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Foreword

The Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee (AVCC) believes that self-regulation in the higher education sector is both appropriate and effective. The AVCC has produced over recent years a number of codes and guidelines for the system which serve as benchmarks for best practice. These documents include the generic guidelines, Universities and Their Students: Expectations and Responsibilities, and codes of ethical practice relating to maintaining and monitoring of academic quality and standards in higher degrees, to international students and to offshore provision of education and education services by Australian higher education institutions.

These guidelines are presented as advice on good practice, with the aim of assisting institutions to fulfil their responsibilities to students with disabilities through strategies and arrangements which are appropriate to their local circumstances.

The AVCC wishes to express its appreciation to its member institutions for their valuable contributions to the preparation of this document. 

Fay Gale 
President 
December, 1996 


1. Context 

1.1 Australian universities operate in a context which requires that institutions subscribe to the philosophy of social justice and give explicit attention to the provision of educational opportunity to people with disabilities. A Fair Chance for All, Higher Education That's Within Everyone's Reach (1990), the discussion paper which outlined the Commonwealth Government's Higher Education Equity Plan, set the overall objective of ensuring that Australians from all groups of society have the opportunity to participate successfully in higher education. People with disabilities1 were identified as one of the groups who were educationally disadvantaged and were therefore an equity target group. As members of the Unified National System, public universities are required to report annually on their progress towards goals which relate to the improvement of opportunities and services for students with disabilities.

1.2 Universities are also subject to the provisions of State and Commonwealth Equal Opportunity and Anti-Discrimination legislation. These legislative provisions make it unlawful for a university to discriminate against a person on the grounds of that person's disability. This includes refusing to accept a person's application for admission as a student because of their disability, imposing terms and conditions upon the student that are not otherwise imposed on students without disabilities, denying the student access to benefits provided or available to other students, or excluding the student because of a disability.

1.3 Legislation allows a university to decline to admit or enrol a person with a disability on the grounds that the person would require services and facilities which are not required by students who do not have a disability, only where the provision of such services and facilities would impose unjustifiable hardship on the university.

1.4 Within this context, Australian universities recognise the need to provide students with disabilities with the opportunity to realise their individual capabilities and should strive to fulfil their responsibilities in this regard.

2.
General Principles

2.1 Universities should aim to provide students with disabilities with the opportunity to realise their individual capabilities and to gain access to and participate in university life.

2.2 Universities should ensure that all their interactions with students with disabilities are characterised by respect of their rights to dignity, privacy, confidentiality and equality.

2.3 Universities should seek to provide support services to students with disabilities in the interests of equality of educational opportunity. Services may include alternative ways of accessing information and expressing knowledge; support in mobility and aspects of daily living that provide for participation in education; and general support services. Universities may request students to supply suitable documentation concerning the functional implications of their disability relevant to academic access so that appropriate support provisions can be negotiated. 

2.4 Universities should give attention to the resources needed to provide the appropriate environment and support services to students with disabilities. Universities are encouraged to pursue cooperative links with other educational institutions in their region and with community service providers in order to enhance access to highly specialised and expensive services. 

2.5 In particular circumstances, a university may be unable to provide the level of support services, access and/or facilities required by a student with a disability on the grounds that to do so would impose unjustifiable hardship on the university.2 

3.
Institutional Policy, Organisation and Planning

3.1
Universities should develop a Policy on Students with Disabilities which expresses the university's commitment to provision of opportunities for people with disabilities and which articulates the principles which guide the interaction between the university, its staff and students including students with disabilities. 

3.2 Responsibility for the development of policy relating to students with disabilities and for monitoring progress towards equal educational opportunity should be vested in a university-wide, representative committee, such as an Equity Committee or a Disabilities Services Committee.

3.3 Universities should ensure that they have effective consultative mechanisms for students with disabilities.

3.4 Universities should identify a member of staff with specific responsibility for coordinating the delivery of disability services. The identity and location of this officer should be well publicised and easily recognisable, for example a Disabilities Services Officer, located in a Disabilities Support Office. This officer should be organisationally related to student services or equity units, in preference to medical services, welfare or counselling units.

3.5
Universities should have a strategic plan, or Disability Action Plan3, which sets out their plans to improve the provision of equal educational opportunity for students with disabilities. The plan, should include: 

•
an analysis of the present performance of the university in relation to relevant performance indicators, such as access, participation, retention and success; 

•
targets for future performance in terms of these indicators; 

•
strategies for achieving these targets; and 

•
plans for the commitment of resources to support the strategies.

4.
Recruitment, Admission and Enrolment

4.1 Universities should ensure that general recruitment materials make explicit reference to opportunities for people with disabilities to enter higher education, and these materials are available in appropriately accessible formats. 

4.2 Universities should have strategies for increasing the awareness of the possibilities of higher education among people with disabilities. Participation in a joint outreach program with other institutions in a region is a recommended approach. 

4.3 Universities should encourage prospective students and current students with disabilities to notify the university at an early stage of their specific service and facility requirements so that the university can attempt to plan and prepare for the special support which may be required. In order to encourage disclosure, universities should assure students that the information provided will be treated as confidential. 

4.4 When considering applications for admission, universities must assess applicants with disabilities on the same grounds and using the same criteria as are used for other applicants. Not withstanding, universities may employ special measures to recruit and admit students with disabilities4.

4.5 Universities should ensure that procedures associated with admission and enrolment can accommodate students with disabilities and that administrative information is available in accessible formats. 

5.
Academic Support 

5.1 Universities should endeavour to make all of their academic programs available to prospective students with disabilities. Reasonable modifications should be made to academic programs to accommodate students with disabilities, without comprising the academic standard or essential nature of the program. 

5.2 Where it is claimed on the basis of expert advice that a particular academic course is not available to a student because his/her disability has a particular functional implication, the matter must be examined by the most senior academic committee within the university, which should seek independent advice from other appropriate bodies. 

5.3 Universities should have in place teaching and assessment strategies which are appropriate to students with disabilities. The assessment policies and practices of the university should make explicit provision for the use of procedural variations and/or alternate assessment strategies for students with disabilities. 

6.
Physical Access

6.1 Universities should aim to provide a physical environment in which students with disabilities can undertake their studies.

6.2 In the design of new buildings, explicit attention should be paid to access and use by people with disabilities. Conformance with appropriate Australian Standards is essential but is not always sufficient to provide the level of access and facility required for students with disabilities. It is recommended that in the design of new buildings expert advice be sought concerning physical facilities for people with disabilities.

6.3 Universities should endeavour to improve access to older buildings which do not meet the required standards. Universities should have a published plan addressing this matter.

6.4 Universities should conduct regular audits of campuses to identify problems with access and use which are presented to people with disabilities.

7.
Staff Development

7.1
In staff development programs for all staff, universities should promote 

•
awareness of the principles of equality of academic opportunity for people with disabilities; 

•
basic disability awareness including appropriate language and attitudes in reference to people with disabilities; 

•
general familiarity with the support services provided by the university for people with disabilities; and 

•
knowledge of teaching and assessment strategies appropriate for students with disabilities. 

7.2 Universities should provide specific training programs to academic staff and relevant administrative and support staff to provide them with the knowledge and skills they need to work effectively with students with disabilities. 

8.
Language

8.1
Universities should promote the use of appropriate language in reference to disabilities and people with disabilities. University publications should be exemplary in this regard. 
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Footnotes

1. The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 provides the following definition of “disability”: 

“disability, in relation to a person, means: 

(a) total or partial loss of the person's bodily or mental functions; or 

(b) total or partial loss of a part of the body; or 

(c) the presence in the body of organisms causing disease or illness; or 

(d) the presence in the body of organisms capable of causing disease or illness; or 

(e) the malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of the person's body; or 

(f) a disorder or malfunction that results in the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or malfunction; or 

(g) a disorder, illness or disease that affects the person's thought processes, perception of reality, emotions or judgement that results in disturbed behaviour; 

and includes a disability that: 

(h) presently exists; or 

(i) previously existed but no longer exists; or 

(j) may exist in the future; or 

(k) is imputed to a person. 

2. Disability Discrimination Act 1992 sections 11 and 22. 

3. Refer to “Disability Discrimination Act Action Plans: Guide to the Tertiary Education Sector”, Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1995. 

4. Examples of special measures which may be used to recruit and admit students with disabilities: 

a. When assessing the educational qualifications of an applicant with a disability for the purpose of considering whether they have met the admission criteria to the standard necessary to gain admission, the university may make an adjustment to an admission score to compensate for disadvantage experienced by the applicant in prior educational settings. In the consideration of a possible adjustment, the university should seek advice from appropriate health professionals and officers from the relevant school or other educational institution concerning the likely effect of the disability on the person's educational achievements. These considerations should be embedded in the normal selection and admission processes of the university. 

b. Action to recruit students with disabilities and support them in preparation for university study include: scholarships; activities which give potential students an insight into university life, such as summer schools; access to advice on career and study options. This advice may assist in directing potential students to preparatory courses or sequences of courses which may increase the chance of the student realising particular career goals.
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