learning materials are a must, but teaching style is very important and as far as possible must accommodate the needs of disabled students. Getting the pace right and making adaptations to the delivery of information and providing additional resources enhance the classroom experience. 

Recommendation 2: Improve Services for Disabled Students

· Take time to establish access requirements with a student

· Offer a range of accessible course materials, and offer them in advance

· Encourage students and tutors to become familiar with the use of these materials

· Provide professional, trained support workers/sighted guides

· Consider adjustments to teaching styles, including pace
· Be aware of the full range of resources that can aid learning for a disabled student

· Provide disability equality training to staff

· Signpost and support routes from targeted courses into mainstream provision for those learners who wish to participate in mainstream activities 

· Acknowledge that many disabled people will prefer targeted courses and that these are not “second best”

Course providers need to reduce unnecessary burdens on disabled students where they can. This might include providing clear and accurate travel information and having well trained support staff. Additionally, respondents commented on the difficulties of integrating with classmates on mainstream courses where barriers may include being isolated by working with a PA, other students not understanding their needs and tutors and staff failing to aid inclusion. These problems could be reduced through consultation with disabled students to establish how a tutor facilitates relationships within a group. We found that if support is in place to meet disabled people’s needs, they would be more inclined to consider attending mainstream courses.

Recommendation 3: Reduce Unnecessary Burdens

· Provide accurate travel and introductory information

· Encourage preliminary visits

· Ensure student has a named contact to assist them with access issues

· Facilitate inclusion, involving tutors and all students

We established that questions about access needs on enrolment forms were seen by disabled applicants as an indication that a course provider had knowledge of supporting disabled people, and were willing to help. It is however important to be clear that any questions are to help plan provision and will not be used discriminatively. Forms should also be clear and concise and in appropriate formats. Giving people the opportunity to talk in person would allow additional detail to be gathered and allow people to elaborate answers rather than being forced into inappropriate responses on a form. Providers should not expect to be able to get a complete picture of someone’s access needs without further consultation with them, and disabled students should be encouraged to take an active role in planning their support.

Recommendation 4: Use Enrollment Procedures and Forms to Encourage Disabled Students

· Provide support with enrollment

· Make enrollment forms available in a range of formats

· Encourage people to state their access needs on an application form

· Make forms clear and concise and offer space to elaborate answers

· Offer personal contact to discuss support needs

Lastly, institutions need to promote themselves as positively supporting disabled people. Although participants had a good knowledge of the DDA and their rights, they may be less familiar with the implications of SENDA and less concerned with their rights in an educational setting. It is important that the resources and policies of individual institutions are clear and that this information is available to disabled people. This will encourage disabled learners to think about their access needs, have the confidence to state them and to work with a course provider to establish support. Some participants in the survey identified the importance of creative thinking on the part of tutors when making their subjects accessible, backed by knowledge of existing resources. Innovation on the part of course providers may be equally important with regard to improving access and attitudes towards it. This report suggested that disabled students’ networks may be valuable. These would need to be set up in a way that students on short courses could contribute. Another possibility might be the use of informal learning champions – disabled learners who would be prepared to meet with individual potential students and promote the opportunities for disabled learners within their community. These could be ideal ways to increase disability awareness among providers, and encourage self-advocacy and students’ confidence about stating access requirements. 
Organisations of disabled people could also do work to promote understanding of the DDA in relation to education to encourage informed understanding of rights in accessing education and what it is reasonable for students to expect from providers.

Finally, providers need to ensure that their support for disabled students extends to short courses and that staff involved in this type of provision are aware of the institutional responsibilities.

Recommendation 5: Be Positive and Proactive

Providers should:

· Issue clear information about support for disabled students

· Ensure staff work with disabled students to establish their needs

· Ensure that policies concerning disabled students cover short courses and are implemented by all staff

· Encourage self advocacy

Organisations of disabled people should:

· Work with disabled people to ensure awareness of the DDA in relation to education

· Seek clarity about what are “reasonable adjustments” for students on short courses

Appendices

Appendix A

Methodology

We used a range of methods for data collection at each phase of the work. Some quantitative data was collected but in the main we collected qualitative data and analysed the material by a thematic content analysis of transcripts of tape-recorded interviews. 

The first phase of this project was spent listening to learners in order to establish their priorities for accessing adult education. This was an informal process that resulted in a pilot questionnaire to establish participants’ views on access to adult learning, with a focus on higher education short courses. This questionnaire was administered in a face-to-face setting to 8 learners attending a residential short course. Following this process, revisions were made to some of the questions and a final 17-question questionnaire produced. An interview script was devised so that interviews could be carried out by a number of investigators. 

Participants were introduced to the project when they were attending courses run by CACS. An overview was given and the reasons for the research were discussed. Everyone was invited to take part in the interviews, and people were then approached individually to give consent, and told that they could opt out at any point. All personal details were kept confidential and data was made anonymous before analysis took place.

Interviews were conducted over the telephone or face to face by 3 interviewers: the main researcher and 2 assistants who were trained by the main researcher. All interviews were tape-recorded and accompanying notes were made. Interviews were then transcribed before data was analysed both quantitatively, and qualitatively using MAXqda2.

Sample 

60 disabled adults were invited to take part in this survey. 1 declined, and 1 interview was abandoned due to technical difficulties. Due to time constraints, 7 interviews remain unanalysed. Therefore, a total of 51 interviews were analysed. Participants came from across the UK and had attended a variety of courses run by or in association with the Centre for Access and Communication Studies at the University of Bristol. 30 were female and 21 male, and participants were aged between 26 and 90. Of these, 6 were living in residential care settings in Leonard Cheshire homes, had multiple impairments and were wheelchair users. 45 had visual impairments and 11 of these had an additional hearing impairment, while 3 had another impairment. 

Table 1. Participants details

	Age at time of interview

	Not stated
	26-35
	36-45
	46-55
	56-65
	66-75
	76+

	1
	2
	7
	7
	15
	13
	6


	Impairment

	Visual Impairment


	Visual Impairment + Hearing Impairment
	Visual Impairment + Other Impairment
	Multiple Impairments

	31
	11
	3
	6


	Gender


	Male
	Female

	21
	30


Appendix B

Questionnaire

	1
	Name:



	2
	What type of qualifications do you have, if any?



	3
	We are interested in whether or not you go to any adult education classes.  By adult education we mean any sort of organised learning, for example WI classes, a short course in Astronomy run by the Open University, or the courses the Centre for Access and Communication Studies run throughout the year.  I would like you to think back over the past 12 months and tell me about any classes or activities you went to in that period.

a) The name of the course, who ran it and length of the course:

b) Was the course targeted at disabled people or was it a course open for anybody?

· Targeted

· Open



	4
	a) Are there any other classes or other activities that you have been to in the past that you would like to mention?

b) Do you prefer courses targeting disabled people or do you not mind?

· Prefer Targeted

· Prefer Open

· Don’t mind



	5
	Do you know what courses your local university offers to the general public?

· Y

· N



	6
	This question asks you to think about the classes open to the General Public.

Have you been on any such courses in the past 12 months? 

If NOT go to Q7 & Q8

If YES go to Q9

	7
	If not, why not?



	8
	Would you be more inclined to consider applying for an adult education course if you knew that there were people to support you?  For example in getting the right resources to help you access the course? By resources we mean providing you with a note-taker or sighted guide for example, depending on your requirements.  

· Yes

· No

· Maybe

NOW GO TO Q9



	9
	What difficulties do you feel you would face if you were to take part in an adult education course? 



	10
	What support and resources would you need to enable you in taking part in a course? By resources we mean providing you with a note taker or sighted guide for example, or providing you with Braille notes 



	11
	Some people have reported that they don’t feel very confident about joining courses that are open to the general public.  What would make you feel more confident in your own ability in taking part in an adult education course that is open to all?

Or

Perhaps you do feel confident.  If so, why are you confident?  Can you think back to a time when you weren’t confident?



	12
	Enrolment forms can often be lengthy and unhelpful.  If you were applying for an adult education course, what sort of question on the enrolment form would encourage you? E.g., 

· “What are your access requirements?”

· “How can your needs be met?”

· “How can we help you?”

· “Are you a disabled person?”

· “What are your disabilities?”



	13
	Imagine you are enrolling on an adult education course and the form asks you to state your access requirements, what would you say?



	14
	Thinking of things that support your personal learning what have you tried? (E.g., lip-speaker, note-taker, raised diagrams, notes in large print)

What do you like?

What did you try but you didn’t like?

What have you heard of but not tried?



	15
	Have you heard of the Disability Discrimination Act?

What does it mean to you?



	16
	If you were on an adult education course, do you know who is legally responsible for providing you with the support and resources to make the course accessible? By support we mean providing you with a note taker or sighted guide for example, depending on your requirements.  

· The organisation who run the course (the provider)

· Student

· Student pay for some

· Government 



	17
	Do you have any further comments?
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�I think this needs to go into an appendix. We also need to talk about what needs to go into methodology section – I don’t really know what the methodology was, but I will e-mail some questions to Claire!
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