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Introduction

All of us associated with the work of SLD schools are familiar with the concept of access for people with learning difficulties. Indeed, the concept is ingrained in our histories – access to education (as opposed to social care or junior training centres), access to the National Curriculum (as opposed to being outside of a national movement) and most recently access to inclusive education/mainstream schools. With the arrival of disability rights legislation the concept of access has grown teeth. Every school must now have an accessibility plan to show how they will improve accessibility for disabled pupils, outlining how the school will improve the physical environment, make improvements in the provision of information and increase access to the curriculum. But do we really understand the concept behind the word access? What is it we really mean? In 2005 we won a grant from the Economic and Social Research Council to run a series of seminars to explore the concept of access, and in this paper we discuss some of the findings that relate most closely to the SLD school experience.

The need for the seminars
We wanted to get people together to talk about access primarily because access is at the forefront of the practical challenges facing people with learning difficulties and the people working with or supporting them. As teachers, parents, social workers, speech and language therapists (and so on) we all address access issues every day of our lives. Yet we seldom link up to ask what access to the curriculum, to financial benefits, cafes and shops, healthcare and leisure facilities have in common. We have tended to fight our own access battles and develop our own understanding of access within our own professions, disciplines or worlds. We thought that by convening meetings of researchers from different disciplines, practitioners from different professions and people with learning difficulties themselves, we could break new ground in examining shared and unique perspectives on access. We had worked a lot on access ourselves, particularly access to communication (Nind & Hewett, 2005) and access to and through technology (Seale, 2004) and we knew there was a lot to be gained from focusing on the framing of access in research, the role of practitioners in mediating access and the experiences and opinions of people with learning disabilities regarding successful and meaningful access. 

The seminars

The seminar series comprised six whole-day seminars across two years. Participants were people with learning difficulties (a core of four who came to all seminars, but usually around ten each time), supporters, professionals and researchers (totaling around 25 each time, many participating across the series but 72 participating throughout the two years). We met at the university and each seminar had a different theme: personal accounts of access; access to education and employment; access to health, social care and citizenship; access to culture, the environment and human rights; and the past and future of access. A range of speakers presented on the themes and we held workshops and round-table discussions. Ultimately, our discussions focused on the following questions:

· What kind of access do people with learning difficulties want?

· What is involved in getting access?

· How and why is access denied or given?

· Who should be facilitating access? 

· How do we change access in the future?

The findings presented here reflect the experiences and understandings participants brought with them to the seminars and those they developed in response to the research, advocacy and other stories presented. At our final seminar we looked at future action to bring about better access and we agreed that one way forward was to share our better understanding of access with as many people as possible. This article is one way of doing just that, sharing the lessons of the seminar series as they relate to education in its broadest sense. Some of these lessons relate to the process of facilitating the seminars as much to the content of what we discussed. 
[INSERT PHOTOGRAPH ABOUT HERE]
If the process of bringing the different audiences together to talk was to be at all meaningful we had to address some fundamental access issues, or rather do some fundamental access work (Nind & Seale, in press). This access work involved us as convenors working with gatekeepers in advocacy organisations to access potential participants and in experimenting with a range of ways of presenting the programmes and notes, with simplified language, symbol systems, photos and pictures, and with a range of formats for the seminars. It involved support workers in communicating to potential participants with learning difficulties key information about the whole project and the expectations on them, ongoing practical work to get participants to the university each time, and ongoing skilled mediation of the content of seminar discussions. Speakers and workshop facilitators had to present in ways which simultaneously engaged the hearts and minds of the diverse audience, and this was achieved in part through an apprentice model. There is no substitute for seeing something done well and we chose speakers like Jan Walmsley, Lou Townson, Duncan Mitchell and Roy McConkey who are experienced in addressing mixed audiences and who acted as excellent role models. It was also achieved through what became a shared approach to making complex ideas accessible using the method of storytelling – giving voice to the participants’ experiences of winning or being denied access – and describing research and innovative programmes in ways that gave these projects narrators and central actors, thus bringing them to life to us all. 
[INSERT MABEL’S LIFE STORY SHOWED HOW ACCESS IS ABOUT WHO WE ARE… ABOUT HERE]

Building on existing understandings

We were keen for the seminar discussions to build on the understanding of access that has already been developed in the literature. Much of this literature refers to specific domains, such
 research has been done on accessing education and the curriculum (Ware, 1997), healthcare (Morgan
, Ahmed & Kerr, 2000; Powrie, 2003), leisure, sport and culture (Darcy, 2003; Devas, 2003) and the environment (Gathorne-Hardy, 2001; Ribot & Peluso, 2003). Research has illustrated how achieving access can be a process of negotiation (Rummery
, Ellis & Davis, 1999) or a process of addressing physical, structural, environmental, emotional and psychological barriers (Emmanuel & Ackroyd, 1996). As with inclusion, people with learning difficulties might achieve relative as opposed to absolute access (Church & Marston, 2003), but hopefully do more than just get through the door and go on to be part of something and derive benefit from this (Ribot & Peluso, 2003). Previous work has also shown that gaining access is not just one way – reaching the non-communicative person with profound learning difficulties for example – but reciprocal, enabling them to access the people and experiences around them (Nind & Hewett, 2005).

Some of what the seminar discussions clarified will be unsurprising to readers of The SLD Experience. We focus on these things first (because they are no less important for being familiar to us) and then address the outcomes that throw new light on the issues. Among the things that were important for people with learning difficulties to have access to were real choices and all the information they need to make those choices. Professionals were regarded as sometimes posing barriers
 to accessing real choices – sometimes having the skills to support choice-making and sometimes not. People were able to tell the difference between genuine and tokenistic access to choices and the desire for access that is meaningful was another important theme to emerge. People wanted access to real college experiences and not just selected elements of college life. They wanted jobs that matched their skills and interest and not just any old job. Access to normal, standard practice and events was highly valued and people did not want to become a ‘special project’ to achieve this. Seminar participants were uncomfortable with access meaning having to make a special effort to get ordinary things. Access to friendships was particularly important to people – friendships that are chosen, reciprocal and involving physical and emotional closeness.

Creating access means taking risks and this was a recurrent theme in seminar discussions. People with learning difficulties told us that they want to be able to take risks and to make mistakes without people worrying about things like insurance cover and whose fault it might be if things do not work out the way they were planned. This had real resonance for professional colleagues who talked both about the risk-aversive nature of their services and the benefits that can accrue from being experimental, trying things out and being brave. All this led us to conclude that access cannot happen without both risk and trust. We need to help people manage risk rather than avoid risk, and we need to be creative.

Many practical examples emerged to show the kinds of things that make access easier. These in turn illustrated, on a more general level, some key enablers of access and we outline four of these briefly here: technology, time, flexibility and social networks. It is obvious, but important, that access is helped when people with learning difficulties can show what they can do. We focused a lot on the need and desire for progression on to the next stage in life and in any kind of transition planning or applying for work, a valuable access tool was the creation of CD-ROMs of peoples’ skills so that people with learning difficulties have their own evidence of what they can do. But technology was not regarded as the big, single answer to access problems. (It was sometimes part of the problem, such as in the technology now required to stack supermarket shelves and the difficulties people had with automated telephone services.) Indeed, we agreed that there were no single solutions to access problems, and that access had to be tackled on a number of levels simultaneously.
Time was seen as just as empowering as technology – time to learn, time to communicate, time to practice. (One practical thing we might do, for example, is take more seriously the need for time to practice and to plan more opportunities for this into the curriculum.) Flexibility was also the topic of much conversation (when systems are flexible access is easier than when they are not) and this referred to how support workers use their time, how resources are allocated and how timetables and rotas are worked out. Seminar participants with learning difficulties had a strong sense of having to fit into inflexible services that were supposed to be responsive to them. In contrast, examples of successful access schemes, such as City Limits’ Real Jobs for Real People supported employment scheme, offered individual, tailor-made support based on in-depth knowledge of the person with learning difficulties. And social networks were crucial. People with learning difficulties are not unique in often winning access because they know the right people or because someone puts them in touch with opportunities, experiences or other useful people. This isn’t so much something we can teach in schools, but we can surround learners with the kinds of social networks that help to enable access.
[INSERT ACCESS TO EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT NOTES ON SEMINAR HELD ON 2ND FEB ABOUT HERE]

The concept of access as hard work

For educators and family members key questions arise as to how we can equip the young people we work with and care for to access the things that are important to them. One particular difficulty identified was that access was often short term, facilitated by special projects or grants, or particular staff members who came and went, whereas what people want is access that is permanent or long term. This has implications for the difficult task of rolling out good practice and good attitudes beyond the pockets where they already exist. It also has implications for supporting young people to develop resilience, as this was clearly needed. A story that was echoed by professionals, researchers and people with learning difficulties was that it can be quite easy to make access happen once, but it is hard to make it happen again and again. This leads to frustrations with false starts in getting jobs that never last more than a few weeks and when people don’t know why they come to an end. One of our conceptual understandings of access became that access is not something that happens and is finished – it needs to be continually worked at. 
[INSERT ACCESS IS HELPED WHEN PEOPLE HAVE GOOD CONTACTS ABOUT HERE]

Another major challenge that became evident was achieving access that spans every part of people’s lives. We heard many stories of people accessing adult status only in part, for example being an ordinary adult colleague at work, but someone needing supervision at home in supported living environments. Similarly, enabling technology might be available in one domain but not another. Linked to this, barriers to access were often experienced in layers so that when you take one down there is another one to be tackled. Thus, we conceptualised ideal, meaningful access as holistic access and lived access as really quite fragile and fractured.

The multidimensional nature of access

Following through the idea of holistic access we found that our discussions illuminated a number of dimensions that we will illustrate here through an extended example: 
· Physical access, that is getting through the door and into the art room (classroom/swimming pool/science area, etc), is an essential dimension of access, but is not on its own enough. 

· People with learning difficulties also need access to knowledge and ways of finding out. This might mean time with the materials to explore their properties and someone more expert to illustrate some of the possibilities. 

· There is a power dimension to access (having the ability and influence to achieve and sustain access) and an advocacy dimension (making real choices and voicing them). This is where a school curriculum might be tested. Is there the flexibility to allow the young person to extend their time with the clay materials? Can they ask to come back at lunchtime and so on, or are experiences under the firm control of the teacher? 

· Relationships and communication are integral to access, that is access is invariably facilitated in interpersonal interactions with people who facilitate in some way. Schools rely heavily on learning support/teaching assistants to mediate access to curricular experiences, but how carefully is this element of access planned for, monitored and supported? Schools are less expert perhaps at maximising opportunities for natural supports, particularly peers, to enable access by exploring materials alongside and with each other without interference.

· Seminar participants and speakers highlighted the importance of participation as central to access – taking part in groups and events, not just being allowed at them or fighting a way to the edges of them. In moves towards inclusion in mainstream schools questions have long been asked about whether being there is enough (eg Jupp, 2002). We might celebrate getting a year 11 pupil into an art class at the local college of further education but what happens to enable the young person to meaningfully participate in the class and peripheral social scene?

· The participation dimension is linked to the quality of life dimension of access, which is gained through belonging to communities and having social networks. According to many of the young people in our seminars a sense of belonging and actively participating was missing even from their special school experiences.

Conclusion

Access is very much on the political agenda related to all spheres of a person’s life. Policy-makers’ commitment to enabling better access is not matched by an understanding of what this means in conceptual or practical terms. In education, this is very much our domain. As educators we can and should interrogate the accessibility of our schools, classrooms and curricula. This is not unlike evaluating their inclusiveness or simply their quality, but all of these terms tend to be used rhetorically and are hard to pin down and this can seduce us into very loose thinking about how well we are doing or into using off-the-peg frameworks and superficial evaluation. In the seminars we tried to get hold of the slippery concept (Gould, 1969, cited by Church & Marston 2003) of access and to establish and communicate a shared understanding of it in all its complexity. This conceptual work can inform both empirical research and the very real practical work of enabling access done in schools on a daily basis. 
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