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The aim of this paper is to consider how institutional policies are recognising the needs of neurodiverse students who are studying within post-16 education. The following questions will be addressed:

· What is meant by the term neurodiversity?

· Why do we need to recognise the needs of neurodiverse students within institutional policy?

· What are the current opportunities to do so?

· What are the future opportunities to develop neurodiversity policies for the post-16 sector?

What is meant by the term Neurodiversity?
Before addressing these questions, it is necessary to provide a definition of neurodiversity. The Developmental Adult Neurodiversity Association (DANDA) states that the term refers to: 

…the spectrum of neurological profiles describing how effective an individual is in processing information. This information comes in many forms, including written and spoken language, sounds, visual images, light, temperature, touch, texture and taste – as well as movement and co-ordination signals from the brain. The processing of all these things includes not only receiving and interpreting, but also transmitting, concentrating on and storing information. 

It goes on to explain:

For most people, i.e. the Neuro-Typical (NT), the cognitive profile is relatively smooth, with little variation in effectiveness of information processing. This is in line with their general level of intellectual and reasoning ability. In contrast, a minority of people, i.e. the Neuro-Divergent (ND) have a cognitive profile which shows significant peaks and troughs, denoting significant disparity between the best and worst of their information processing. The processing differences are present from birth, and are independent of any basic physical malfunctions, for example of eyes, ears or limbs. It is thought that 10% of the population is significantly ND, with many more having some degree of neuro-diversity. 
(DANDA, 2005)
The above definition is significant as it is acting as an umbrella term to describe a number of neurological profiles which individuals might display. For the purpose of this paper, it is suggested that these neurological profiles are:

· Dyslexia

· Dyspraxia

· Dyscalculia

· Attention Deficit (Hyper-Activity) Disorder

· Asperger’s Syndrome.

The value of offering an overarching definition to incorporate the above profiles is two-fold. Firstly, it is bringing together a range of neurological profiles which have previously been grouped under two categories (specific learning difficulties and developmental disorders). Adopting the term neurodiversity instead of the above two terms moves away from presenting such students as people with problems towards seeing them as a distinctive group of learners within post-16 education. Furthermore, it presents this group as having different ways of learning and consequently of accessing the curriculum, which needs to be considered when institutions develop or review their learning and teaching policies.  Secondly, the DANDA definition contributes towards the location of one or a combination of the above five neurological profiles within a social model of disability framework instead of an individual (or medical) model of disability framework. 
Oliver (1993:15) provides an interpretation of the individual model of disability when he states that:

…the individual model sees the problems that disabled people experience as being a direct consequence of their disability. The major task of the professionals is therefore to adjust the individual to the particular disability condition.
The social model rejects this view of disability as an individual, medical and tragic problem. Oliver (1996:22) refers to a definition of disability as

… the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary social organisation which takes little or no account of people who have [impairments] and thus excludes them from the mainstream of social activities.

From this point of view, it is for society to make the adjustments. The disability movement does not deny impairment. As Riddell et al. (2005: 16) point out:

… impairment does not necessarily result in disability, and in an ideal society, where all barriers were removed, disability would cease to exist.

The DANDA definition of neurodiversity fits within a social model of disability framework because it proposes that while each individual has a different way of processing information, and some of these may result from impairments, neurodiversity need not result in disability.

Why do we need to recognise the needs of neurodiverse students within institutional policy?

There are three key drivers for institutions to develop policy which recognises the needs of neurodiverse students:

· Regulatory and legal developments 

· The number of neurodiverse students studying further and higher education programmes 
· The post-16 educational experiences of neurodiverse students, which affect their retention and attainment.
Regulatory and legal developments affecting neurodiverse students within post-16 education


One of the early initiatives which urged post-16 institutions to review their policies was the introduction of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) Code of Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in HE (1999). Section 3 was entitled ‘Students with Disabilities’. The significance of the Code for the sector is made clear in the first precept:

Institutions should ensure that in all their policies, procedures and activities, including strategic planning and resource allocation, consideration is given to the means of enabling disabled students' participation in all aspects of the academic and social life of the institution. (QAA 1999, Precept 1).
When this Code was published, dyslexia had been recognised as a disability in the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, but this said little about education until amended in 2001. The Code of Practice raised the profile of the needs of disabled students, but made only one brief reference to ‘specific learning difficulties including dyslexia’ (QAA 1999:para 15) and none to the other types of neurodiversity listed above. However, it raised the issue of flexibility and inclusivity in relation to students, and foregrounded the subject of equality of provision.

A
 key development which has required institutions to consider the needs of neurodiverse students within their policies has been the extension of the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) to cover post-16 education. The impact of the Disability Discrimination Act, Part IV, previously known as the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (SENDA) 2001, is that it requires institutions to: 
ensure that disabled people have equal opportunities to benefit from, and contribute to, the learning and services available in higher education institutions. (DRC 2003)
The significance of the Disability Discrimination Act Part IV is that it  provides legal rights to neurodiverse students, requiring institutions to anticipate the needs of this group of students and disabled students as a whole through the development of appropriate policies and services, and also to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ for disabled students.

 

Recent amendments to disability legislation as outlined by the Disability Discrimination Act (2005) provide a further opportunity to recognise this specific student group, and disabled students as a whole. The new Act sets out a Disability Equality Duty, under which public bodies (including post-16 institutions) must: 

· promote equality of opportunity between disabled persons and other persons
· eliminate discrimination that is unlawful under the Act
· eliminate harassment of disabled persons that is related to their disabilities
· promote positive attitudes towards disabled persons
· encourage participation by disabled persons in public life
· take steps to take account of disabled persons disabilities, even where that involves treating disabled persons more favourably than other persons.
                                                                                                      (DRC 2005)
The specific duties require post-16 institutions to involve “disabled people who appear to the authority to have an interest in the way it carries out its functions in the development of the Disability Equality Scheme” (DRC 2005). As it is likely neurodiverse students would be identified as one of the groups who have an interest in the activities of post-16 institutions, an ideal opportunity is being created to involve both parties in supporting the development of appropriate institutional policies which recognise this specific group. 

Numbers of neurodiverse students studying higher education programmes 
A review of the national student disability data suggests that neurodiverse students represent a large proportion of the total number of disabled students undertaking HE programmes:

HESA (2005) disability statistics

	
	1994/05
	2003/04

	Total students (u/g and p/g)
	592,839
	857,505

	Total disabled
	15,699
	45,545

	Dyslexic
	2,359
	18,700

	Autistic spectrum
	(not recorded)
	80

	Unseen disability
	7,617
	9,155

	Multiple disabilities
	750
	3,815

	Other disability
	1,737
	5,515


Until recently, of the types of neurodiversity listed above, only dyslexia was recorded separately. HESA now collects data on ‘autistic spectrum disorder’. Other neurodiverse students could be listed under ‘other disability,’ ‘an unseen disability’ or ‘multiple disabilities,’ but institutions are not asked for such a breakdown. However, the above table shows that over the nine years for which data are available, the percentage of HE students known to be disabled increased from 2% to 5%, and numbers of dyslexic students as a proportion of the total number listed as disabled increased from 15% to 41%. Although institutions may, for their own internal data collection purposes, record the range of neurodiverse students studying their programmes, this range of categories has not so far been recorded at a national level. The current national recording mechanism is not providing a representative picture of the number of neurodiverse students studying within the post-16 sector. The implication for institutions attempting to use national disability data to assist with the development of institutional policies is that it runs the risk of focusing on a specific neurological profile instead of the range which is incorporated under the DANDA definition of neurodiversity. 

However, members of the National Association of Disability Officers

have large amounts of anecdotal evidence for a steady increase in recent years in numbers of students identified as dyspraxic, on the autism spectrum or showing other types of neurodiversity.

Neurodiverse student experience of post-16 education


Drawing on my own personal experiences as a neurodiverse student, I recall the issue of staff awareness playing an important role in my life as an undergraduate due to factors such as these:

The support varied between tutors and this can be attributed to the differing levels of awareness about dyslexia. However, by the end of my higher education experience, the staff with whom I had contact were positive and were prepared to help in any way possible. Examples of help included providing additional help with essay writing such as help with planning and structuring as well as recommending important references. There was a minority of tutors, who took longer to develop a dialogue with me about my dyslexia. The delay seemed to stem from their preconceived ideas of dyslexia, for example, the notion that it was a psychological problem. (Palfreman-Kay,2001:212).

The dual issues of student self-awareness and staff awareness are clearly important for neurodiverse students. This is highlighted by the undergraduate experiences of two students with Asperger’s syndrome. Firstly, Chris’s life as an undergraduate highlights the difficulties a lack of personal and institutional awareness of neurodiversity can cause. He reflects on his second year experience:

I started to get very depressed. I was very isolated and wasn’t happy with my studies, and generally didn’t want to be there. By now, I had enough of all the constant changes to exam dates and assignment deadlines. The more depressed I became, the more I lost my appetite and wasn’t eating proper meals, losing a lot of weight. Eventually, I began to self-harm. Fortunately, this didn’t last long. (Mitchell 2003).
In contrast, the educational experience of David seems more positive, as a result of accessing specialist services to assist him with his studies:

He has struck up good relations with those at Bournemouth who assist him with his coursework. They include Patricia Ware and Julie Ovett, who help him with essay planning, encouraging him to develop a structured approach to his work. It appears to be paying off. (Hague 2002).

The experiences of these three students suggest that the level of awareness can determine whether or not a student or an institution has a positive or negative experience of neurodiversity. Students should first of all be helped by their current institution, be it a school or an FE College, to develop sufficient self-awareness that they apply for courses which are well matched to their strengths as well as to their interests. Secondly, post-16 institutions should have a clear admissions policy which not only aims to avoid students enrolling for courses which are unsuitable for them, but also includes a structure for putting learning support in place. Thirdly, all institutions should run compulsory staff development workshops. Reflecting on the experience of neurodiverse students can potentially assist institutions in identifying areas of future policy work such as the development of appropriate student support or assessment policies; this will be considered in the next section.
What are the opportunities to recognise the needs of neurodiverse students within post-16 institutional policies?

There are many such opportunities. Whether it is at an institution-wide, departmental or specialist service level, the examples below represent organisational activities which should take account of the needs of neurodiverse students:
· Strategic plans

· Admissions policies

· Access agreements

· Learning and Teaching plans

· Student Support and Guidance policies

· Equality and Diversity strategies

· Partnership agreements

· Employability strategy

· Assessment policies

· Complaints policies

· Disability Equality Policy

· Disability Equality Scheme

· Neurodiversity marking guidelines.

Why should the above policies and strategies take account of neurodiverse students? The drivers for change here, in addition to the legislation outlined above, are student recruitment, retention and attainment. We have already noted that between 1994/05 and 2003/04, numbers of students known to be disabled or to have special educational needs increased considerably. Legislation has meant that provision for the physical access of students with mobility impairments has improved greatly over the last ten years, but this has not been matched by changes in learning and teaching policies which are inclusive of neurodiversity.
The moral case regarding neurodiversity parallels those of physical impairment and widening participation: there are many thousands of people who are intellectually fully able to participate in higher education, but may struggle to do so because of physical accessibility issues,  because they lack the academic experience to enter, or because the course is delivered in an inaccessible manner. It is therefore essential to include the needs of neurodiverse students within an equality and diversity framework, because they too have the ability to succeed.

However, there is also a need to respond specifically to the needs of neurodiverse students. Some examples:

· University and College marketing materials should be available in a wide variety of formats, particularly electronic, and all websites should be W3C compliant to at least AA level (W3C 2005)

· Where an applicant discloses any aspect of neurodiversity, efforts must be made to ascertain that there is a good match between his or her strengths and the learning outcomes of the course applied for

· The validation process for all new courses should include specification of the ways in which provision is made for neurodiversity as well as disability

· Policy for the design and/or adaptation of teaching and residential accommodation should include the needs of neurodiverse students

· Course delivery and academic assessment should be flexible enough to accommodate the needs of all students

· Institutions should have strategic plans for this agenda, overseen by a very senior member of staff. There should be ‘joined-up thinking’ across the institution.

There are several websites which provide valuable information on accessible and inclusive course design and delivery; a selection is shown at the end of the reference list.
What are the future opportunities to develop neurodiverse policies for the post-16 sector?

Whilst there are a number of opportunities to recognise the needs of neurodiverse students within institutional policies, it is important to continue anticipating the needs of this group, as well as the needs of disabled students as a whole. To meet this goal, it is suggested that four objectives need to be considered. 

The first requirement is for staff development units and disability practitioners to work towards raising staff awareness of the needs of neurodiverse students, with the aim of getting across the message that “we are trying to level the playing field, not tilt it in … favour” of such students (Healey 2002). The objective is to link this agenda with student retention and attainment – in other words to mainstream it, rather than allowing colleagues to regard diversity and disability as marginal. 

Another objective is to improve systems for recording the number of neurodiverse students within the post-16 sector. As already identified, systems need to be developed to record all groups. In HE, this could be achieved through University Central Admissions Services (UCAS) and the Higher Education Statistical Agency (HESA) introducing additional categories to recognise that students with Dyspraxia, Dyscalculia and Attention Deficit (Hyper-Activity) Disorder are enrolled on post-16 programmes. The introduction of the new categories may also help to raise further awareness of neurodiverse students within the sector, and the requirement to respond to the needs of this group of students. 

The third objective arises from the Disability Equality Duty, as introduced by the Disability Discrimination Act (2005). The requirement to involve disabled people, students, staff and external groups in the development of Disability Equality Schemes provides an ideal opportunity for institutions to involve neurodiverse people in identifying and removing the barriers they might face within the post-16 sector.

The final objective is for widening participation and disability practitioners to develop effective lines of communication between each other. The value of developing such links is that awareness of the opportunities available to neurodiverse people to enter and study within post-16 education can be raised, as well as supporting the continued development of institutions’ approach to widening participation. [See paper by Hewlett, present volume page 105.]
Final Thoughts 

Best practice for neurodiverse students should be recognised as good practice for all students, as acknowledged by Healey (2003) when he reflects: 

As with many academic endeavours, the more I learn about supporting the learning of disabled students, the more I realise I have to learn about supporting the learning of all students. 

Considering the needs of a diverse range of students within institutional policy can clearly contribute to making the post-16 sector, and ultimately wider society, more inclusive. 

References 

Developmental Adult Neurodiversity Developmental Association (DANDA) (2005) What is Neuro-Diversity?

www.danda.org.uk/pages/FAQs.htm#whatisneurodiversity (Accessed 1st Sept 05)

Disability Rights Commission (DRC) (2003) The Disability Discrimination Act Part 4: Learning and Teaching Good Practice Guide

www.drc.org.uk/publicationsandreports/publicationhtml.asp?id=202&docsect=0&section=0 (Accessed 1st Nov 05)

Disability Rights Commission (DRC) (2005) The Duty to Promote Disability Equality: Statutory Code of Practice
www.drc.org.uk/businessandservices/disabilityequalityduty.asp

(Accessed 5th Nov05)

Hague, H (2002) Positive attitude adjustments Times Higher Education Supplement, 19th September. 

www.thes.co.uk/search/story.aspx?story_id=86382 (Accessed 30th Aug 05)

Healey, M (2003) Trojan horse is good bet for all Times Higher Education Supplement 19 September
www.thes.co.uk/search/story.aspx?story_id=94781 (Accessed 30th Aug 05)

Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) (2005)

www.hesa.ac.uk/holisdocs/pubinfo/stud.htm  (Accessed 30th Aug 05)

Llewellyn, A & Hogan, K (2000). The Use and Abuse of Models of Disability Disability & Society Vol 15, No 1, pp157-165 

Mitchell, C (2003)  Personal Accounts of Being an Undergraduate University Student with Asperger’s Syndrome
www.neurodiversity-northeast.org.uk/pages/chris01.pdf  (Accessed 20 Aug 05)
Oliver, M (1996) Understanding Disability: from theory to practice Basingstoke: Macmillan

Palfreman-Kay, J (2001) Students’ views of learning support  In: M. Hunter-Carsch & M Herrington, eds. Dyslexia & effective learning in secondary & tertiary education    London: Whurr

Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) (1999) Code of Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education   Section 3: Students with disabilities 

www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/section3/default.asp
(Accessed 1st Sept 05)

Riddell, S, Tinklin, T, and Wilson, A (2005)  Disabled students in higher education – perspectives on widening access and changing policy  Abingdon: Routledge
WorldWideWeb Consortium (2005) Web Accessibility Initiative  

http://www.w3.org/WAI/   (Accessed 1st Sept 05)

Course design and delivery

www.teachability.strath.ac.uk/
www.open.ac.uk/inclusiveteaching/
www.shu.ac.uk/services/lti/accessibleassessments/
www.techdis.ac.uk/resources/sites/staffpacks/index.xml
www.scips.worc.ac.uk/
http://dart.lboro.ac.uk/tool/
