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Alternative Formats

This full report and the executive summary are available in braille, large print, on tape, and in electronic formats. To obtain a copy in the format you want, contact Claire.Wickham@Bristol.ac.uk. 

“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.
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