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Introduction


Key Points: Highlights of the findings of the Canada-wide study5 of the Adaptech Project6

· Forty-one percent of students with disabilities indicated that they needed special adaptations to use computer technologies effectively. Nevertheless, only half of these students actually used adaptations.
· The problem most frequently cited by students is the high cost of purchasing and maintaining computer technologies. Only a third of participants received a subsidy to assist with the purchase of computer technologies.
· Students mentioned that the reason for not using needed computer adaptations was that these were prohibitively expensive.
· Students also indicated that these technologies are not available to them and that they did not know where they could purchase them.
Overview

This document is based on the findings of the study, “Learning Technologies: Students with Disabilities in Postsecondary Education,”5 which our research team carried out between fall 1997 and spring 1999. It is intended as a discussion platform regarding the future directions for the development, implementation and evaluation of programs and policies related to computer and adaptive computer technologies in postsecondary education. We will specify six essential conditions which governing bodies must meet to ensure that students with disabilities are able to pursue their postsecondary education effectively.

As we enter the third millennium, an essential condition to the full and complete participation of persons with disabilities is access to communication and information technologies. The intent expressed in the government of Canada's publication, “Future Directions to Address Disability Issues for the Government of Canada: Working Together for Full Citizenship”1 is to undertake all necessary measures to ensure that the maximal number of persons with disabilities gain access to communication and information technologies.

To attain full and complete social participation, however, persons with disabilities must receive an education that is high quality. In particular, access to postsecondary education must be within the realm of possibility. To achieve this, students with disabilities must have available to them the necessary technological equipment to allow them to succeed on an equal footing with their peers. In terms of computer equipment, we are not only talking about popular commercially available products such as desktop computers, laptops, word processing software, and the like, but also about adaptive computer technologies such as Braille printers, portable note-taking devices, and screen reading software, for example.

To ensure that such computer technologies are available to all Canadian students with disabilities, policies and programs must be introduced and implemented by both federal and provincial governments. In this way, Canadian students with disabilities will have equal educational opportunities and will enjoy full citizenship. 

Six Obstacles in the Area of IT and Six Essential Conditions for Successful Postsecondary Education for Students with Disabilities

In Canada, education is the responsibility of each province. Thus, each province creates and implements its own programs, thereby creating disparities in the labelling, categorisation, and application of policies and programs among provinces. The same program might, therefore, have two different names depending on where the student with a disability lives. Through differences in criteria, definitions, and administration, inequalities are created in the distribution of financial and technological assistance to students with disabilities. In another study, this time based on data from Quebec, our results show that certain disabilities and degrees of impairment are subject to different recognition and treatment, sometimes within the very same programs.7 For example, the Quebec government allows an individual with a 35dB hearing loss to obtain two hearing aids. Individuals with a hearing loss under 30 dB have the right only to one.

Proposed Solution: To promote the academic success of students with disabilities by providing adequate equipment that responds to their needs, federal and provincial governments must respect six essential conditions in the development, implementation and evaluation of policies and programs. These six conditions can be considered at each step in the creation of programs and policies: “before” in the development phase, “during” in the implementation phase, and “after” in the evaluation phase.
During the Development Phase

Condition 1:
Establish national standards for providing computer equipment and training to students with disabilities
Scenario 1: At present, there is no national standard for providing computer equipment or training to students with disabilities. This implies that a given request may be subsidised in one province but not in a neighboring province. The same situation applies to discrepancies in the recognition of different kinds of disabilities.

Given this situation, we believe that while the federal government should not interfere within provincial jurisdiction, its mandate includes ensuring that transfer payments made to the provinces are used in the manner intended. As prescribed in Section 15 of the "Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms," the government should guarantee that Canadian citizens, including those with disabilities, are able to participate fully and completely within Canadian society. 

In the areas of health and education it is up to various levels of government to adopt national, provincial, and territorial standards. This should also be the case for access to computer technologies and training in order to promote equal access across Canada.
Condition 2:
Recognize all disabilities within the same policies and programs 

Scenario 2: Currently, policies guiding the provision of services to persons with disabilities do not consider different disabilities on an equal footing. This creates inequalities. In fact, current policies and programs offer services based on the severity of the impairment. These, in turn, are determined according to pre-established standards which may not apply to many daily realities which create handicapping situations, regardless of the degree of impairment. 

To promote equality in education, we would like to see programs offered to students with disabilities that consider all disabilities on an equal footing.
Condition 3:
Encourage the accessibility of computer laboratories when granting subsidies to postsecondary educational institutions
Scenario 3: A variety of subsidy programs are offered to postsecondary educational institutions by federal and provincial governments for the acquisition of computer equipment and the testing of new learning technologies. Postsecondary educational institutions which receive subsidies to help them acquire computer equipment are not required to include adaptive computer technologies in their purchases. We believe that it is crucial that these subsidies be conditional upon the acquisition of technologies which are accessible to students with disabilities. In addition, we believe that a monitoring system should accompany such subsidy programs to ensure that the accessibility requirements are fulfilled. Those who administer computer laboratories in educational institutions would, therefore, be required to plan and implement ways of making course offerings accessible.  If subsidies are to be granted by the government, institutions will have to attest to what is being done to ensure that computer equipment is accessible to students with disabilities in their institution. This information would be taken into consideration when deciding upon subsidies.

Finally, governments should offer incentives to the Canadian computer industry for the development of products that are accessible to students with disabilities. Companies receiving government funding should be obliged to conform to national standards of accessibility.8
During the Implementation Phase

Condition 4: Clarify the rules and eligibility criteria for subsidy programs for equipment intended for off-campus use and make these transparent
Scenario 4: Subsidies currently offered do not include coverage for all disabilities. This can result in campus based disability service providers at Canadian colleges and universities facing severe limitations in providing computer equipment to students with certain disabilities. Consequently, many students must give up their postsecondary academic pursuits.
We make the following suggestions:

· Establish clear rules and regulations that are known and can be followed relatively easily by all students with disabilities
· Avoid bureaucratic procedures that needlessly waste time by requiring too much detail
· Do not sacrifice principles for details - remember it is the end result that counts
Condition 5:
Improve outreach to the postsecondary community regarding subsidy programs offered to students with disabilities
Scenario 5: Our studies clearly demonstrated that students with disabilities as well as those who provide disability related services to them on campus are very poorly informed about the existing subsidy programs.5,7 The eligibility criteria and rules must, therefore, be made more widely known so that more students with disabilities can benefit from them.
Action is needed to better inform the postsecondary community. For instance:

· Mass mailing of information packages concerning subsidy programs to organizations of students with disabilities, offices for services to students with disabilities at colleges and universities, and organizations offering services to persons with disabilities
· Site visits to educational institutions to present and explain the programs
· Presentation and promotion of existing programs for computer equipment at key events for the postsecondary community across Canada
· One thing is certain… All information must be available in alternative formats. The information must also be available on the web and the URL web site address should be widely publicised
Recently, application procedures and general information regarding student financial aid have been made available on-line by most provincial authorities. While we agree with such measures, we believe it is important that these include considerations relevant to students with disabilities as well. In addition, more needs to be done to ensure that these web sites are accessible to students with a variety of different disabilities.

During the Evaluation Phase

Condition 6:
Evaluate computer subsidy programs according to accessibility to all students with disabilities
Scenario 6: Evaluation of programs should measure the degree to which results of the program correspond to its goals. Therefore, evaluation should proceed with the following question in mind: “Do existing programs regarding access to computer equipment adequately meet the needs of students with disabilities by enabling them to succeed in their postsecondary studies, regardless of the nature or degree of their impairment?”

Consequently, we believe that any evaluation of programs should be carried out in collaboration with organizations from all provinces and territories that represent the interests of students with disabilities. Others to involve in this process include organizations for campus based disability service providers, professors, and government representatives.
Conclusion

Currently, it is the responsibility of all levels of Canadian government - both federal and provincial - to ensure that new computer technologies are accessible to students with disabilities in postsecondary educational institutions. Therefore, we believe that putting these six conditions regarding the accessibility of computer technologies into practice is crucial to encourage the pursuit of college and university education by persons with disabilities. We believe that it remains the responsibility of all levels government to do this.

The mandate of the government of Canada is fulfilled by the adoption of national policies that guarantee equal access to computer technologies by all students with disabilities, regardless of the nature of their disability, income, or place of residence. In addition, during each step in the process of the development, implementation, and elaboration phases of its own programs, all levels of  government need to respect the six conditions outlined here.

Provincial governments need to take into consideration national standards and federal guidelines during the development, implementation and evaluation of their programs concerning students with disabilities. They, too, should keep in mind the conditions outlined here.
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“Continue to improve access to information and technology to ensure that people with disabilities can participate in the growing knowledge-based economy."1





The 1997 Canadian population was approximately 29,987,200.2





The number of persons with disabilities in 1997 was 5,396,959, representing 18% of the Canadian population.3 These figures surpass the total population for the entirety of the maritime regions (approximately 2,379,700):4





Newfoundland�
554,000�
�
Prince Edward Island�
136,900�
�
Nova Scotia�
934,500�
�
New Brunswick�
754,200�
�



Did you know that in Quebec the estimated number of persons with disabilities in 1997 was 949,200,3 which corresponds to 13% of the provincial total? In fact, this number is greater than the total population of the Quebec City metropolitan area in 1997, which was estimated at 685,400.2








