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The vision and overall aim of the National AimHigher AchieveAbility project is to raise awareness and understanding of the needs of neurodiverse students. The purpose is to facilitate their progression to higher education. The project is working with neurodiverse students who might be dyslexic, dyspraxic and/or dyscalculic.
The AimHigher campaign was set in place to encourage learners to think about the opportunities higher education offers; it seeks to widen the participation of under-represented groups. Most AimHigher work is co-ordinated on a regional basis. There are nine national projects that run alongside the regional work. These projects support activities across regions and are expected to be examples of innovative practice for roll-out nationally. AchieveAbility is the only AimHigher national project specifically set up for students who are dyslexic, dyspraxic and dyscalculic, i.e. neurodiverse students, or those with specific learning difficulties (SpLDs). The AchieveAbility project started in October 2004 and will continue until July 2006.  The project is informed by the recommendations made by National Disability Team Report June 2004 [1].  This report raised concerns that AimHigher initiatives were not engaged enough with those learners who might have a disability.
As an SpLD can be one of the hardest disabilities to identify, learner assessment often takes place late in the academic life of a student. These learners are the highest percentage (around 70%) of disabled students in Higher Education [2].  They tend to all be assessed as being dyslexic, when it is likely that 30% of the 70% [3] are dyspraxic or dyscalculic. It is for this reason that the AchieveAbility project proposal was formulated to include dyspraxia and dyscalculia and was subsequently funded by Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE).Despite inconsistencies with assessment procedures there has been a rise in the number of students with SpLDs entering Higher Education. The National Disability Team data shows a ten fold increase over a period of ten years: in 1994 there were 5,000 students, but by 2003 there were 50,000 [4].

[1]  National Disability Team Aspiration Raising and Transition of Disabled Students Report. http://www.natdisteam.ac.uk
[2]  Higher Education Statistics Agency Data.  http://www.hesa.ac.uk
[3]  Information from the British Dyslexia Association http://www.bda-dyslexia.org.uk
[4]  National Disability Team Aspiration Raising and Transition of Disabled Students Report. http://www.natdisteam.ac.uk
SpLDs are typically characterised by an unusual balance of skills. These specific learning differences can affect the receiving, holding, retrieving and structuring of information as well as the speed of processing it. They therefore have an impact on skills such as reading, writing, sequencing, using symbols, carrying out calculations and spatial awareness. Are they problem students or gifted learners? In some quarters, these students are seen as gifted learners when they achieve successful metacognition. Dyslexic people often have the ability to problem-solve at a high level and can be lateral and three-dimensional thinkers.
The Adult Dyslexia Organisation states: “Each year thousands of individuals are recognised who have failed to learn to read in an environment where others thrive, highlighting a difference and a difficulty in the acquisition of literacy skills when taught using methods that suit a large percentage of the population. These individuals are very grateful for the label of ‘dyslexic’." [5]

Findings from the AchieveAbility project have uncovered evidence that many SpLD learners are not being identified in school, with assessment often happening in further education (FE) or higher education (HE). This is usually due to a lack of resources, and means many learners sink before they have any chance to swim and achieve their potential. The activity strands of the AchieveAbility project include a programme of awareness-raising for SpLD students and AimHigher staff, an aspiration-raising programme using neurodiverse university ambassador students as role models, and a staff development programme for AimHigher staff and key stakeholders to develop mechanisms to assist learning in mainstream education.
The project’s lead partner and banker is the University of Westminster, in partnership with:
British Dyslexia Association
Dyslexia Institute
Richmond upon Thames College
Westminster Kingsway College
Pimlico School
London AimHigher region: University of Westminster/ University of the Arts/ Brunel University/ Kings College London/ Thames Valley University
South West AimHigher region : University of West of England/ Bristol University / Plymouth University/ Bournemouth University/ Arts Institute Bournemouth/ Bath University / Dartington College
West Midlands AimHigher region: University of Wolverhampton/ Birmingham University
Yorkshire and Humberside AimHigher region: Huddersfield University/ Leeds University
[5]  Official response to Ch4 Dispatches programme: the dyslexia myth.  http://www.futurenet.co.uk/charity/ado/adomenu/ 

The project has over 80 university student ambassadors working across four English regions in schools and colleges, a high percentage of whom were only identified with an SpLD on entry to higher education. As one of them told the project: 
“At school 90% of the time the problem was not that I couldn’t find the answers to something, but that I didn’t understand what the question was and what I should be looking for. I needed more help on structuring time and thoughts, learning how to break things down so they could be solved quickly.”
It is because of their experiences before entering higher education that many of the AchieveAbility Ambassador students work so hard to act as positive role models when visiting learners in schools and colleges. Across the four regions, the 80 Ambassador students are reaching 800 neurodiverse learners. These learners, not included in AimHigher outreach activities to date, have been contacted through the project directly approaching Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCos). The overall aim is to improve access to Higher Education: to increase understanding and awareness of what it means to have a neurodiverse brain, to identify and share best practice across the sector and to focus on enhanced support mechanisms for these students.
Whilst project staff have been involved in delivering the outreach work in schools and colleges, the anecdotal feedback from SENCos is about the limited resources available to them. These resources are very dependant on Head Teachers’ understanding of SEN issues. There have been some revealing initial findings on the factors that are influencing neurodiverse learner progression:
· Many schools consider their institutional strategies and individual learners to be suffering due to the lack of support and funding for Special Educational Needs
· FE appears to have a better model of support, e.g. one large London college has 15 dyslexia support tutors as part of disability services. They also screen all students for learning difficulties when they start college
· Some schools claim to have no neurodiverse learners because to identify them costs too much, as does the provision of extra support. Rather than stretch their resources these schools offer a little informal help
· Learners are often not told that they have a suspected or identified SpLD. This is because schools do not want to give a label which could result in parental questions or demands. The result is that many learners do not understand why they are getting extra help or that they think differently, and these learners may feel stupid or odd
· Support in schools is sometimes discriminatory; certain learners are not given an equal level of support because it is felt they are already a lost cause
· The majority of SENCos are extremely keen to accept collaborative support, because they see that these learners need role models to identify with and relate to
· Many of these learners hate school, and say that teachers pick on them and do not respect them. They have no teacher whom they like or feel supported by
· Many learners lack knowledge about how to access HE and suffer low self-esteem due to persistent bullying
· Dyspraxia is identified for some learners. Dyscalculia it is not identified for many learners.
There are some very pro-active SENCos who are working very hard to change the way things happen in schools. For example, Northolt School in Middlesex has a very dedicated SENCo who has trained a member of staff to identify dyslexia and is running in-service training days for teachers about identifying and helping learners with SpLDs.

As the AchieveAbility project has developed and delivered work, several issues have been highlighted. These are issues that specifically impact on SpLD learners in their acquisition of knowledge and subsequent learning journey though the educational sectors. At the March 2005 launch conference for the AchieveAbility project, debate centred around the need for clarity and synergy of approach to practice across sectors, particularly in the following areas:

· identification of SpLD students

· information and advice

· teaching and learning.

Research work initiated by the project has shown there are indeed substantial inconsistencies in the transfer of data about student attainment, the systems by which students are identified and the funding available to support these students. For instance, within the schools sector funding is allocated through Action Plus. This funding also has to cover other early and extra interventions such as English as a second language and teaching students with behavioural difficulties. As a result of this, disclosure is a sensitive issue where there might not be funding for subsequent support of that learner.

At the national launch conference there was much mutual agreement that identification processes should be learner-focused and flexible.  Richmond upon Thames College (see Figure 1) have a tried and tested identification and support system, that works due to collaboration with the schools from which the learners originate. This referral system is learner-focused as it ensures educational needs and support are matched at all times.  
The issue is that this type of best practice should be disseminated much more across the sector.  Funding in the FE sector is through the Learning and Skills Council and is ring-fenced for learning support units. In HE, funding is directly linked to the individual learner. Because these models of funding can differ so widely, the support and resources available to students can vary hugely across sectors or even sometimes within one sector.

Fig 1: Identification and support of learning difficulties at Richmond upon Thames College
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The launch conference for AchieveAbility also highlighted learner retention as an issue which will influence key stakeholders. Again resources and funding were thought essential to sustaining institutional practice and therefore the retention of students. Subsequent research commissioned by the AchieveAbility project, conducted by the HE Academy, has substantiated conference debate and has shown that collection of information about SpLD learners is mainly driven by the legal requirements of each sector; thus funding is allocated according to these priorities.  Successful student retention is dependant on resources, teaching and learning policies, and support available, all of which are in turn dependent on institutional and individual funding.

Resources and funding are crucial to student retention but have a greater impact where integrated with a compatible teaching and learning policy. The AchieveAbility Project recognised very quickly that interventions for successful progression can only truly be successful if those learners are retained and achieve in their chosen course of study. The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001) states that educational institutions have a duty to make reasonable adjustments for students with a disability, and that includes adjustments to learning. The AchieveAbility launch conference highlighted the need for academic staff to have a greater understanding of alternative learning methods with more emphasis on supported independent and experiential learning. Conference delegates discussed the need for a flexible learning environment with greater access to information through adaptable borrowing rights, emphasis on online information, advance information, assistance in researching and colour-coded referencing. Assessment procedures in HE were considered a key area for attention, with explicit guidelines on marking put in place, the consideration of alternative methods of assessment and ensuring that a fair academic regulation framework is approved.

The three strands of AchieveAbility activities are designed to raise awareness of the needs of SpLD students, to ensure the opportunities for HE study are made known to students and to set in place action research for best practice in the teaching of learners in mainstream education.  This best practice for all learners is drawn from effective teaching practice for those with specific learning differences.

Strand 3 focuses on teaching and learning, based on a pilot being run in four institutions across London and the East of England. These institutions are two schools, one sixth-form college and one FE college. The work emphasises the need to ensure learners are in receipt of teaching and learning that is appropriate to their needs and so enables them to be retained and progress in their chosen learning environments. A set of commonalities for the improved approach to teaching practice has been agreed by all four institutions and are included in classroom planning. These commonalities are: 

· a multi sensory approach

· clarity of information

· clarity of key learning outcomes for the learner

· logical thinking rather than the reliance on memory.

These commonalities are, for the purposes of the pilot, called ‘enhanced teaching practice’.

Delivery of the pilot took place from 31st October to 12th December 2005 and the purpose was simple: to evaluate the impact on all learners (both those who have SpLDs and those who do not) of the enhanced teaching practice.

Participating learners were of mixed ability and from across year groups 9-13 and adult learners; in subject areas as diverse as maths, humanities, and heath studies; and courses as diverse as GCSE/ AS & A2 levels/ Access and BTEC. Up to 240 learners participated across the institutions, and all 15 of the teaching staff delivering had attended an enhanced teaching practice training session provided by the AchieveAbility project.

A teaching practice toolkit was developed for the pilot, from which all institutions agreed to deliver elements of teaching practice that would normally be delivered only to neurodiverse learners. The intention was to demonstrate that these simple mechanisms can be embedded within the mainstream curriculum and make a difference to all learners. 

A reflective session in early 2006 will give the participating teachers an opportunity to discuss their findings. The pilot institutions have agreed to embed this within their own institutional practice.  West London, Central London and East of England AimHigher partnerships have agreed to a discussion forum, with the intention that the enhanced teaching practice pilot findings be disseminated to additional partners. The desired outcome is to roll out the model for other institutions to sign up to.

Strand 3 has highlighted some key messages:

1. Loss of intellectual talent. Teaching methods and identification problems can prevent SpLD learners from reaching their full potential or even achieving basic GCSEs. Approximately 10% of the population have an SpLD [6].  Also SpLD drop-out does not assist the Widening Participation target of 50% of 18-30 year olds accessing higher education by 2010. This can be evidenced through case studies showing the comparison between intelligence and school assessments for SpLD learners.


[image: image1]
2. 
3. The importance of teacher training. All teachers should be trained in SpLD identification and learning styles as part of an ongoing Career Development Plan. Awareness and skills begun with initial teacher training could be increased throughout their career by continuing professional development. It is also important to emphasise that training teachers in SpLD-appropriate methods can be of benefit to all the learners in schools and colleges.

4. A variety of national statistics and the data being gathered by the HE Academy show the extent of the problem. With current information we can never truly know how many of these learners are being lost from the education system.

5. Educational institutions are now legally obliged to abide by the Disability Discrimination Act.  The project has case studies of SpLD learners who have progressed that highlight the issues. 
 [6]  Information from the British Dyslexia Association: http://www.bda-dyslexia.org.uk

In addition the project has acknowledged that the key to differentiated learning is the following :

Screening

Identification


Access to information about the condition


Appropriate teaching methods


Successful attainment

To assist in a greater understanding of SpLDs, 4,000 inspirational CD ROMs have been distributed across the UK to schools, colleges, Connexions services and AimHigher areas. This multimedia tool was developed by the Dyslexia Institute in collaboration with the University of Westminster on behalf of the project. It contains detailed information on SpLDs, opportunities in HE, student rights, financial advice, the application process and case studies of HE students and professionals with SpLDs. It is hoped that the CD ROM will increase awareness amongst learners and staff about SpLDs, and inspire learners who are dyslexic, dyspraxic or dyscalculic to consider progression to HE.
This entire body of work delivered and piloted by the AchieveAbility project seeks to:

· disseminate information about existing best practice

· clarify information about the needs of SpLD learners

· raise SpLD learner awareness of the opportunities in HE

· inform staff through provision of staff development programmes

· embed effective practice in institutional teaching and learning policy.

To conclude, here are some examples of the learner voice, which needs to be heard loud and clear by stakeholders. The AchieveAbility project continues to provide a platform for this learner voice. All the quotations below were provided by UK learners with SpLDs in receipt of AchieveAbility outreach work. Their names may have been changed but their experiences are genuine:
Robert

“I feel a lot more confident now. I don’t feel there are as many obstacles in the way of me going on to the next course.”

Mark
“It was very good. I got some very useful tips on how to get started at uni - how to tell tutors I have dyslexia and how to ask for support. He also told me how to find out about DSA.”

Joel
“I think it was really useful. I learnt useful facts about the DSA, dyslexia support and study skills, how to stay ahead with my work, how to be organised, a bit of uni life, how tutors will deal with problems, how to use different methods of note taking. Instead of a person not knowing how you feel, its like a person talking exactly where you’re at.”

Mike
“He showed me a way to work round things. I see [ambassador] has skills with his hands but has trouble putting things on paper – that’s just like me.  I have trouble putting things into words – so does [ambassador]. I am good with my hands – so is  [ambassador] – but he doesn’t want to make his living just working with his hands – neither do I.”

Joe

“We don’t want to be labelled or put in a box. We (ourselves and ambassador) are all dyslexic so we can talk to each other…I have to work things out my own way. I prefer it that way. University fosters this.

Luke

“With dyslexia it is the little things that make it hard – we see the big picture and not the detail.”
Matt

“No one understands, no one has ever heard of it and how it affects me and they just think I am taking the mick or making excuses. AchieveAbility got rid of a lot of my worries about leaving school, going to college and getting support. It was very reassuring.”

Eleanor

“Sometimes I feel it holds me back, I feel like I am treated differently, like I have less chance of getting good grades. But (ambassadors) really helped. I didn’t know about the support or the fact that you get more support at College and University.”
All the quotations below were provided by HE students with SpLDs who are AchieveAbility ambassadors acting as role models in delivery of the outreach work.  Their names may have been changed but again, their experiences are genuine:
Dan

“I found teachers at school approached me in different ways. The worst were those who didn’t believe that dyslexia was a real condition as they could not see anything wrong. I was just someone who asked too many questions and slowed down their teaching.”

Bee

“Having an informal relationship with my teachers let me feel that I could talk to them at any time, especially if I was struggling with my work and didn’t want to wait till after lessons.”

Darren

“What gave me the courage to go to university was a lecturer at college who was dyslexic, because it made me realise that being dyslexic doesn’t stop you from achieving…I feel if I was diagnosed as a child I would have done better at school.”

Simon

“They (school) said I would not go to university but look at me now: I am there and doing well.  So it doesn’t matter what people think because if you work hard you will be able to do anything if you put your mind to it.”

Jo

“I ended up getting all C grades in my GCSEs which surprised most teachers as they predicted I would fail. It was probably one of the best days of my life….It wasn’t until I got to University that I encountered more difficulties in my learning and I was finally diagnosed.”

Nick

“I think that dyslexia is known by the teaching profession but it finds it difficult to recognise. It all rests on the views and attitude of the individual teachers, with some not recognising dyslexia in their pupils until told. It is easier and cheaper for some schools to view the pupils with SpLDs as low achievers and divert funding to a different area. Most schools will try to raise the educational level of their pupils to the national average and not to their full potential.”

Beth

“I was extremely lucky to have a teacher that was not only dyslexic but also teaching one of my favourite subjects: music. He was very inspirational and original, and generally a great role model for me and other students alike.”
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