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1.1 

 Introduction 

Under Section 49A of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA 1995) (as amended by 
Article 5 of the Disability Discrimination (Northern Ireland) Order 2006), The Open 
University is required when carrying out its functions in Northern Ireland to have due 
regard to the need to: 

• Promote positive attitudes towards disabled people; and  

• Encourage participation by disabled people in public life (‘the disability duties’) 

Under Section 49B of the DDA 1995, The Open University is also required to submit to the 
Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI) a disability action plan showing how it 
proposes to fulfil these duties in relation to its functions. 

1.2 

Acting in my capacity as National Director, responsible on behalf of the Vice-Chancellor 
of The Open University for the University’s operations in Northern Ireland, I wish to 
confirm that the Open University is committed to implementing effectively the disability 
duties and this disability action plan in Northern Ireland. We will allocate all necessary 
resources (in terms of people, time and money) in order to implement effectively this 
plan and where appropriate, build objectives and targets relating to the disability duties 
into our strategic priorities and annual operating plans.  

We will also put appropriate internal arrangements in place to ensure that the disability 
duties are complied with and this disability action plan effectively implemented. We will 
ensure the effective communication of the plan to staff and provide all necessary training 
and guidance for staff on the disability duties and the implementation of the plan. 

We confirm our commitment to submitting an annual report to the Equality Commission 
on the implementation of this plan as well as carrying out a five-yearly review of this 
plan. 

The Open University is committed to incorporating those with disabilities into the 
consultation process of this action plan. Before submitting The Open University Disability 
Action Plan to the Equality Commission Northern Ireland, a draft was considered by an 
internal team, ‘The Securing Greater Accessibility’ (SEGA) initiative. SEGA ensure 
curriculum is accessible to all disabled students and work collaboratively with faculties 
and units across The OU to ensure that learning resources comply with equality 
legislation. Following a review by SEGA, the draft disability action plan was sent to 
various disability support organisations within Northern Ireland for consultation, and 
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other organisations who are listed the Open University’s Equality Scheme as Section 75 
consultees. Organisations feedback from consultation was included in the final report to 
the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland. 

Responsibility for implementing, reviewing and evaluating this disability action plan and 
the point of contact within The Open University will be:- 

Name: John Addy 
Title: Assistant Director (Planning & Resources) & Equality Officer 
Address:   The Open University  
       110 Victoria Street 
       Belfast 
       BT1 3GN 
Telephone no: +44 (0) 28 9024 5025      Extension: 72137 
Fax no: +44 (0) 28 9023 0565 
Email: john.addy@open.ac.uk  
 
If you require this plan in an alternative format and/or language, please contact the 
above person to discuss your requirements. 

1.3 

We confirm our commitment to submitting an annual progress report on the 
implementation of this plan to the Equality Commission Northern Ireland and carrying out 
a five-year review of this plan, or plans submitted to the ECNI over the five-year review 
period. 

A copy of this plan, our annual progress to the Equality Commission and our five-year 
review of this plan will be made available on the University’s equality and diversity website 
at: 

http://www.open.ac.uk/equality-diversity/content/equality-scheme-objectives 

Annual progress reports have been submitted to the Equality Commission Northern 
Ireland each year. 

1.4 

 Functions 

The Open University is a body incorporated by Royal Charter. 

The objects of the Open University as embodied in the Article of the Charter are the 
advancement and dissemination of learning through teaching and research by a diversity 
of means such as broadcasting and technological devices appropriate to higher education, 
by correspondence tuition, residential courses and seminars, and in other relevant ways. 

The Open University is also required to provide education of university and professional 
standards for its students, and to promote the education well-being of the community 
generally. 

The mission of The Open University is to be “Open to people, places, methods and ideas.” 

It promotes education opportunity and social justice by providing high quality university 
education to all who wish to realise their ambitions and fulfil their ambitions. 

mailto:john.addy@open.ac.uk
http://www.open.ac.uk/equality-diversity/content/equality-scheme-objectives
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Through academic research, pedagogic innovation and collaborative partnership it seeks 
to be a world leader in the design, content and delivery of supported open & distance 
learning. 

The Disability Action Plan for the OU in Northern Ireland is produced in compliance with 
Section 49 of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995. It should be read in parallel with The 
Open University Equality Scheme 2016-20, which addressed the legal equality duties of 
the University across the four nations of the United Kingdom and has been approved by 
the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland. 

1.5 

 Public Life Positions 

The range of public life positions over which The Open University as a UK-wide institution 
has competence are the key offices within its central governance structure, as laid out in 
its Royal Charter. The Chancellor, Pro Chancellor and non-executive members of The 
Council and other governance committees, are roles which most closely align with the 
definition of Public Life Positions in the Northern Ireland legislation. 

Although senior officers and academic staff play a full role in public by dint of their 
engagement with the elected Executive and the Northern Ireland Assembly and with a 
range of public bodies who are involved in the provision of higher education, there are no 
“public life positions” within the Open University in Northern Ireland itself. 

However, it is the stated mission of the Open University to serve all parts of society, and 
by implication all sections of the community within Northern Ireland, and is indirectly 
through the delivery of higher education to people with a disability, that we fulfil our duty 
to encourage their participation in public life. Disabled people who might not access higher 
education, or would face a severe challenge in so doing, can avail of our range of high 
quality distance learning provision. Currently 18% of our students in Northern Ireland have 
declared a long-term condition or disability that might affect their studies. The Open 
University also offers a range of support designed to support students with additional 
requirements, including those who qualify for the Disabled Students Allowance, in their 
studies. Study materials can be provided in a range of formats and interventions can be 
targeted to the needs of people with particular conditions, such as mental health issues or 
dyslexia.  

Education can be the key for many disabled people to engage with public life positions in 
the future and another indirect benefit is the opportunity for people with a disability to 
engage in Student Representative Forums and University committees and to develop the 
skills and experience necessary to successfully obtain public life positions in Northern 
Ireland and elsewhere. 

2 

 Previous Measures 

Outlined below are key measures which The Open University has already taken to promote 
positive attitudes towards disabled people and encourage the participation of disabled 
people in public life: 

 Widening Access and Success. The Open University adopts a policy of 
mainstreaming disability awareness across University Departments and offers 
reasonable adjustments during the course of the student journey. At enquiry stage, 
a choice of registration process is available to facilitate access; prompts are given 
to students to declare disability or health conditions and apply for Disability 
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Support Allowance throughout the registration process; face to face guidance 
provision is offered to enquirers with disabilities in the Belfast office. 

 In 2014, The Open University played a key role in the creation of the first Disabled 
Student QAG accredited assessment centre in Northern Ireland. The collaboration 
between The Open University and MTS Sulby enabled students with a disability or 
additional requirements to avail of the most up-to-date information and 
assessment services. MTS Sulby remain a key service supplier to Open University 
Students as more responsibility, especially for students entitled to Disability 
Support Allowances has been devolved to the Northern Ireland team. 

 The Open University is committed to providing staff with the appropriate skills 
required in their role to enable them to deal with enquirers and students. All 
enquirer and student facing staff attended an intensive training programme each 
year. A breakdown of sessions are available upon request. 

 The Open University holds a UK-wide Disability Conference each year to update 
staff. This is attended by two representatives from the office, on a rotational basis, 
and the information/outcomes are communicated to colleagues. 

 Student Support 

 Students are allocated to Student Support Teams according to their module 
and/or qualification. Each Student Support Team has a Disability Champion 
whose role it is to promote and facilitate an excellent service experience for 
disabled students. Information relating to our Disability Champions is available 
upon request. 

 Student engagement and progress is monitored using the Student Support Tool. 
This enables staff to identify where students appear to be struggling and to 
intervene where appropriate. Students may be identified using a number of 
criteria, one of which is disability.  

 

 Accessible Study Materials 

 Study materials generally include websites, DVDs, books and computer-based 
activities like online quizzes. Where accessibility may be a challenge, we 
normally offer alternative formats including: 

• Audio recordings of printed materials 
• Comb-bound books with a spiral binding. These are easier to handle and 

can lie flat on a surface, making it easier to use a scanner or magnifier  
• Transcripts for DVD and audio resources 

 
 Tutorials 

 Tutorials can be face-to-face in group meetings or can take place by phone or 
online. If, because of a disability, students are unable to attend tutorials, it may 
be possible to arrange some individual tutor sessions in person or by phone or 
email.  
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 Examination Arrangements 

 Where, because of a disability, students are unable to sit an examination under 
standard conditions, the University will put alternative arrangements in place. 

3 

 Action Measures 

Outlined below are the measures which we propose to take over the lifecycle of this 
disability action plan, together with performance indicators or targets. 

 
 
Measures to promote positive attitudes towards disabled people and encourage the 
participation of disabled people in public life: 
 
 

 Measures Timescale Performance Indicators / target 

1. Staff training: 

To ensure relevant Open 
University staff in Northern 
Ireland continue to receive 
relevant and up-to-date in-
house disability awareness 
training and guidance. 

Annually/continuous • Staff attendance at each training 
session 

 
• Regular updates provided to staff 

by the Disability Support and 
Assessment Officer 

 
• Implementing and maintaining 

quality IAG interventions with 
disabled students  

2. Disabled Students 
Allowance (DSA): 

DSA has transferred across to 
Student Finance Northern 
Ireland (SFNI) from the 
2017/18 academic year.  

As a result, the OU in NI now 
has a bespoke arrangement 
with the DSA team in SFNI, 
managed by the Disability 
Support and Assessment 
Officer (DSAO), regarding 
student applications and 
processes.   

Further changes to DSA 
legislation for 18/19 will mean 
that the needs assessment 
process will be managed by 
the OU and assessments will 
be completed by the DSAO 

Continuous • A greater uptake of DSA in order 
to aid retention and progression 
for disabled students 

 
• SFNI and OU student-facing 

systems providing appropriate 
information and advice – 
updated when required 

 
• Disabled students provided with 

a more focused service; 
including 1:1 support with 
applications, based on their 
needs 

 

• More appropriate screening 
process to assess and identify 
disabled students’ needs in order 
to put in place reasonable 
adjustments and, where 
necessary, carry out a needs 
assessment for DSA funded 
support. 

 

• Quarterly review meetings with 
DSA staff from SFNI to monitor 
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progress and address arising 
issues 

 
 

3. Disability Support and 
Assessment Officer:  

The OU in NI now has 
appointed a Disability Support 
and Assessment Officer 
(DSAO) who provides ongoing 
IAG support to disabled 
students. This includes 
overseeing the DSA process 
and conducting needs 
assessments.  

 

Continuous  • A greater uptake of DSA in order 
to aid retention and progression 
for disabled students 
 

• DSAO to attend disability 
champion meetings at Milton 
Keynes and other relevant 
training events, both internal and 
external to the university 

 
• DSAO to mediate and advocate 

on behalf of disabled students, 
where necessary and 
appropriate 

 

4. Equality Assessments: 

Regular review of Open 
University Student 
Recruitment and Admission 
Policies (at institutional level) 

Periodic or when 
major policy 
decisions taken 

• Equality Assessments published 

• Policies may be the subject of 
public consultation (with Section 
75 consultees in Northern Ireland) 

• Mitigation plans implemented 

5. Student Recruitment: 

Build upon the number of 
students declaring disabilities 
and health conditions by 
providing relevant information, 
advice and guidance on 
disability support; both over 
the phone and on the OU 
website 

Promoting DSA to disabled 
students through a wide range 
of means; including Open 
Week, outreach/internal 
student-facing events and 
students interactions.   

Annually/continuous • Student statistics, most notably 
the Higher Education Statistics 
Agency return. 

• The internal monitoring by the 
Equality, Diversity and 
Implementation Group of equality 
objectives relating to targets for 
the recruitment of disabled 
students and their expressed 
level of satisfaction with their 
course. 

• National Student Survey and End 
of Module Surveys 

• Keeping OU websites and 
systems up-to-date; including 
Study with the OU, StudentHome 
and the Knowledge Management 
System 

6. The Disability Standard: 

A process through which the 
Open University will be 
assessed by the Business 
Disability Forum to help us 
measure and improve on 
performance for disabled 
students, employees and 
other stakeholders. Evidence-

External Evaluation 
when required by 
BDF 

• To understand what ‘good’ looks 
like across the organisation / 
what is and is not working 
 

• To have Impartial/objective 
feedback to inform decisions 
about investing in business 
improvement, and allocation of 
appropriate resources 
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gathering is currently being 
led by a steering group 
comprising of managers from 
across The Open University, 
with the support of a 
relationship manager from the 
Business Disability Forum. 

The OU was awarded the 
Bronze Standard in 2016 

• To identify and minimise 
disability-related legal and 
reputational risk 

 
• To acknowledge and celebrate 

good work currently undertaken 

7. Reasonable adjustments 
and disability profiling: 

To ensure the dissemination 
of information specific to 
disability support structures 
and provisions.  

An emphasis on accessibility, 
available support 
mechanisms, modes of study, 
alternative formats and 
adaptive technologies.  

Continuous  • Monitoring numbers of students 
requesting and utilising 
accessible study materials 
 

• Following consistent procedures 
on profiling in line with guidance 
from the Disability Resources 
Team (DRT) in Milton Keynes  
 

• Liaising with the DRT on issues 
around module/qualification 
accessibility 

8. Disability Ambassadors:  

To establish Ambassadors for 
Disability Groups among 
alumni. Ambassadors will 
engage with those with 
disabilities locally studying 
with the Open University, and 
work with the organisation to 
improved accessibility and in 
helping people with a disability 
in overcoming barriers to 
learning. 

To be established   
• Increased enquiries from people 

with disabilities 
 

• Ambassadors representing the 
university to disability support 
organisations 

• Case studies about studying with 
The Open University with a 
disability or health condition on 
Northern Ireland website 

 
 
 
 
Signed by: 
 

                                     
 
____________________________   ____________________________   
 
National Director     Section 75 Officer  
 
 
JWA/MB 
Updated 20th August 2018 


