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October 8, 2008

The Association On Higher Education And Disability (AHEAD), submits here with these written comments in support of  The Higher Education Opportunity Act (Public Law 110-315).

Since 1977, AHEAD has informed higher education’s efforts to provide equal access for students with disabilities.  On behalf of its 2,300 members, their institutions and the 1.6 million students with disabilities they serve, AHEAD offers its strong support for Public Law 110-315.  

AHEAD is a professional membership organization of individuals involved in the development of policy and in the provision of quality services to meet the needs of persons with disabilities involved in all areas of higher education.  At this time,  it boasts more than 2,500 members throughout the United States and other countries. AHEAD is fortunate to have formal partnerships with 30 Regional Affiliates and numerous other professional organizations working to advance equity in higher education for people with disabilities.  AHEAD dynamically addresses current and emerging issues with respect to disability, education, and accessibility to achieve universal access.  As such, is actively involved in all facets of promoting full and equal participation by individuals with disabilities in higher education; and supporting the systems, institutions, professions, and professionals who attend to the fulfillment of this important mission.

There are five key provisions that AHEAD wishes to address, and which impact higher education and disability in transformative ways.

Preparing General Education Teachers To More Effectively Educate Students With Disabilities

Title II, Part B, Subpart 3, Sec. 251

AHEAD supports a structured multi-sensory approach, as outlined in 2000 by the National Reading Panel which highlighted the 5 Pillars of Literacy that are critical to essential reading skills. To that end, AHEAD supports the use of research based methodologies in determining the best approaches to instruction in reading and mathematics.

The education of teachers traditionally takes place within the context of higher education; one’s philosophical and ideological approaches towards instruction, disability, and accommodation are formed within the context of teacher preparation programs and those teachers encountered in other academic classes.  By modeling appropriate teaching techniques in teacher education programs, or modeling best practices towards providing accessible educational courses in higher education, we can make great strides towards increasing consistency in teaching and equality of opportunity in education. Also, a long term benefit of a structured multi-sensory approach is a replicable methodology for young professionals to use and model.

Because of the influence of climate and the importance of  modeling best practices AHEAD supports model demonstration projects (Title VII, Part D, Sec. 760-765) to provide technical assistance or professional development for faculty, staff and administrators in institutions of higher education in order to provide students with disabilities a quality education at all levels. We also encourage the investigation of models whereby teacher preparation programs can more effectively model and assist in the accelerated training of those teachers recruited from model national service programs, such as Teach for America, who as noted above often come to teaching without any academic teacher preparation foundation.

Advisory Commission On Accessible Instructional Materials In Postsecondary Education For Students With Disabilities

Title VII, Part D, Subpart 3, Sec 771-772

AHEAD fully supports all efforts to make instructional materials in a timely and usable format accessible for all students with disabilities. This is particularly important to those students with print disabilities as was outlined in the Wall Street Journal article from September 17, 2008 which chronicled the increasing numbers of students with learning disabilities entering postsecondary education and their needs for varying levels of alternatives to print.  AHEAD and its members have been important early leaders in the creation, development, and expansion of services to fill the void of alternatives to print, such as Bookshare.org and has encouraged RFB&D’s efforts to provide its materials in a digital format.   

AHEAD member institutions have an obligation to assure non-discrimination of all persons with disabilities in accordance with the language of the Americans with Disabilities Act and the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  Therefore, AHEAD  feels that the current definitions as listed with in the Higher Education Textbook Access Act of 2007, referring to “print disability” would exclude or not sufficiently encompass all people with disabilities who would participate in or benefit from the use of books in electronic format. The definition needs to be revised and updated so as not to be based  on the outdated NLS definition but on a definition that reflects today’s scientific realities.  As our campuses are beginning to deal with issues confronting returning service men and women, the need to be broader in our ability to understand and address disability-related impacts to reading and other academic tasks is essential.

AHEAD believes that an advisory commission will be able to examine a broad spectrum of materials and needs to encourage the common approaches and flexibility in format that will allow students to move between and within our educational systems.  AHEAD stands ready  to participate, consult and assist in all such efforts.

E-Text Clearing House

Model Demonstration Programs To Support Improved Access To Postsecondary Instructional Materials For Students With Print Disabilities

Title VII, Part D, Subpart 3, Sec 773-775

Through its E-Text Initiative, a collaborative project involving its members, the students and institutions they serve, publishers and numerous organizations AHEAD has developed an understanding of stakeholder positions and current capacities.  AHEAD supports the idea of a national clearinghouse for accessible texts; AHEAD sees it as a necessary and efficient first step in the seamless provision of accessible digital text directly to students with print impairments.  

AHEAD fully supports the goal and intention of this legislation to improve timely, usable access to printed instructional materials for people with disabilities.  AHEAD realizes that while this current section is not the final answer to issues of text accessibility, it clearly provides for a critical first-step in attacking a significant barrier to equality for people with disabilities in higher education including many with learning disabilities, physical/mobility related disabilities, and blindness and visual impairment.

 As higher education seeks to more fully include persons with disabilities, legislation supporting that movement is tremendously important and we applaud the Committee’s efforts in assisting to build systems that can lead to systemic change.  The ultimately beneficiaries will be the hundreds of thousands of people with a varying array of disabilities who seek full and equal access to the benefits of higher education.

Transition Programs For Students With Intellectual Disabilities Into Higher Education

Title VII, Part D, Subpart 2, Sec. 766 and 768

With authorization of a new program of model demonstration projects to promote the

successful transition of students with intellectual disabilities into higher education, clarification is necessary regarding appropriate accommodations institutions are to provide within existing courses, and the distinction between self-contained programs that may be non-degree granting.  AHEAD is glad to be a partner in the collaborative discussions between interested groups that include parents, students, and secondary educators.  A college experience, peer-appropriate activities, and preparation for becoming a member of society/workforce/community are part of a student’s transition to independence.  AHEAD recognizes that these transition programs and grants, open enrollment and the availability of federal financial aid may provide opportunities to some students previously unavailable.  However, AHEAD believes that it is critical to identify the educational options and expectations prior to assuming financial aid debt.

Data Collection

Title IX, Part C Sec. 1116

Colleges will be asked to report the "percentage of undergraduate students enrolled at the institution who are formally registered with the office of disability services of the institution (or the equivalent office) as students with disabilities".

The collection of data on students with disabilities has been inconsistent over time and across institutions.  The lack of consistent data has hindered the evaluation of our progress toward inclusion, our identification of best practices and our ability to predict future resource needs.   AHEAD sees the simple headcount of students with disabilities seeking services or accommodations as an opportunity to develop an infrastructure for the collection of more meaningful data and the development of reliable models for service delivery and resource planning.  We are pleased to see the addition of this provision because students with disabilities, like all other minority populations on campuses, deserve to be included and counted.

Currently, there is no defined system or methodology in place to count college students with disabilities. Determining how this task will be accomplished is critical.    Some of the issues that need to be considered are: 

· AHEAD recognizes the lack of a universal system in defining disabilities categorically.  Effective collection of data will require a common nomenclature.

· AHEAD recognizes that the need to register with disability services offices varies based on the age and state of the building environment, the use of universal design in instructional and curricular programs and recency of disability status, such as may be the case with wounded veterans accessing benefits under GI Bill.   Based on this we support the development of regulations that encourage a full and accurate count of students with disabilities by using processes similar to collecting data on race, gender and veteran's status.
· AHEAD recognizes the importance of enrollment numbers of students with disabilities, and supports a process that will help identify both students who have self-identified (“registered”) as well as those students who may make no formal request for accommodations.

· AHEAD recognizes that a simple head count of identified students with disabilities has limited utility and encourages the Department to consider the long term utility of tracking categories of disability or clusters of accommodation needs when developing regulations that will establish a foundation for future data driven policy decisions.

However, as indicated above, AHEAD feels that further clarification is necessary in order for the data collection to be effective and meaningful.  AHEAD would be happy to participate, consult and assist in this discussion.

The complexities of these issues may merit additional discussions and considerations.  The following AHEAD representatives are available for consultation at your convenience:

Scott Lissner

AHEAD member

ADA Coordinator, Ohio State University

614-795-7054

JoAnne Simon, Attorney of Law

AHEAD member

Former Disability Service Director, Gallaudet University

917-825-0485

Thank you for the opportunity to submit these comments on behalf of the Association on Higher Education And Disability.  

Sincerely,

Mike Shuttic

President
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