Staff story – Stephanie Chard

I am the manager of the Equality and Diversity Centre. It is a social justice human rights centre so our role is to provide support to ensure that students with disabilities get the educational support that they require to access the education. The same with refugee students, we have a program that supports refugee students that enables them to access the education. We deal with complaints informally on matters around discrimination and sexual harassment and the disability legislation, and we look after the equal opportunity agenda and student equity.

Quite a bit of the work that we do has an impact on teaching at La Trobe especially in relation to the students with disabilities, refugee students and the low SES students or the disadvantaged students that come to see us for assistance.
I am on the University's Education Committee and that's a really good committee for me to be on because it allows me to see what the University is doing in terms of teaching and learning and I can come back and inform my staff about the various matters that get raised and it gives me the opportunity to raise issues that we come up with that the students raise with us. So we feel that we do have an important contribution to make to the teaching and learning and I think moreso in the future as technology becomes such a big player in education, a lot of students with disabilities use assistive technology and other forms of technology that aid them to be able to access education and it's just not about teaching and learning, it's also about access to premises, access to transport, things like that which disadvantage them against somebody that doesn't have a disability.
Working with staff and students. La Trobe University is a community. At Bundoora you've got roughly 20,000 staff and students. The regional campuses, there's quite a number there but they have their own uniqueness. I think here at Bundoora, 20,000, that's a mini city, bigger than most towns in Victoria and so all the different types of people, a lot of difference, diversity, and the people are terrific. We find we meet more staff through our disability work and refugee work and we meet more students, sometimes meeting with the students can be difficult because they bring horrendous stories to us about their backgrounds and we need to know these sometimes to be able to assist them in the right way but I see it as the University does a really good job in this regard and we've seen many really good outcomes from both the refugee students, low SES students and students with disability.
I look at it in terms of the University because we are a part of the University, is the support for students with disabilities.
We currently have 910 students registered with us and they get some form of accommodation. There are students out there with disabilities that don't come to us and they don't want to come to us and that's their right but it's the outcomes that these students receive, and the improvements that we make because we work with these students, and the way that academics respond to the students, most of them are really terrific and some of them change their teaching practice because they realise that they need to cater for that diversity in the classroom. So the work that we do around disability when we talk about inclusiveness is really beneficial to a whole range of students so you are looking at international students, students that learn differently that may not have a disability, so accommodates a lot of different learning styles, and that's important and I think with technology and universal design, it will just improve and improve. And of course with the advent of deregulation we are going to get more and more students from diverse backgrounds that are going to come to the University with different learning styles so the teaching and learning side of University is really important to us and we are glad to be part of that.
