Part 1

‘The key purpose of being a teacher is to create effective and stimulating opportunities for learning, through high quality teaching that enables the development and progression of all students’ (Gravells and Simpson, 2012, p.4). 

 It is crucial as a tutor to recognise and value all learners, regardless of gender, race, sexuality and background etc., as well as those with a disability or additional learning needs (ALN). According to the medical model, disability is defined as an impairment that limits the ability of an individual (Bunbury, 2019). Conversely, this can cause issues such as unintentional discrimination and stereotyping against individuals with disabilities and additional needs.

Policies such as the affirmation and rights-based models believe that disabilities are ‘a natural part of human diversity that must be respected and supported in all its forms’ (DARU, n.d), These views are supported by The World Programme of Action Concerning Disabled people (1982), who aims to provide ‘Equalization of opportunities’ through the removal of social and political barriers to enhance and provide equity to the lives and wellbeing of disabled individuals.

Within education, The UN (2006) states that these learners should have equal access to all education including post-16 and lifelong learning without experiencing discrimination or prejudice. In response, the UK Government enforced the Equality Act (2010) to strengthen and support these legislations and laws (Gravells and Simpson, 2012, p.20) and promote equal rights and protect individuals against discrimination. 

Recently the Welsh Government released the ALN Transformation Programme (2018). This framework was created to transform the learning experience of young students and ensure that they are supported throughout their studies by removing limiting barriers to achieving their full potential. However, this policy does not cover learners over the age of 25.

The Adult Learning Policy (2017) states that ‘Everyone deserves the opportunity to reach their potential’ and so this raises the question as to why adult learners with additional needs are not represented in these frameworks.

Current policies in place to support ALN students focus heavily on pre-16 and further education with little information written specifically around ALN in higher education. Moreover, although there is a growing awareness of ALN both in and outside the UK, many learners are still waiting to be formally diagnosed with potential conditions that may affect their learning. This can create issues where students transitioning from further to higher education may not be aware that they are entitled to the support they may need.

According to NHS Wales (2023), statistics show that the waiting time as of Monday, 29 March 2023 for a formal diagnosis for an adult with suspected autism is currently 42 weeks. Due to this, some students may receive their diagnosis after months into their enrollment in higher education. This can be incredibly frustrating and difficult for students who have come from further education settings with a need for additional support, as well as mature learners with additional learning needs who may not be aware of the support they are entitled to receive to help them with their studies. 

The privacy of students with additional learning needs in the post-16 sector must also be respected, and the decision to disclose this information is optional (Data Protection Act, 2018). However, due to the lack of official diagnoses and knowledge of support available, learners entering higher education are now faced with not only a new learning environment to adjust to but are now expected to navigate through their studies independently with these issues unresolved.

In accordance with the Equality Act (2010) UWTSD is committed to providing inclusivity and access to education to all learners by providing targeted support towards under-represented students as outlined in the Strategic Equality Plan (2020). For undiagnosed learners, UWTSD offers ALN screenings for all ages through their assessment centre. Although this does not provide a formal diagnosis, they offer support for learners based on results that indicate common characteristics found in diagnosed cases. Students also have access to specialised learning and guidance support, Student services, as well as a range of bursaries that can offer financial support with specific needs and hardship.

Within the professional standards, tutors are obligated to provide and promote equal learning opportunities for all learners (Advance HE, 2023). This can be achieved by ensuring our students feel safe and included within the classroom by providing an inclusive learning environment and teaching approaches. Plows and Whitburn (2017, p. 21) explain that inclusive pedagogy is achieved effectively through not only the choice of teaching strategy, but how these are used and implemented within the classroom. To provide inclusivity, it is crucial that students are not singled out through accommodating their needs exclusively and are instead supported by targeted support strategies imbedded within the programme and teaching approach to accommodate all learners collectively. This shifts the focus away from students with differences, to a classroom that embraces all ways of learning. 

Petty (2014, p.525) highlights that some learners will still experience difficulty in learning regardless of these changes and may be caused by external factors such as finance-induced stress, problems at home and lack of prior subject knowledge. To assist with this, it is best practice to monitor the learning and wellbeing of each student through one-to-one tutorials and scaffolding techniques such as individual action plans and reviews. (Petty, 2014, p.501)

Part 2 

The following support statements will be written from my perspective as a Swansea College of Art, UWTSD tutor on the BA illustration course. My response to the issues raised will consider both the institutional policies as well as measures that are in place within the illustration programme.

Iwan 

Iwan is a student from a low-income household and has recently been struggling with finances. Due to this issue at home, his parents are unable to support him financially, resulting in Iwan needing to work part-time. As a result, he is currently finding difficulty balancing his part-time job with his education and is concerned that this will further impact his studies.

For students struggling financially, it can also negatively affect their mental health, comfort and ability to reach their potential in class and increased stress levels daily (University of Southhampton, 2016). However, there are techniques and procedures in place to help support students like Iwan.

Firstly, I would introduce Iwan to student services and explain that the university can help alleviate some of his financial struggles, and any additional wellbeing support he may need. For Iwan’s situation, I would recommend he considers applying for the UWTSD Student Financial Support Fund which was put in place by UWTSD (2024) to support learners who are experiencing financial hardship during their studies. Iwan may not be aware of the support options UWTSD offers students, and so as his tutor and first line of contact, it is within best practice to signpost Iwan to the appropriate support that can help him and achieve his potential in his studies.

To further support Iwan with supplies needed for his work, I would also suggest Iwan considers applying for the course costs bursary as well as exploring the other bursaries UWTSD offers. All students are eligible for this bursary and so this may help Iwan to feel less excluded because of his need.

To support Iwan in the classroom, it is important to be aware of the different elements throughout lessons that may impact Iwan and others in similar financial situations. Like many creative subjects, due to the experimental nature of illustration, it can become an expensive course for some students throughout their learning depending on the topics and techniques they are interested in exploring within their work.

To alleviate this, the campus offers a range of art supplies, tools and technology that all students are free to access and use throughout their studies that will help him achieve his potential in his coursework and is encouraged to use these outside of lesson if needed.

For practical lessons where students explore a specific illustration technique, for example, watercolour practice, I will need to ensure that relevant tools and materials for the lesson are provided to all students and shared equally amongst the class. By implementing subtle techniques such as this, it can help to alleviate pressure, anxiety and possible embarrassment for students who may not own or cannot afford these supplies. 

It is important as tutors that students should not feel singled out, and so by applying this approach to all students, it eliminates room for discrimination against students like Iwan.

Additionally, all coursework on the BA illustration course is now submitted virtually, and so students are no longer required to purchase multiple sketchbooks and portfolios. This updated measure within the programme ensures that every learner can submit their work fairly without pressure or judgement of presenting it in a physical portfolio.

Rhys/Angharad

Rhys is a student who is experiencing feelings of gender dysphoria. They have been experimenting with their identity and would now like to be referred to as ‘Angharad’. This has led Rhys to feel isolated in class, negatively impacting their learning. Rhys is worried about the judgement they may face from their peers and lecturers if they begin expressing themselves in a way that makes them feel comfortable.

Our priority as tutors is to ensure our learners feel safe and comfortable within their learning environment (Maslow, 1943), and so it is important that students feel heard and validated when sharing these issues and are signposted to the appropriate support to help them with their needs. 

To support learners like Rhys, it is crucial to create an inclusive learning environment to allow transgender learners to feel safe and accepted within the classroom. One way to help Rhys feel supported is by adopting a gender-neutral approach when addressing the class and using preferred names and pronouns (AdvanceHE, 2020) that can be shared through icebreakers and group activities (TransEDU, 2024).

In a Trans Edu (2017) study that investigated the university experience of transgender students, it was revealed that almost half of the 157 respondents were not aware if their institution had a policy that supported transgender learners. Furthermore, they also expressed that those who identified the relevant policies, they discovered they were either outdated or were inadequate for their specific needs, thus resulting in learners feeling underrepresented, and excluded from the community of their peers. (Mckendry and Lawrence, 2017, p.7)

In accordance with the Equality Act (2010) and the LGBTQ+ Action Plan for Wales (2023), UWTSD (2024) recognises and embraces transgender and LGBTQ+ students within their institution, offering support to those who may need it. However, Rhys may be unaware of this.

As Rhys has expressed that they would now like to be called a different name, I would first ask how they would like me to best support their transition in class, for example whether they would feel comfortable in being addressed as Angharad in front of their peers as well as identifying their preferred pronouns. Establishing these boundaries is crucial in creating a safe learning environment for transgender students as the thought of being misgendered in front of their peers can be anxiety inducing (Schmalz, 2015).

In addition, I would signpost Rhys to the UWTSD registry who will help them change their name and gender to Angharad on their university documents, if they wish to do this. The service in place to change a student’s ID is now free of charge to all that require it, helping them with related gender re-assignment costs (UWTSD Student Union, 2021). However, Rhys must provide evidence that the name change ‘accurately reflects those shown on official identity documents’ (UWTSD, 2023).

I would also advise Rhys to get in touch with the student union group who can offer advice, guidance and referrals to specialist support as well as providing a hub for transgender community and society groups where students can connect with others who share similar experiences (Student Union, 2024).

Lastly, to help support Rhys financially, UWTSD also offers transgender students a bursary to help them access specialist wellbeing support they may need as well help to help fund prescription medication, appointments and travel expenses.

Megan

Megan is a new student who has recently applied to the programme. She has expressed that she struggles socially in class and has anxiety. Due to these issues, although she does not have an official diagnosis, she has declared mental health support. As commented by previous tutors, Megan has also outlined that she may have dyslexia and finds it difficult to concentrate in class.

To ensure Megan receives the appropriate additional learning support she needs, I would advise Megan to contact the Disability Support Team who can plan arrangements with the university assessment centre to help her access an initial screening and assessment for her learning needs. They can also help her access qualified support workers who can assist with tutorials and study skills (UWTSD 2024).

To ensure the learning environment I provide within the classroom is inclusive for students like Megan, I can make small adjustments such as providing verbal information alongside written notes on presentations. Other adjustments can be ensuring text is kept at a uniform and legible size and font in short and concise bullet points, along with clear and manageable goals. (Petty, 2014). Gravells and Simpson, (2012 P.71) add that some students may find processing language difficult, and so allowing more time between questions can also help alleviate pressure for students to think and answer quickly.

Due to her additional need, Megan may find difficulty researching or writing essays, causing fatigue. To help with this, I would recommend using dictation and read-aloud software in between frequent one-to-one tutorials. Megan may also find the UWTSD study skills (2024) helpful with building her confidence writing academically in a way that works for her. Megan is also eligible to mitigating circumstances (UWTSD 2024), that will allow her to work comfortably at a pace that works best for her.

Furthermore, her anxiety may also negatively impact her experience within the classroom and may cause Megan to feel uncomfortable during group work, and while speaking in front of the class. To help alleviate the discomfort she may feel along with others in a similar situation, it is important that I am familiar with each student’s personality and preferred way of learning and communicating in class. As well as this, it is also important that I am aware of their non-verbal body language that may indicate signs of discomfort. In doing so, I am then able to quickly adjust my teaching approach that works best for their needs. (Reece and Walker, 2007 p. 291)

For those who live with additional learning needs such as dyslexia and anxiety, each person’s experience is unique, and so their way of learning and managing their day-to-day life differs for the individual. To accommodate Megan to my best ability, I would ask her if she has a preferred way of learning, and if there are any specific adjustments she would like me to make within my lessons that would help her.
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