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Background and Purpose

Under the auspice of ATEND, a discussion paper and survey were distributed to members of the Australian tertiary education sector involved in service provision for students with disability. The survey was undertaken because ATEND members had raised concerns about how disability is being conceptualised within the Australian tertiary sector and policy frameworks. This brief report gives an overview of key themes from the survey responses. Discussion of the survey findings and audience commentary at the recent Pathways 10 Conference (also auspiced by ATEND), has been included to broaden the consideration of the issues. We conclude with recommendations for ATEND on how concerns relating to conceptualization of disability related issues can be progressed by the association.
Survey Responses

A total of thirty questionnaires were returned.   Fifteen were from TAFE colleges/ Workforce Development Training Institutions (WDTI) and twelve from Universities plus an additional three NDCO responses.   The Universities recorded a 30% response rate (N=40) and TAFE/VET 23% (N=65). 

	Location
	TAFE
	University
	NDCO
	Total

	Northern Territory
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Queensland
	2
	2
	0
	4

	New South Wales
	10
	3
	2
	15

	ACT
	0
	1
	0
	1

	Victoria
	0
	1
	0
	1

	Tasmania
	0
	0
	0
	0

	South Australia
	2
	1
	0
	3

	Western Australia
	1
	4
	1
	6

	Total
	15
	12
	3
	30


In response to the question “Are you comfortable with the various definitions and understandings of disability that you may engage with in your work?” the majority of respondents indicated in the affirmative.

	Response
	TAFE
	University
	NDCO
	Total

	YES
	13
	8
	3
	24

	NO
	2
	4
	0
	6

	Total
	15
	12
	3
	30


In response to the question “Please indicate (x) your opinion of the following terminology if it were used within your institutional approach for informing students about the presence of services that facilitate the provision of reasonable adjustments under disability discrimination legislation.” Less than 50% of respondents were positively disposed to the term disabilities, with a range of positive, neutral and negative dispositions listed below and listed in ascending positive order.

	Terminology
	Positive
	Neutral
	Negative

	Exclusion 
	4%
	4%
	92%

	Special Assistance
	11%
	11%
	78%

	Disadvantage
	15%
	12%
	73%

	Participation Restriction
	19%
	15%
	67%

	Disabilities
	44%
	19%
	37%

	All Abilities
	48%
	19%
	33%

	Social Inclusion 
	52%
	19%
	30%

	Equality 
	54%
	32%
	14%

	Reasonable Accommodation
	56%
	37%
	7%

	Accessibility
	58%
	38%
	4%

	Alternative Supports/Assessment
	58%
	31%
	12%

	AccessAbility 
	59%
	37%
	4%

	Equal Opportunity 
	63%
	30%
	7%

	Inclusion 
	63%
	22%
	15%

	Access 
	69%
	27%
	4%

	Equity 
	70%
	22%
	7%

	Inclusive Practice 
	70%
	26%
	4%

	Reasonable Adjustments
	74%
	19%
	7%

	Universal Design 
	77%
	23%
	0%


It can be inferred from this data that individuals working within the disability services realm within tertiary institutions are familiar with variations of language and concepts, but are somewhat ambivalent to the term disability, with preferences for a range of other terms. There are implications of this finding for ATEND, an organization that in name and constitution has a disability focus. 


The survey also sought from respondents views on whether ATEND should also move to use a term other than disability. In response to the question “Should ATEND drop the D – and move towards a concept that encompasses but is less associated with the term disability?” the following responses were received.

	Response
	TAFE
	University
	NDCO
	Total

	YES
	3
	3
	1
	7

	NO
	8
	6
	2
	16

	Not Sure/No comment
	4
	3
	0
	7

	Total
	15
	12
	3
	30


The survey data included above was presented at the Pathways 10 Conference, where a stronger majority of respondents in an audience poll (N=100) were resistant to ATEND moving away from a focus and nomenclature of disability. This finding whilst seemingly paradoxical to earlier survey responses can be accommodated readily by ATEND.  Constituents of ATEND are mainly professionals involved in disability related activity in the tertiary sector.  As such they are fluent with concepts of disability, but express variable affinity to the term in day to day business practice, with a preference for other terminology for service delivery in their immediate context. Disability professionals in the tertiary sector, do however, recognise the broader social and conceptual significance of disability and are reluctant to dispense with disability as a descriptor for work that transcends localised, context dependent terminology. 

Conclusion
The findings of the survey do not give urgent impetus for ATEND to consider a change in name or constitution, but do provide useful intelligence on the views of ATEND constituents. Essentially “disability” is still the lynch pin on which practitioners predicate their service delivery. 

It may be warranted for ATEND to adopt a position on the use of terminology that considers the deviation from the use of “disability” across the sector. This might cement the use of disability, but acknowledge and support localised variability.

“ATEND recognises that relevant service providers may be involved in service delivery for groups that include but not are not restricted to disability, and may adopt language and concepts other than “disability” that is appropriate for their local context.”
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