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The quality of education avail able may slow the progress of
students with brain injury. No matter how hard a student with a
brain injury tries to achieve academically, attenpts to regain
some formof equality via education flounder, unless and unti
educational institutions nmake significant changes.

Qual ity education has been called for in many public and
private forunms over the years. For exanple, the introduction of
various statutes and acts, such as the Human Ri ghts Act, was
promoted on a claimthat it would i nprove quality. Although the
Act was instituted, the mnimum standards sought still remin
unful filled. Another exanple concerns the installation of the
vari ous standards, such as the New Zeal and Qualification
Aut hority's standards, which have not yet influenced tertiary
educati on.

A Case History

Sam (pseudonym) had a notorbi ke accident in his teen-age
years. He became tenporarily paralyzed and was left with
substantial nenory |loss. After this trauma and resulting setback
he had to learn to do all those things that other people take for
granted. Sam became a | eader in his own rehabilitation by
necessity, for his injury occurred nore than 20 years ago. G ven
that few people or professionals had a gli mer then of what was
soon to take place, Sam was al ready struggling when others with
brain injury began to survive

Recently, the nunbers of those who survive has increased
dramatically (Roberts, 1979; National Institute of Handi capped
Research, 1986). At the same time, greater recognition of the
powerful effects of so-called "minor" brain injuries has grown
(Gronwall & Wightson, 1990).

At first, Sam sought hel p through the normal channels of
society, but to little avail. Knowi ng that few people with brain
injury recovered their forner faculties fully, Sam set out to
prove that with determ nati on and hard work, he could succeed.



Before com ng to university and studying in his chosen
field, Sam gai ned hands on experience in a variety of service
industries in relevant fields. Wth this initial effort to gain
practical experience Sam had to pass several exanm nations after
attendi ng extensive bl ock courses or workshops. The bl ock courses
had difficult content. Samregarded this material as nore
i mportant than that covered later in books or journal articles.
His study tactics were neither systematic nor appropriate.

As one result he felt frustrated and occasionally becane
angry when he witnessed growi ng inequalities between his own
career and that enjoyed by classmates. However, if anything, that
experience gave himnore desire to gain tangible academ c
achi evenent s.

Sam attenpted to share his grow ng know edge by training or
tutoring others in his various fields of know edge, including his
hard won skills in engineering, drafting, tool nmaking, wood and
bone carving and nat hematics. Sam struggled to find | earning
techni ques that worked for him then tried teaching others, and
then assumed that these nmethods would al so be appropriate for his
own subsequent |earning at the university |level.

Sam t ook one course on teaching nmathematics through a post-
secondary program but not at a university level. This course was
held for teachers in an Advanced Studies for Teachers Unit. After
conpl eting the coursework, and just prior to his fina
exami nation, Sam | earned that he could not succeed, as he did not
al ready have a degree to teach. He received an A average on his
assi gnnments, however. Based on this achi evenment, he nmde the
decision then to try university level studies which in New
Zeal and, are differentiated fromteacher's training prograns.

Sam signed up as a first year university student in an
extramural or correspondence node. Using the |earning nethods he
had figured out, then used to teach others for several years wth
a reasonabl e ambunt of success, Sam was i ntensely di sappointed
with the results of his first year final grades. Not conpletely
di scouraged, he picked hinself up and reattenpted a second year
After gaining A's in assignnents, and in tests follow ng canpus
(bl ock) courses, Sam was agai n understandably upset when fina
results did not match his expectations.

Samtried to menorize materials in |ectures, textbooks, and
on assignments. Then when tested, and particularly with fina
exam nations, Samdid poorly. Though he |learned to parrot |earned
mat eri al back just as presented by the lecturer, his ability to
generalize and to apply principles suffered. In his words, "nost
of the data covered was not even nmentioned in tests. | spent
hours and hours of |earning and nenorizing for nothing."

Sam t hen had a neuropsychol ogi cal assessment. The assessnent
results were sent to the Student Counselling Service, along with
recommendati ons for alternative | earning strategi es. These
strategi es m ght have been advantageous for Sam Unfortunately
the Counseling Service failed to hel p Sam understand and use the
recomendati ons. Sam coul d not use the information, master the
alternative |learning strategies and understand his inpairnents.
In addition, staff at the Counseling Service and teachers in the
Uni versity could have used this information and the situation to
encourage constructive |earning opportunities for others as well
The information available from Sanmis efforts could have been
generalized so that others, especially the significant and



i ncreasi ng nunber of people with brain injury, could have had a
nore favorabl e outcone.

Sam renmenbers one followup neeting with the director of the
Counsel ling Service, who asked, "Why are you trying to gain a
degree in the face of adversity." Samsaid, "I feel | have the
ability to do academic work." The Director agreed but asked Sam
"Why bot her?" Saml's reply was, "The education system was neant
for everyone!"

Over the past 10 years, Sam persevered, and now has
conpl eted nost of the papers required for a degree. He is proud
of that achievenent, but renains unhappy with the disparities of
i nformati on given between |ectures, texts, assignnments, and other
classroom work and especially, the final exam nations. Further
he remai ns unhappy with the seeming inability of lecturers to
i ndi vidualize | essons, to accombdate his unique |earning styles,
and to offer support for his on-going efforts. Sone of the rigid
and arbitrary demands nade by | ecturers on assignnents are
difficult for Samto nmeet. He has created his own methods for
| earni ng, his own ways of producing end products that are
achieved only with great difficulty. In a sense, Sam has created
alternative working and | earning styles, necessitated by his
cognitive inpairnments. These styles and the results sometines
fail to fit in the "box" required by the |ecturers.

The Bi gger Picture

According to the literature (Roberts, 1979; Rose & Johnson
1992), brain injury is increasing. Wth the advancenent in the
techni ques of resuscitation, recovery, nanagenent and effective
treatment of the people who are nore severely brain injured, nore
effective followup is needed. Previously these people had little
or no chance of even surviving their injury. Now, they appear to
be gai ning access to higher education but, as in Sam s situation
are left without the special assistance required to perform wel
i n higher education.

Admittedly much of the literature is not optimstic. Mst
people with brain injuries are | ess fortunate than Sam who at
| east had an opportunity to attend a university. Currently Sam
hopes to continue, and wants to conplete his degree within the
next year or so. Samstates that it is still very disconcerting
to hear faculty or other students argue that he and others |ike
hi m shoul d not receive any special assistance or help. Their
argunent is that the university systemis only for "the rea
achi evers." Wen the academn c achi evenents Sam has accunul at ed
are placed in context and grouped together, the sumtotal of
acconpli shments may not |ook like a lot to others. To Sam
conpletion of this work adds an enormous amount to his
credibility and self esteem and should denonstrate to others his
courage and conmitnment.

Potenti al Sol utions

Recently, Sam has beconme extrenely concerned with the
i mprovenent of educational opportunities for those who may/will
foll ow. He has made personal approaches to sone of the |lecturers
in various departnents, |eaders of the Student Association and
menbers of the Academi c Section at his University. He has even
written to the | eaders of the University about his concerns. He
was not after an "easy road" seeking advice on how better to



prepare hinself for assessnents and exam nations. He was
suggesting that the university could and should take a nore
active role in designing special prograns for those with brain
injury. The people he contacted were synpathetic and offered
encour agenent, but no one cane up with a strategic approach

One obvious direction is to establish a I earning | aboratory
to test, nmonitor, and assist Sam or other brain injured people
design and formul ate speci alised | earning experiences. Such a |ab
coul d devel op answers to many questions about how people with
brain injury learn. Further, such an approach night be broadened
to create nore positive attitudes in |ecturers and teachers, and
i n other students.

After talking to other students who had brain injuries, Sam
real i sed that these people also faced simlar problens with
cl assroom activities and life on canpus. Unlike himhowever, they
were soon unwilling to continue in the academ c setting. They
felt that it was easier to give up than to carry on. Samtal ked
with several know edgeabl e experts, including psychol ogists and
nmedi cal doctors, about the situation he observed. Al those
consul ted had evidence that very few students with brain injury
succeeded at university |evel education

Havi ng "required"” know edge and putting such information
down in the order that is required for the exam ners, regardless
of the student's background, know edge and experience, is hard
for an average student but is much nore difficult for soneone who
has had a severe brain injury. As Samtried using the avail abl e
services he was advised that his own nethods of |earning would
probably give himthe best results. However, he wonders, and
still gets upset with his painful struggle to gain further
educati on.

Opportunities for Post-Secondary Educational Facilities

The university has, by its recent actions to inprove
accessibility and distribute resources, admitted that the
treatment of students with disabilities was sometimes unfair in
the past. The university staff conpiled a manual "Tertiary
Students with Disabilities: A Resource Guide for Staff" (1995)
which is over one hundred pages, although only one page rel ates
to the topic of "teaching students with head injuries.” The
bookl et is not detailed but at |east acknow edges that this area
needs further attention and research. The docunent lists
references to other works that add details to the sketchy
out | i nes.

The university is under pressure, as are many universities
these days, by the necessity to teach nore students with fewer
staff, at a | ower cost than ever before, and in less tinme. Large
classes, limted tinme, and conpetition for every grade and doll ar
limt educational opportunities. Only those who fit the so-called
"normal " pat hways can gain in such an environnment. Lecturers have
little tinme, and few role nodels are avail able. Teaching staff
have limted interest in appreciating alternative |earning
strategies, little ability to individualize |lessons, and little
interest in accommopdating to uni que needs.

Fundi ng, resources and tinme are three ngjor factors that
bl ock efforts by dedicated counsel ors and | earning | aboratory
specialists to design and devel op strategic |earning approaches.
Students with brain injury need specialized support. Thus, the



current match or fit between student and university is not a good
one. Thus opportunities for new prograns exist, and m ght wel

of fer insight into regular educational and |earning processes as
wel |l as the specialized ones as for students with brain injury.

Concl usi on

The quantity and quality of tertiary education is changing,
but at this tinme the educational opportunities available are a
di sadvantage to the student who happens to be brain injured.
Uni versities have an opportunity to include these students, and
yet universities tend to or appear to ignore their special needs.
Pressures of finances, class sizes, heavy work-loads, linmted
interest, and so on are factors yet to be overconme. The future
will see increased nunbers of students with brain injuries who
want hi gher education and they will push first for entry and
second for help to continue. The pioneers, such as Sam have nmuch
to offer, if and when deci sion-nmakers in higher education |isten.
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