Government belt-tightening impacts U of A's disability help centre

Facility's remaining staff face unpaid overtime in providing aid to students

By Elise Stolte, Edmonton Journal August 27, 2009

Staff at the University of Alberta student disability help centre are facing long hours of unpaid overtime this year as they struggle to keep direct help for students from slipping, says the director.

The centre lost almost one-fifth of its funding after the province decided last December not to renew a $2.5-million provincewide annual grant for exam accommodations.

The centre has cancelled administrative contract positions and is building a business plan to sell expertise by counselling Edmonton companies, said Marion Vosahlo, director for Specialized Support and Disability Services.

It has also cut one instructor position, counting on a manager to fill in. One person went on maternity leave and another decided to stay home for another year.

"The bottom line is trying to keep the integrity of the services going," Vosahlo said.

Staff at the centre helped students with almost 6,000 exams last year, often translating exams into a larger fonts, or to braille or audio cassette. They also assess new students and help them learn adaptive technologies and study skills, and supply them with sign-language interpreters or stenographers to type out in real time what's being said in class.

The centre supports 75 students at the graduate level.

The federal government used to fund exam accommodation until five years ago, said Vosahlo. 

Then the province stepped into the gap with one-time grants for the past four years. Last year's decision not to renew that grant came after the university had already set the budget, and the centre was left with empty hands, said Vosahlo.

"There's doom and gloom coming from the province. 

That's going to affect everyone," she said. "I hope it doesn't mean they have lost that commitment. It's the long-term planning that's critical."

Donna McColl, departmental spokeswoman for Advanced Education and Technology, said the provincial funding couldn't be sustained in the current economy. "We expect institutions to make access a priority as they review their own budget decisions."

University administrators have been told not to expect any increases to their provincial base-operating grants this year, and University of Alberta president Indira Samarasekera has asked all faculties to cut their budgets by two per cent as a start.

April Johnson said she wouldn't have completed her bachelor's degree without support from the centre. "I would say, out and out, no. Maybe one class at a time," said Johnson, who is starting an education after-degree this September.

When she was in Grade 5, she was diagnosed with dyslexia, and gets piercing headaches when she tries to read black text on a white page. The words start to spin.

Staff at the centre taught her to read using the Irlen Method, putting a green overlay on a textbook to colour the background and block some of the light wavelengths. She also takes her exams in audio format and has time and a half to complete them. She learned to use her strengths as a visual learner by rearranging her notes and working with flash cards and highlighters.

Advisers already work many hours of overtime at the centre, she said. She used to study near their offices and would watch staff she knew work late regularly. "They're great people. I'm very, very grateful for them."

Vosahlo said attempts to develop a business plan for the student service centre are just beginning, but the need is there. Staff get external requests for help frequently and normally turn them down.

"We're shuffling right now," she said. "But you can sit and twiddle your thumbs, or you can reach out. New businesses are still opening, even though we're in a slump, and we have a good reputation.

"People are saying, don't even think about doing something new, so that of course makes me want to go there."
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