Vocational Choices for Students with Disabilities
By Claire Byrne
Introduction

Language carries many messages. The context in which we use language to describe people is important, particularly because language can categorize, label and enforce stereotypes. We must be careful that language, often used unconsciously, does not reinforce inaccurate and patronising images of people who live with a disability. Aside from the language we use, people with disabilities often encounter a number of other obstacles, which often prevent them from participating fully within society. When it comes to education, the major challenges are often physical access, access to equipment and personal assistance. Lack of awareness surrounding disability however, presents itself as a far more persistent barrier for individuals within the educational system. Guidance Counsellors therefore play a significant role in ensuring that students with disabilities are afforded the same opportunities as their able bodied peers.

Their role is to enhance the learning environment by removing invisible barriers such as “negative attitudes, lack of acceptance of difference and lack of appreciation of needs” (Jordan, 2004). 

Definition of Disability

A student is disabled if she or he requires a facility which is not part of the mainstream provision of the college concerned, to enable participation in the college to the full extent of her or his capabilities, and without which, she or he would be educationally disadvantaged in comparison with peers (HEA / AHEAD 1993)

Disability and Career Choice

In the most recent report published by the Association for Higher Education and Disabilities (AHEAD) it was found that in 1998/99, the total number of students with disabilities attending third level was less than 1% of the total undergraduate population (Hoey, 2000). A study of first year students in three Institutes of Technology (Healy; Carpenter; Lynch; 1999) found that non-completion of courses is often associated with “unclear career aspirations, lack of information and guidance on course and career options, unsuitable course choices, difficulties with some or all of the subjects taken and financial and work-related problems”.  

For years then, it would appear that we have been telling students with disabilities that they don’t possess the academic potential to obtain a technical, professional or managerial career. In fact, many teachers, parents and guidance counsellors may still discourage students with disabilities from pursuing various careers, simply because they are deemed to be “unrealistic”. For example, “realistically”, how could someone with Cerebral Palsy work as a Chemist, an Economist, or Computer Analyst? Surely, a person who is blind couldn’t possibly work in the area of transport, or manufacturing or architecture. Moreover, a person who is deaf certainly would not have the ability to communicate in a busy office environment. And how could a person with Specific Learning Difficulty aspire to teach? And what about health and safety implications? Costs? Employer insurance? 

Discouraging students to pursue their goals means that we still see the person’s disability as the problem, when in fact it is our own negative predictions that prevent students from achieving academic or career success. 

The availability of good advice and good information therefore leads to informed decision making for all students, regardless of ability. And as with all students, regardless of ability, the task of investigating career options is a joint process between the guidance counsellor and the student. The role of the guidance counsellor therefore is to raise the student’s awareness of the opportunities that exist, so that the student is empowered to make the right career choice. Good communication is essential. Guidance counsellors should not feel apprehensive about discussing the student’s support needs - there is no need to avoid using terms that refer to the student’s disability such as “blind”, “see” or “walk”, for example. 

As no two people with disabilities are the same however, the guidance counsellor must look at each student on an individual basis, in order to determine whether or not their particular type of disability (e.g. visual impairment) could prevent them from pursuing a particular type of career (e.g. Physiotherapy). Unfortunately, a “one-stop shop” for guidance counsellors does not exist, but the following steps might be useful in efforts to support the student’s career choices:
1. Discuss the student’s interests and career choices, and explore their skills, experiences and strengths using some of the guidance tools that are available.

2. Allow the student to convey their concerns (if any) regarding the implications that their disability might have. 

3. Encourage the student to research the types of jobs that they express interest in. The following links provide some very useful tips in terms of further education, career planning, employee profiles, job suitability etc

www.qualifax.ie


www.ahead.ie
www.careerdirections.ie

www.gradireland.com
www.prospects.ac.uk


www.agcas.org.uk
www.theaislingfoundation.org/ 
www.workway.ie
www.accessability.ie


www.opportunities.org.uk
www.graduatecareers.hobsons.co.uk/index.jsp
4. Contact individual colleges to see if it might be possible to arrange a meeting with the Careers Adviser and Disability / Access Officer there. This will provide the student with more detailed information on course requirements, course structure, examinations and other accommodation supports. 

Disclosure 

The question of whether or not a person should disclose their disability has been a subject of much debate over recent years.  When it comes to applying to the CAO for college places, a number of questions arise. When should they disclose – before or after application stage, or not at all? What will the implications be if they do disclose?  Will institutions maintain confidentiality? What other risks might be involved? What might the consequences be if they don’t disclose? And what happens after they leave college - should they inform potential employers of their disability? These and other questions are answered in the following paragraphs below: 

Admissions Process

In efforts to allow Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to consider any supports that a person with a disability / specific learning difficulty may require, applicants are given the opportunity to disclose their disability at the CAO application stage. It is important to note that declaring a disability does not prejudice the application or affect the applicant’s legal rights in any way.

By ticking the box that reads "Medical / Physical Condition / Specific Learning" on page one of the CAO application form, the applicant in turn will receive a “Supplementary Information Form” from the CAO. This form is divided into three sections. 

1. In the first section, the applicant is invited to provide information on their disability, and to highlight any perceived supports that might be required at third level (e.g. examination supports, Assistive Technology, financial aid etc.) 

2. The second section includes an “Evidence of Disability Form”, which must be completed by a Medical Consultant, and is relevant to all applicants with the exception of those with Dyslexia. Applicants with Dyslexia should attach a copy of their Educational Psychologists' report to the back of the application form. 

3. The third section includes two Second Level Academic Reference forms. These two forms should be competed by the applicant’s School Principal, Teacher, or Guidance Counsellor. It is important to note that in all cases the forms must be signed off by the applicant’s School Principal and stamped with the schools official stamp. 

Where the applicant simply wants to notify the CAO and the HEIs of their disability, they complete the FIRST section of the Supplementary Information Form.  Their application will be assessed in competition with all other CAO candidates.

Where the applicant wants to apply to a HEI’s alternative admission scheme
, they must complete ALL sections of the Supplementary Information form. In this way, applicants are given the opportunity to compete separately to other CAO applicants, based on information relating to their disability.  They will be considered on the same academic grounds as those of other students, but may be accepted into their chosen field of study even if they do not obtain the necessary number of points. This however, will depend entirely on the discretion of individual colleges
.

The completed Supplementary Information Form should be returned to the CAO, who will in turn furnish details to the HEIs to which the applicant has applied.

Third Level Supports

Most HEIs now have a Disability / Access Officer
 with specific responsibility for ensuring delivery of support services to students with disabilities. By disclosing their disability, the student will be assisted in accessing a wide range of practical supports. The type and intensity of these supports are dependant on the individual needs of the student, and the resources available within the college. Some of these supports are listed below:
a) Examinations

Depending on the needs of the individual student, specific accommodations for examinations can include: time allowances, rest periods, use of smaller examination halls, use of technological aids, large print examination papers, Brailled examination papers, adapted furniture etc.

b) Assistive Technology (AT)

AT is a range of equipment which simply enables people to complete tasks more easily. There are a number of different types of AT. “Low tech” AT can include inexpensive aids, such as hand held magnifiers, filter glasses, task lighting etc. More expensive AT includes specialised hardware / software, such as voice recognition systems, voice synthesis, large print display, Braille embossing, alternative computer input devices etc.

c) Funding

The ESF Special Fund for Students with Disabilities is the main fund available to undergraduates, postgraduates and part time students studying at third level. Administered by the Department of Education and Science, the fund provides assistance to students with disabilities for a variety of study related supports. Such supports may include assistance with taking notes (e.g. tape recorder / mini disc), payment for a Sign Language Interpreter, Personal Assistants, Assistive Technology etc. 

Applications for the fund are normally made via the Disability / Access Officer in each College. The funding is not given directly to the student but is administered through the Disability / Access Service. Any equipment provided to the student remains the property of the College, and must be returned on completion of the course. The fund does not cover other general expenses, such as books, fees, medication etc.

See http://www.aheadweb.org/wiki/AboutFunding for further funding options. 

Implications for learning at Third Level
Students with disabilities are expected to participate fully in class activities, regardless of the degree of their disability. There are cases however, where the student’s disability may interfere with academic functioning. In such cases accommodations need to be made in agreement with lecturers and administrators. Below is a summary of the types of accommodations that can be put in place for students with some of the more prevalent disabilities.

a) Visual Impairment

Note taking is often one of the main difficulties experienced by students with visual difficulties in College. Depending on their level of vision, students will often use Scribes, Laptops or computerised Braillers. When it comes to examinations, extra time is often invaluable. Others receive their examination papers on disc, and with the use of Assistive Technology can work through their exam papers independently. 

b) Deaf / Hearing Impaired

It is important to note that people who are deaf use Sign Language as their first language, and English as their second, and often use Sign Language Interpreters in Lectures. Students who are hard of hearing often use lip reading and hearing aids to enhance oral communication. Written (as opposed to oral) announcements are important for both deaf and hard of hearing students in examinations. 

c) Physical Disability 

There are a huge number of physical disabilities ranging from Cerebral Palsy, Muscular Dystrophy, Spina Bifida, Epilepsy, Chronic Fatigue Syndrome etc. Manifestations can include involuntary muscle contractions, rigidity, spasms, poor coordination, poor balance and poor spatial relations. Visual, auditory, speech and mobility problems might also occur. Hand functions can also be limited, and the endurance, strength and speed at which the student can write can be greatly restricted in the classroom / examination hall. Again, the use of Scribes or Assistive Technology can help to overcome these difficulties. 

d) Mental illness

The term mental illness refers to a group of illnesses in the same way that heart disease refers to a group of illnesses affecting the heart. Mental illness is a medical condition, and it is also a “hidden” condition, and can include major depression, severe anxiety, bipolar disorder and schizophrenia. Often students with mental illness may appear to be fatigued, irritable, have poor levels of concentration etc. Many take prescribed medications successfully, to help control their feelings, behaviour and concentration in the classroom.

e) Specific Learning Difficulty / Dyslexia

 “Dyslexia” means “difficulty with words”. Essentially, dyslexia causes difficulties in perceiving, processing and/or producing either auditory, visual and/or spatial information. In short, it affects the underlying skills that are needed for learning to read, write and spell. Dyslexia is often misunderstood by people as intellectual deficiency, which it is not. There are a number of learning strategies that can be used by students - some use laptops for note taking in class, while others benefit from the provision of extra time during examinations. Once Lecturers are aware of the student’s difficulty they often take into consideration handwriting, grammatical errors, spelling errors etc. when marking papers.

See http://www.aheadweb.org/wiki/FactSheet for further information on third level supports.

Employment Issues

When it comes to the market place, there has been a significant move in recent times, to employ people with disabilities. Employers have begun to realise that many people with disabilities are highly motivated, enthusiastic, willing to work hard, able to overcome obstacles, and focused on their goals, and they, in return, are willing to make adjustments to the workplace as necessary. In terms of the Public Sector, all employers are now obliged to meet a minimum 3% target for the employment of people with disabilities. Moreover, many employers in both the Public and Private Sectors have been awarded the “Positive to Disability” award for promoting and supporting the employment of people with disabilities within their workplace. 

Primarily the same rules that apply within the college environment also apply to the working environment. Reasonable accommodations similar to those listed above may need to be introduced into the workplace. But not all people with disabilities require adjustments to be made, and not all people with the same type of disability require the same adjustment.  Equally, not all adjustments have significant cost implications, and for those that might, a number of grants are available to employers / employees. They include:-

° Disability Awareness Training Support Scheme

° Workplace / Equipment Adaptation Grant 

° Job Interviewer Interpreter Grant

° Personal Reader Grant

° Employment Support Scheme 

° Employee Retention Grant Scheme

° Employer’s PRSI Exemption Scheme

° Back to work allowance 

- Further details on these schemes are available from FÁS Employment Services offices throughout the country, see  www.fas.ie
- For Social Services information and advice, see www.citizensinformation.ie
- For information on entitlements and benefits, see www.welfare.ie
Conclusion

The perception that many people lack ability because of their disability still continues to manifest itself within our society today. Education is a right, and it is important that guidance counsellors promote that right. They must not put a ceiling on the student’s career goals, but rather look at their individual skills, training and experience. 
Kenneth has Cerebral Palsy, and is working as a Technical Services Specialist in Dublin. He doesn’t require any particular aids or Assistive Technologies (AHEAD 2001). 

Neil is a Molecular Biologist. He is deaf. He uses practical supports such as a laptop, and reports that the internet and email has become his communication lifeline (AHEAD 2001).
“My biggest barrier was the school system itself” (Middelton, Rob 1999 - who now works as an Employment Equality Consultant). He has Specific Learning Difficulty.
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Further Contacts 


AHEAD, Association for Higher Education Access and Disability, www.ahead.ie
Dyslexia Association of Ireland, www.dyslexia.ie
Enable Ireland, www.enableireland.ie
FAS Disability Policy and Development Unit, www.fas.ie
National Association for Deaf People, Ireland, www.nadi.ie 
National Council for the Blind of Ireland Website, www.ncbi.ie
Mental Health Association Website, www.mentalhealthireland.ie
The Equality Authority, www.equality.ie
The National Disability Authority, www.nda.ie 
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� Not all colleges run alternative admission schemes.


� In order to ensure transparency of operations, a working group has been set up to review supporting documentation from those with (i) Specific Learning Difficulties and (ii) all other disabilities. This will run from Jan 2005 to Dec 2006 respectively.


� The title varies within colleges, however, the term “Disability Officer / Access Officer” will be used here.
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