Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities

Evidence to the Commission for Disabled Staff

Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities promotes opportunities to empower young people and adults with any kind of disability to realise their potential in further, continuing and higher education, training and employment throughout the United Kingdom. Skill works by providing information and advice to individuals, promoting good practice and influencing policy in partnership with disabled people, service providers and policy makers.
Skill welcomes the establishment and remit of the Commission for Disabled Staff.  In responding to the Disability Equality Duty of the Disability Discrimination Act many post-16 educational institutions found that they had very little information about disabled staff and that disability related policies and activities were overwhelmingly student focussed.  

Currently there is very little difference between the number of disabled and non disabled graduates entering the education sector and the teaching profession. Figures from the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services
 show that more disabled graduates than non disabled graduates enter the education sector (12.6% compared with 11.2%) and 7.0% of disabled graduates compared with 7.1% of non disabled graduates enter the teaching profession.  

Today’s students (disabled and non disabled) may well be tomorrow’s disabled staff but unless steps are taken to improve provision for disabled staff in further and higher education institutions, talent will be lost to other parts of the education sector and other industries.  Skill has included observations from previous research as well as information gathered from its Networks for Providers of Higher Education. 

What is the current practice on recruitment, retention, training, career development and deployment of disabled people into teaching and learner support roles? 

Skill’s research and anecdotal evidence gathered from its networks highlight the fact that disabled staff are treated very differently to disabled students. Part 4 of the Disability Discrimination Act as amended by the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001) has been a positive driver for change in the development of support for disabled students but disabled staff have been left behind.  Many institutions now have services dedicated to ensuring that the needs of disabled students are met and the Learning and Skills Council and the Higher Education Funding Council’s allocate funding to help institutions meet the needs of their disabled students.   Unfortunately, there is much less of an infrastructure in place for supporting staff.  

Disabled students are clearly directed towards their institutions disability service (or equivalent) but there is often confusion about whether disabled staff should turn to the disability service or human resources for support.  Where support is provided to staff through an institutions disability service it is important to consider that the service is most likely to been developed to support students rather than staff.  Where human resources provide support, provision of support to disabled staff is most likely to only be one aspect of the member or members’ of staff responsible role.  Some staff reported that line mangers are often responsible for ensuring that reasonable adjustments are made and that there is a lack of awareness about initiatives such as Access to Work and disability related leave.   Subsequently, funding is limited for making reasonable adjustments and staff are forced to take sick leave when they have taken leave as a result of their disability and are not necessarily sick.

Skill recommends that institutions review their provisions for disabled staff to ensure that sufficient support can be provided.   Skill also recommends that institutions be asked to review their policies in relation to leave and consider the introduction of disability related leave.  
Recruitment

Staff have encountered problems getting accessible application forms and have experienced negative attitudes with regards to their impairment even when they have been applying for jobs to support disabled students.  Where commercial agencies are used for recruiting by education institutions staff have told Skill that they are concerned that the agencies are not necessarily aware of their duties or those of the institution under the Disability Discrimination Act. 

In addition, Skill has found that where educational institutions have the ‘two ticks’ symbol the implementation of their commitments are not necessarily monitored or enforced.  

Promotion

Some staff felt that their promotional prospects had been affected by supporting disabled students, contrary to their department’s wishes, in securing adjustments.  In addition, some staff felt that if they disclosed their disability then they would not be promoted as in their institutions’, disabled staff were often regarded as sick and weak.  
Training

Skill is concerned as disability awareness training tends to be poorly attended and it is still not mandatory in many institutions.  Where training is mandatory attendance is often not enforced, even in the case of training for interview/selection panels.   This is highly likely to impact upon disabled peoples opportunities for promotion access to professional training, continuing professional development and leadership and management training.  

On the whole staff reported that access to training was good and that reasonable adjustments were proactively offered.  

Staff Development

Skill wishes to highlight the importance of continuing professional development and the importance of equal access to staff development opportunities both internally and externally. Staff development opportunities and activities need to be designed around the working life, for example taking into account people who work part-time. They also need similar adjustments to those accepted for students, such as rest breaks and accessible materials.

To what extent does current legislation and policy impact on the recruitment, training, career development and deployment of disabled people? 

Given some of the issues faced by disabled staff that have been brought to Skill’s attention education institutions need to do much more to ensure that their duties under Part 2: Employment of the Disability Discrimination Act are implemented.   It is still too early to tell if the Disability Equality Duty of the Disability Discrimination Act has improved the recruitment of, training opportunities for and retention and deployment of disabled staff.  While Skill is aware of some institutions that overlooked the requirement of the DED to involve staff and disabled people in the development of their DES, anecdotal evidence from Skill’s Networks for Providers of Higher Education indicates that the Disability Equality Duty is having a positive impact on disabled staff:   

In developing their DES the majority of institutions realised that they had little information on their disabled staff and that their policies and procedures relating to disability were primarily student focussed.  Subsequently they are now actively encouraging staff to disclose disability and putting in place policies and procedures for staff who choose to disclose a disability resulting in better support and referral procedures for disabled staff.   They are now gathering information on the recruitment, training and retention of disabled staff, are allocating resources to support disabled staff and are establishing active disabled staff forums, which provide direct staff input into action planning and mutual support.

A number of institutions have reported the benefits they have felt from strategic senior management involvement required by the Disability Equality Duty. Previously disability was seen as a niche issue, that only one or two people in the institution addressed. In many institutions senior management have taken the lead on producing Equality Schemes and staff from across institutions have been involved in steering groups which have increased awareness and understanding of issues faced by disabled people.  

Under the DDA, an institutions governing body is ultimately responsible for the actions of its staff.  However, if the governing body can demonstrate that it has taken sufficient action to ensure staff are aware of its duties and commitments under the DDA, it may not be held responsible if discrimination does occur.  Subsequently, many institutions are introducing new or revising existing staff disability training and Skill believes that this may help to reduce some of the barriers currently faced by disabled staff. 

Skill is very concerned about proposals contained in the Single Equality Act Green Paper to remove the requirement on public sector organisations to produce Disability Equality Schemes and recommends that the Commission for Disabled Staff monitor the outcome of the recent consultation.  

To what extent do disabled staff impact on the quality of teaching and learning, and learner experience in the post compulsory education sector? 

Disabled staff may use different methods of teaching that they have developed as a result of their impairment that may be more flexible and inclusive than traditional teaching techniques.  For example, the techniques used by disabled teachers to maintain classroom discipline as described in Skill’s aspiration raising guide ‘Into Teaching’ (2002) were recently described informally by a representative of the Training and Development Agency for Schools as examples of excellent teaching practice.  The techniques used such as involving pupils in maintaining discipline techniques that the teachers adopted as a result of their impairment. 

Disabled staff can help to breakdown misconceptions about disabled people and provide positive role models for disabled students.  They may also inspire disabled students to become staff.  The latter is very important as while the contribution that disabled staff can make to organisational development is increasingly recognised in the corporate sector the life long learning sector is lagging behind.  Disabled staff can contribute to institutions’ business development bringing insight that will enable institutions to better meet the needs of their existing students and attract a more diverse range of 

prospective students.  Institutions are increasingly being assessed and allocated funding on the basis of diversity.  For example the Research Assessment Exercise 2008 requires institutions to submit research produced by a diverse range of staff including disabled staff and encourages research to be submitted on diversity issues. 
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