Survey Report
Opportunities and challenges for expansion of the Association on Higher Education And Disability (AHEAD): A Japanese perspective

INTRODUCTION
In March of 2009, the Association on Higher Education And Disability (AHEAD) International Initiative conducted an online survey amongst a group of individuals who are interested in or involved in issues related to students with disabilities in higher education in Japan.  The purpose of this online survey was to assess particular needs related to disability and higher education in the country.  
AHEAD has been working on international issues and attempting to expand its activities outside the United States and Canada where a majority of members reside.  The number of international membership outside of Canada, however, has been inconsistent and minimal.  For instance, according to the Directory of Members on AHEAD’s website, three members are from Australia, two are from New Zealand, and one is from Ireland.  AHEAD currently has 6 members from Japan.  This membership number is small, but steady and growing with a high retention rate.  Recently, AHEAD has expanded connections in Japan. As a result, it has become apparent that AHEAD has a great opportunity to expand its services to this country.        
The survey aimed to help AHEAD understand what benefits potential/current constituents in Japan want from AHEAD, what disability related topics they are interested, and determine how to best meet the expectations of AHEAD for future international efforts with Japan.
The anonymous online survey contained 8 questions written in Japanese and the survey link was distributed to Japanese-speaking individuals through personal networking and the 2009 International symposium on higher education and students with disabilities in Tokyo, Japan.  
The online survey was available for approximately three weeks (March 12 to April 3, 2009); 87 individuals visited the survey site and participated in the survey.   
This was the first attempt for AHEAD to investigate what needs exist in an Asian country.   The results of this survey are intended to assist AHEAD to determine what and how AHEAD could facilitate those needs.  This report also provides insight into the opportunities and challenges that the organization may encounter as it moves forward with international expansion.  

Asia is a large continent with 47 countries.  Each country has own unique culture, governmental structure, policy, education, and language which all influence disability issues in higher education.  It will require time and resources to further assess needs and interests in Asia, and in particular, countries other than Japan.   It is also impossible to put all interests and needs in one category.  However, the author believes this survey is a good start for AHEAD to investigate focused areas in Asia.   

The author expresses sincere appreciation to those who participated in this survey and those who were instrumental to reach out to participants, specifically:
Hiroshi Kawamura, Assistive Technology Development Organization (ATDO)

Yayoi Kitamura, National Rehabilitation Center for Persons with Disabilities

Disability Services for Students, University of Montana

PEP-NET Japan Listserv
障害学　Listserv
KEY FINDING
Seven key findings are listed below:

· Almost 25% of survey participants are faculty.  
· Over a half of respondents (64%) currently belong to three or less professional organizations.  
· Over a half of respondents (63%) say they are familiar with AHEAD.  
· The three most AHEAD membership benefits that respondents currently appreciate are: 1) internet resources, 2) information and referral, and 3) journal subscription.  
· Language (lack of English language skills) can be a barrier.  However, this concern was raised by a small number of respondents (16%).  
· Current AHEAD Membership dues seem to be too high to join.  
· Timely information on issues of disability in higher education is most valuable. 
DETAILED-FINDINGS
Respondent Demographics
Occupational backgrounds
Respondents’ occupational backgrounds were varied and some has multiple roles.  As shown in Table 1, approximately one fourth of survey participants (24.7%) are faculty, 15% are students, and 11.8% serves professional advocate roles.  Only 7.5% identified that they were disability service providers.     

	Type of occupation
	Number of Responses
	Percentage

	Faculty
	23
	24.7%

	Student
	14
	15.0%

	Advocate
	11
	11.8%

	Parent
	9
	9.7%

	Disability Services Provider
	7
	7.5%

	Researcher
	6
	6.5%

	Government employee
	5
	5.4%

	Elementary, middle school teachers
	5
	5.4%

	Counselor
	4
	4.3%

	Consultant
	2
	2.2%

	Administrator
	2
	2.2%

	Student Support Services Provider
	1
	1.0%

	Other
	Psychologist (1)
Publisher (1)

Recent college graduate with disability (1)

Individual with disability, unemployed (1)


	4.3%

	
	Total = 93
	Total = 100%


Table 1: Occupational background of survey participants
Current membership organizations

Survey participants were asked whether they currently belong to any professional organizations.   Among 59 responders who answer question, 38 (64%) responded that they are affiliated with three or less organizations.  On the other hand, 21(36%) responded that they are affiliated with an average of seven organizations.  The largest number of organizations a respondent belonged to was 14.  
Familiarity with AHEAD
Of the survey participants who answered whether they were familiar with AHEAD, 48 (63%) said that they have heard of or known about AHEAD.  To the same question, 28 participants, (37%) replied that they were unfamiliar with the organization.    

AHEAD Membership benefits
Membership benefits

Survey participants were asked to select three AHEAD membership benefits and services that were most important to them. Table 2 below shows the results of the 57 individuals who responded this question.  These benefits and services below were directly cited from the AHEAD website in February 2009 when the author composed survey questions.    
	Benefits/Services
	Number of Responses
	Percentage

	Internet resources for disability services through AHEAD website
	46
	26.6%

	Information and referral service through AHEAD’s central office
	29
	16.8%

	Subscription to the Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability and newsletters
	20
	11.6%

	Discount registration fees for professional development training through AHEAD
	18
	10.4%

	Opportunities to join Special Interest Groups (SIGs) and their listservs
	14
	8.1%

	Discount registration fees for AHEAD annual conference
	13
	7.5%

	Members only discount on AHEAD publications
	11
	6.4%

	Job listings through AHEAD website 
	9
	5.2%

	Eligibility to apply for scholarships and funding for professional development
	6
	3.5%

	Eligibility to apply for professional awards and recognition through AHEAD Membership Directory of AHEAD members
	6
	3.5%

	Discount on-site consulting, presentation, and evaluation services provided through AHEAD


	1
	0.6%

	
	Total = 173
	Total = 100%


Table 2: Preferred membership benefits 
Additional preferred benefits and services
Survey participants were asked what benefits or services, other than those mentioned above, would attract them to decide joining AHEAD.  To this question, 33 individuals responded, and 13 respondents (39%) indicated that information services were the most attractive benefit.  Those individuals further stated that examples of practices which serve students with disabilities are critical.  Suggested areas of such practices include:  

· Online classes

· Strategies to establish and expand disability services on campus.

· Academic skills and strategies
· Career planning and employment
· Emerging topics such as E-text
Two indicated that they wish to access to AHEAD information in Japanese.  One respondent expressed that AHEAD would become more attractive if the provided information were applicable to Japan.  Other listed networking opportunities among other DS providers, listserv, information on job profile of disability services providers in the US and other countries, and online database or online library of disability services information.  Additionally, one individual suggested making AHEAD publications, including journals, available online rather than a hard copy format.      

Three individuals commented that current AHEAD membership dues are too high to join and suggested a significantly reduced membership dues ($30-$40) and lower convention registration fees for those who reside overseas.
Two respondents hoped that AHEAD offers its annual conferences or events in Japan.  Lastly, one individual suggested mentoring services as a membership benefit.  

 Negative factors that discourage joining AHEAD
Survey participants were asked to list factors that may discourage them to join AHEAD and thirty-one individuals responded to this question.  As a largest opinion, 10 respondents (32.3%) commented that the current AHEAD membership dues are too expensive to join.  One survey participant suggested that AHEAD provide a discount fee ($30-$40 was suggested) for those who only want to obtain information online.  Five people (16%) stated that the English language is a barrier for them to understand information.  Four (13%) said that they do not know AHEAD well enough to join the organization.  Other comments included “AHEAD is unrelated to my job,” “unsure whether joining AHEAD is beneficial,” “Information from AHEAD seems to be applicable only to the United States,” “AHEAD seems to focus on only higher education,” and “too old to join an organization.”         
Suggestions to make AHEAD more attractive
Survey participants were invited to provide comments on how AHEAD could be valuable and relevant to them.  32 respondents offered suggestions, and 13 respondents (40.6%) said that, similar to the benefit question above, disseminating useful information will make AHEAD attractive.  Respondents listed the following actions regarding information resources:

· Expand topics to cover (e.g. employment)
· Expand focused countries to Asia and Europe, addition to the US and Canada

· Provide examples of good practices

· More information related to developmental disabilities (e.g. Autism Spectrum Disorders) 
According to one respondent, AHEAD has appeared to provide redundant information over the years and wishes to see new or different topics.  
Four respondents suggested AHEAD to offer language support to constituents by offering information in Japanese.  Two individuals suggested international collaboration with Asia, Africa, and Middle East, and international exchange programs for its members as an AHEAD membership benefit.  Four individuals hoped to see more activities of AHEAD in Japan or to establish an AHEAD affiliate in Japan.  Additional comments included, “individualized consultation services” and “financial support to operate disability services in [his/her] university.”     
Compelling issues

The last question of the survey asked what type of issues or concerns were most important to survey participants and what would assist them in addressing those issues.  Multiple issues were raised by the 47 respondents who commented in response to this question.    Those comments were categorized based on the topics in the table below.  

	Topic
	Comments

	Academic support (22) 


	· Enhancing academic support for graduate   students with disabilities.  

· Securing high quality of auxiliary aids and services such as sign language interpreters. 

· Defining what services should be provided through disability services. 

· DS staff’s training and professional development. 

· Transition from high school to college and from college to employment.  

· Establishing effective disability services on campus.  

· Strategies to foster collaboration between the DS office and campus administrators and faculty.  

· Assistive Technologies.
· Revising university’s policies that potentially causes a barrier to students with disabilities (SWD) (e.g. maximum years of enrollment).   
· Holistic approach to support SWD (e.g. assistance for living environment and skill development). 



	Employment (7) 
	· Information on supporting SWD with gaining employment.  

· Supporting students with Autism Spectrum Disorders with gaining employment.  



	Laws (3) 
	· Influencing the Japanese government to enhance or establish laws to support SWD in higher education.  

	Research (4) 
	· Case study or research on supporting SWD in higher education.  

· International collaboration in research.

· International collaboration with developmental countries.

· Inviting Japanese governmental officers to a field trip to oversea to study support systems for SWD.  

	Faculty/staff awareness (4) 
	· Enhancing faculty and staff awareness of academic accommodations and curriculum modifications.  

	Prior to higher education (7)
	· Supporting SWD in high school.
· Modifications for entrance examinations.

· Providing accessible information in elementary and middle schools.  

· Educational laws.

· Japanese special education systems.   

	Network (2) 
	· Developing network among students with disabilities in Japan.
· Developing international network among students with disabilities.   

	Assessment (1)
	· Providing accurate assessment to adults with suspected disabilities.  


CONCLUSION

This survey assessed particular topics and needs in issues of disability in higher education amongst Japanese individuals who are involved or interested in supporting students with disabilities in higher education in their country.  

Despite different cultural, legal, and educational backgrounds in Japan, the U.S., and Canada, compelling issues identified in this survey seem to be applicable to Disability Service (DS) providers in the US and Canada, where a majority of AHEAD members reside.  This suggests that these compelling topics are common issues which AHEAD members and Japanese constituents can all share.  AHEAD’s mission is to serve as an international resource.  Thus, AHEAD should determine the best ways to enhance the dissemination of topics and resources that are of common interest to international constituents.  
As an example, AHEAD could use its annual conference to internationally disseminate commonly interested topics.  AHEAD could offer a special session on e-text issues and invite international constituents as panel speakers.  Some of the potential topics for these panels include discussing how each country deals with copy right laws; how alternative formats for textbooks have been provided to college students with disabilities in their countries; what success and challenges that each country faces; and how those countries can improve collaboration on DS issues.  However, first AHEAD should promote its organization more widely so that international constituents from various countries would attend the conference.      
Language issues can be a bridge and a barrier to information sharing.  If AHEAD decides to offer a language support to Japanese constituents, the organization should be aware of future concerns: what if other countries also request language support?          

Respondents offered useful suggestions on how to make AHEAD more valuable to them to join.  One example was providing online journal subscription.  Currently, AHEAD offers a limited number of journal editions available online.  Offering online journal subscription to members may help AHEAD reduce printing and shipping costs, which may also help AHEAD consider reduced membership dues for its members.  

This survey results also show that information resources are the most valuable benefits for Japanese constituents.  AHEAD could make referral services more specific to international constituents.  For instance, AHEAD assigns one or two members by country.  These designated members should be familiar with the country enough to serve as a contact person.  When an interested constituent contacts AHEAD, the central office can refer him/her to those designated members.  The AHEAD central office would have a list of disability services offices who wishes international exchange or collaboration by country.  The members connect the international constituents to other disability services providers by receiving information from the central office.    

Regarding membership dues, several respondents commented that AHEAD dues are a barrier to joining.  This opinion should be taken into consideration, in order to encourage international constituents to join the organization.  As an example, the American Psychological Association (APA) has a membership category entitled “International Affiliate” with a reduced fee.  Furthermore, the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) offers different membership dues for international constituents based on the region of their residence.  AHEAD may want to examine what other professional organizations have been doing to recruit members from other countries than the U.S. or Canada.          
Lastly, this survey results suggests that AHEAD should promote its organization more aggressively and accurately to Japanese constituents.  In the survey, 63% said that they have heard or known AHEAD, but yet, qualitative responses indicate there is lack of knowledge of the organization among the respondents.  For instance, survey participants suggested several membership benefits that are already offered by AHEAD.   A language issue may have led to lack of understanding among them.  However, AHEAD should consider strategically promoting its organization to other non-English speaking countries so that AHEAD can expand the definition of “international” and accomplish its mission of providing internationally relevant resources for disability and higher education.  
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