Presentation by Sharon Kerr and Roslyn Sackley from Macquarie University Accessibility Services -  Inaccessible Curriculum as the Disabler

(Transcript of presentation)
Goodmorning and thank you for having both Ros and I here today to speak on the topic of “Inaccessible Curriculum as the Disabler”.  When we talk about curriculum we are talking about :

What is being taught and 

How it is being taught.
Ros and I both work for a National service, Macquarie University Accessibility Services (MQAS)which converts materials into alternate formats for students with a print disability from Universities across Australia.  MQAS has been doing this since 2004.  It is with this experience that we come to you today to discuss the issue of the development of accessible curriculum from scratch rather than the current practice of reverse engineering learning materials for students with a print disability as they present in classes.   The current practice is expensive, time consuming and not immediate for students requiring access to learning materials.  It is therefore not providing true equity of access to the learning and teaching experience.
It is time I believe for us to look at the way we view curriculum and the expectations that we have for its development and delivery.  In 2004 when MQAS started, there really were not viable options for accessible curriculum design.  In 2009 however technology has progressed both at the end user level and also at the publisher level that the issues surrounding inclusive curriculum design can be addressed at the planning and development phase.

If today we were holding this conference in a venue that was not wheelchair accessible and if there was a delegate wanting to attend.  The weight of the problem of access would not rest on their shoulders, it would rest on ours.  We would be embarrassed and disbelieving that the venue was not accessible.  We now have the expectation of universal design when it comes to access to the built environments.
What I believe we need to do is have the same expectations for equity of access to the print environment.  Technology is now available … we have the means to make curriculum accessible … we just need to ensure that the education providers have the will.

Several years ago my husband and I were visiting our son who was on a Rotary exchange in Bordeaux in France.  It is a wonderful place with many old buildings.  My husband is a paraplegic and uses a wheelchair.  As we visited the many old buildings, galleries etc, we were puzzled by only the first 3 steps of every building being ramped.  It was fantastic for the buildings that only had 2 or 3 steps, however for buildings with more steps it was useless.  On asking why this was the case we were told “it is required by law to ramp the first 3 steps … after that it is up to family and friends to carry the person the remainder of the way.”  This Bordeaux solution to accessibility struck a cord with me as it is what I believe we are doing in many of our educational institutions today.  We give people so much and then we say it is up to your family and friends to help you with the rest.
We have just had a very inspiring talk from Alex Varley ,  who has talked about audio descriptions for multimedia.  One of the important issues that he stressed was that there needed to be an expectation from end-users that this would be provided.  Similarly, today both Ros and I would encourage all people studying to expect materials in the format they require to maximize their learning opportunities.  It is important to seek out the Student Support Services in the Institution you are studying at to ensure that your needs can be met in a timely fashion.  It is the Universities responsibility to either design their curriculum in an accessible manner or to provide alternative formats for students as required.
Ros, I would now like to ask you a few questions relating to your experiences in accessible curriculum.
Question 1

Ros. You have been proactive in the use and trialing of assistive technologies for educational purposes while at MQAS.  Could you please tell us about this?

MQAS is extremely interested in keeping up with new and emerging technologies and our Educational Developer Andrew Lovell-Simons is the project manager of 2 specific trials that we are offering university students with disabilities, at the moment. Students will receive a laptop and a Zoom-ex for the period of the trial. We have no involvement with the distributors of this equipment only as providers of the specific technology and we urge consumers and producers of materials in accessible formats to familiarize themselves with technologies as they are rapidly changing.
We have been impressed by products such as the Zoom-ex which are literally folding scanners as we recognize that this type of equipment has the potential for students to read printed material while they are out and about or to conduct their own research in libraries. 
MQAS is already producing materials in Daisy and recognize its importance for students for its ease of navigation which directly relates to equity of access. So we are trialing a digital DAISY player and students will have this on loan for the period of the trial. 
Andrew is working with the Liberated Learning Consortium which is developing a trial of live captioning and automated transcription. Universities in the Consortium include MIT, Beijing and the University of South Hampton. 
Question 2:

Ros.  Could you please tell us how you see things have changed for students with print disabilities at Universities, since the time you were studying your degrees? 
Could you tell of your own experience…
When I began my studies I just had a portable typewriter which, of course had no editing or formatting functions. I also had no way of checking my assignments until the advent of a wonderful piece of equipment called the Optacon. This device was a tactile scanner with a tiny camera which you manually slid along the printed material.   Instead of refreshable Braille, the tactile shape of printed letters were there to be read. Although this equipment was slightly noisy and slow to read a lengthy document, it really gave you the opportunity to explore the layout of a document in a tactile environment. I have truly regretted that this equipment is no longer manufactured. I have seen other equipment with this type of tiny camera but without the tactile experience, they are not as effective as the Optacon.
I of course also had numerous cassette recorders throughout the years as well as secondhand Perkins Braillers and I have been extremely greatful that I have been able to master the intricacies of the frame and stylus. Since my introduction to the Keynote Gold family and then to more generic laptops and screenreaders I have progressed to the mastery of much smaller technologies. 
 The response of students who have been assisted by MQAS services has mainly been positive and I was pleased to meet with some of these on a recent visit to Perth. 
Students have been truly appreciative to have their material in their preferred format and MQAS firmly believes in the philosophy that students need to realise that they are entitled to materials in whatever format they require also that materials do not need to be limited to what they need to pass … but rather what they need to exceed.

Question 3

Ros, I know that with your work with MQAS you are also looking into the needs of Indigenous students with disabilities.  I was wondering if you could tell us what are some of the key issues that you see need to be addressed.

It has been quite a lonely journey throughout my studies as I have met up with few Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander students along the way but of course, I have made many non-Indigenous friends. But I know that disability is not a huge priority in Indigenous communities due to many competing issues.
Educational institutions have not always been a welcoming place to the parents of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and to Indigenous students with disabilities the inaccessibility of these venues sometimes goes further than the built environment. Where a medical model rather than a social or holistic model has been adopted, students can feel uncomfortable due to bureaucratic and sometimes inflexible practices and this, along with few role models to confide in and competing family issues can contribute to the continuation of poor retention rates.
MQAS is extremely interested in conducting a research project in to the participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students with disabilities in the higher education sector. We have already made contact with the Bachelor Indigenous Institute in the Northern Territory and they are willing to work with us. The Indigenous unit at Macquarie is called Warra Warra and they too want to join us. So just call Sharon on 02 9850 1480 if you are interested in these issues.
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