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Teaching, Learning and Assessment:  Working with Disabled Students

Seminars and tutorials

Purpose and transparency:

· Being explicit about the functions of seminars and tutorials is especially helpful to students with communication difficulties, who may be experiencing considerable anxieties about coping.
· Clarity about what is expected of students gives the opportunity for private discussion about adjustments that may be necessary in order to facilitate their contribution.
Structure:

· Clarity at the beginning of a session about its structure and content helps to reduce anxiety levels for some students (for example those with Aspergers or mental health problems) who may find  the group setting particularly stressful, and enables them to contribute.
· Some students will need breaks (e.g. for medication/food/toilet), and it is helpful to signal the timing of these in advance.
· Breaking sessions into a number of different activities is helpful for students whose concentration levels are vulnerable to fatigue (ME) or whose disability makes sustained concentration difficult.
· Changes of topic or theme need signaling to students with hearing impairments.   Clear signaling is also beneficial to students with Aspergers who may otherwise find changes of topic difficult to follow.
Notes/slides:

· Providing notes in advance, in an accessible format (for example, on coloured paper for students with dyslexia or in large print for visually impaired students) may help enable participation for students whose reading speed is slow, who have visual impairments, or who lip read.
· Whether this is feasible or wise will of course depend on the nature of the seminar/tutorial.  The undesirability of predicting or impeding the flow of discussion may lead you to prefer adopting the strategy of recording key points during the discussion on a board or OHP.  Copies of such notes could then be made available to students, or they could be given time to transcribe them themselves where possible.
· If possible and desirable, it is often helpful to ask students making presentations to provide notes/slides in advance.
Removing physical barriers to inclusion:
· Adaptations may be very simple.  Some students, for example, may just need to write at a table.

· Wheelchair users are often left on the margins of teaching groups: is it possible to reorganize the space to change this?

· Some students will need to sit near the exit so that they can leave and return unobtrusively.

· Try to minimize glare on whiteboards for students with visual impairments and dyslexia.

· Try to minimize background noise: it can become amplified by hearing aids, and also cause distress to students with Aspergers.  Possible measures here include asking to move to a quieter venue or one with an induction loop, or using a radio mike.

· Lip readers need to be able to see all members clearly.  Silhouetted students cannot be lip-read.

· It is difficult for lip readers to follow more than one person speaking at a time – it is helpful to remind the group of this and to establish an etiquette for turn-taking and signaling a change of speakers.  An obvious and simple strategy is to ask group members to put their hand up when wanting to speak.

Communication:
· If a student in the group has particular needs relating to communicating, then it is helpful to establish ground rules about involvement and communication for the whole group.

· Be clear whether a Sign Language Interpreter is repeating the individual student’s contributions to the whole group as well as vice versa.

· Ensure that fellow students are aware of the professional codes within which Sign Language Interpreters, note takers, personal assistants etc. are working.

· Use discretion in what you disclose to a group about a particular student’s needs.  It may well be more appropriate to explain the adjustments being made rather than detailing the student’s condition.

· Some students with speech impairments may need to have their contributions repeated by a helper, or have other adjustments made so that they can participate.

· Reading aloud may be excruciating for dyslexic students.  If it is your usual practice to ask students to do this, consider substituting other tasks.
· If a student is evidently prone to disabling levels of anxiety in seminars, then it is often helpful to hold a private  discussion to agree how best that student can contribute.  
· Additional notice, providing time to prepare, may help some students deal with this constructively.
· Dyslexic students particularly benefit from the use of concrete examples when explaining ideas.
· Students with Aspergers tend to interpret language literally: any  ambiguity in your wording risks being misunderstood.

· Be aware that some activities involving autobiographical disclosure may be particularly difficult for some students.
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