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The Atlantic Centre of Research, Access and Support for Disabled Students
For more than 25 years, Saint Mary=s University has played a leadership role in making higher education accessible to people with disabilities. The University=s experience over those years motivates us to enhance and stabilize the Atlantic Centre and to ensure that it fulfils its purposes as effectively as possible.

The Atlantic Centre=s vision for the future is rooted in this quarter century of dedication to fully integrating disabled persons into higher education. We have drawn on the knowledge and experience developed through our work with hundreds of persons with a wide range of disabilities. It is our plan in the next five years to solidify our current operation and reinvigorate several of our core services which have felt the impact of resource shortfalls. The disabled community is relying on the Atlantic Centre to continue to assume a lead role in providing these services.

Background
Although the growth of the Atlantic Centre cannot be adequately condensed into a short space, a brief overview follows.

As far back as 1968, Saint Mary=s University constructed a residence with 21 units specially designed for students with mobility impairments. Seven years later, in 1975, the University started a tape library, which continues to expand to serve visually impaired students at the post-secondary level. In 1980, efforts were directed towards accommodating hearing impaired students and establishing a formal program of educational support services for the increasing number of students with moderate to severe disabilities who sought to attend university.

Despite numerous petitions from 1980 to 1985, financial support was not forthcoming from the Province. Instead, it was the Federal Government, through the Department of the Secretary of State, which provided two-and-a-half years of funding for three Canadian Centres of Specialization: The Western Demonstration Centre on Deafness at the University of Alberta, the Centre for Communication and Cognitive Disorders at the University of Western Ontario and the Atlantic Centre of Research, Access and Support for Disabled Students at Saint Mary=s University. 

It was not until 1987 that the Nova Scotia government arranged for partial funding for the Centre through the Department of Community Services. Remaining costs were covered by Saint Mary=s University and other sources.

The Atlantic Centre received a major boost in 1988, when Employment and Immigration Canada provided a 3-year term for employment support services for persons with disabilities. In 1990, requests by the Centre for assistance in responding to students with learning disabilities resulted in two (one-year) grants from the Province. As well, the Centre began to receive additional financial assistance, through the allocation of Targeted Funds for specific support components, such as the note taking program.

The Atlantic Centre (A Snapshot)
Adaptive devices for persons with  vision  impairments

When the Atlantic Centre was established in 1985, it responded to between 10 and 15 students. In 1997/98, the Centre served approximately 125 students with moderate to severe disabilities. Through visits by Atlantic Centre staff to high schools, an orientation program, counselling, sign language interpreting, note taking, assistive devices, equipment loans and much more, Nova Scotians with disabilities are becoming aware of opportunities for them within the post-secondary education system. They are gaining access to the system and are succeeding within it. These students and their families are appreciative of the opportunities afforded them and stand willing to help the Centre.

The Atlantic Centre at Saint Mary=s has served as a model for the entire country and has been widely recognized for its accomplishments. Quite simply, without the Centre, Nova Scotia would be 20 years behind the United States in providing higher education for persons with disabilities and would fall further behind other Canadian provinces in the level of support provided to these students.

As an example, it was the Atlantic Centre that initiated training for Nova Scotians to be trained sign language interpreters. In addition, without the Atlantic Centre and Saint Mary=s University, students with visual impairments would have to send their books to the Crane Library at the University of British Columbia to be taped. One more example of the essential nature of the role played by the Atlantic Centre is the fact that in the 1997-98 academic year, Atlantic Centre staff spent more than 1800 hours helping students with disabilities to write tests and examinations.

As a  result of the Employment Connection component of the Atlantic Centre, over 145 people with disabilities whose education is at the post-secondary level, have been helped to find significant, permanent employment. This has not cost the Province of Nova Scotia one penny. Currently, we have a part-time staff person funded by Nestles= Canada Inc. who is assisting students with disabilities find summer employment and permanent jobs upon graduation. 


Nova Scotians with disabilities deserve and expect an opportunity to participate in higher education, and support for the Atlantic Centre will ensure that this is achieved, not only at Saint Mary=s University, but at all post-secondary educational institutions in the Province.

Services offered by the Atlantic Centre 
In 1985, the Atlantic Centre helped 10 students. In 1998, over 125 students with a wide range of disabilities, studying at many different institutions, depended on its help. What follows is a brief description of the services it provides to help people with disabilities enroll at a university or other post-secondary institution, adjust to the demands of campus life and achieve their educational goals.

Getting There ................................................
· High school visits are carried out by Atlantic Centre staff to ensure students with disabilities are aware of the opportunities that exist for them at the post-secondary level. Prospective students can also meet counsellors at the Centre to discuss their educational goals and meetings can be arranged with service groups whose advice may be valuable. Large print or Braille application forms are available for students who need them.  In 1997/98, 18 high schools were visited by the staff of the Centre. (Appendix 10)

· Orientation program - Each year, the Centre holds a  session for persons with disabilities considering post-secondary education.  This gives them a chance to meet each other and ask questions about all aspects of university life.

· Pre-admission advice - The Atlantic Centre works with potential students and the admissions, registrar=s and continuing education offices of Nova Scotian universities to map out each student=s best plan for entering university.

· Registration - at Saint Mary=s, Atlantic Centre staff help students with on-campus registration. On other campuses, assistance is given by student services support staff or co-ordinators of services for students with disabilities.

· Course selection - Staff of the Atlantic Centre are available to help students at Saint Mary=s and other universities choose appropriate courses to meet their educational aims.

On Saint Mary=s campus.............................
· Note taking - Volunteer notetakers use special paper to duplicate their notes for students who cannot take their own.

· Interpreting - The Atlantic Centre=s staff interpreter works in classrooms and laboratories to ensure communication between teachers, and students who use American Sign Language.  In addition, interpreting is provided at Convocation, scholarship receptions and other public functions.

Successful completion of a degree program is the aim and right of many persons with disabilities

· Alternative exam procedures - Atlantic Centre staff help students who need extra time or must use such alternative methods as dictation onto tape or the use of large print or Braille. (Appendices 8 & 9)

· Counselling - Counsellors at the Atlantic Centre help students in many ways.  They advise on support services to overcome difficulties resulting from the student=s disability, recommend adaptive equipment and provide individual and group counselling.  Career counselling is available through the Employment Connection. 

· Technical Aids - The Atlantic Centre has a wide range of computers and other special equipment for the use of students, and a small loan bank.

· Ferguson Tape Library - This special library serves students who are visually handicapped and those with learning disabilities. It has reading machines and an inventory of over 800 taped titles.  This year there were 17 new recorded titles added to the collection. (Appendix 6)

· Students with learning disabilities - Since 1990, the Atlantic Centre has had a counsellor for students with learning disabilities and a learning laboratory designed to meet their special needs.  In its first year, it helped 14 students on five different campuses.  In 1997/98, 45 students with learning disabilities were assisted. (Appendix 5)

· Scholarships - Thanks to generous donors, Saint Mary=s has a growing number of scholarships for students with disabilities. This year 9 scholarships were available to students with disabilities at Saint Mary=s University. 

· Research Projects:

· History of Deaf Education in Nova Scotia .

· Study of Literacy Levels Amongst Persons with Cerebral Palsy, ages 17-34.

· Historic Video Collection of Maritime Sign Language.

· Demographic research on Number of Persons with Disabilities Enrolled in Canadian Universities.

· Demographic research on Deaf/Blind Persons in Canadian Universities.

Benchmarks of Saint Mary=s University=s Commitment
1968

Edmund Rice student residence opens.  Four 

floors are specially designed for students with 

physical disabilities.

1975 
Community Tape Resource Library established by 

Saint Mary=s students.  Volunteers read books 

onto master tapes, which are duplicated and used 

by students who are unable to read for themselves.

1981

The Post-Secondary Education Association for the 

Deaf is formed.  Saint Mary=s plays a pivotal role 

in the
work of the Association, which is 

comprised of a group of university representatives.

1985

The Department of the Secretary of State grants 

Saint Mary=s $600,000 to found the Atlantic 

Centre of Research, Access and Support for 

Disabled Students.

The Atlantic Centre begins operation.

A federal/provincial agreement provides funding 

for a Visual Language Interpreter Training 

Program at the Atlantic Centre.

1986

New Facilities for the Centre are completed, 

located in the O=Donnell - Hennessey Student 

Centre.

Maritime Telephone and Telegraph Company 

Limited contribute $180,000 to support an 

endowment fund for programs to serve students 

with visual and hearing disabilities.

Local philanthropist Raymond Ferguson makes a 

gift of $60,000 to the renamed Ferguson Tape 

Library for the Print Handicapped.

1987

Services are broadened from the initial focus on 

students with hearing impairments to students with 

other disabilities.

The volunteer notetaking service program is 

initiated.

Ms. Debbie Robar becomes the first deaf student 

to enroll in the Saint Mary=s University Bachelor 

of Education program.

1988  
A federal government grant from Canada 

Employment and Immigration enables the Atlantic 

Centre to establish a program which aims to 

improve meaningful, career-track employment 

rates for persons with disabilities.  The program 

also raises the awareness of the business 

community about the possibility of hiring persons 

with disabilities.

Ms. Debbie Robar becomes Canada=s first deaf 

student to act as a Canadian university 


valedictorian.

1990

The Learning Disabled Student=s program 

commences services through support from the 

Department of Community Services.  Special 

remedial and tutorial services are available, as 

well as the services of a counsellor trained in the 

special needs of students with learning disabilities.

Mr. Bryan Levangie enters the Computer Science 

Co-operative Education Program, the first student 

with a disability to enroll in the co-op stream at 

Saint Mary=s.

1991

The Ferguson Tape Library for the Print 


Handicapped receives funding to hire a full-time 

co-ordinator.

1992  
Dow Chemical Canada Inc. donates financial 

assistance for the expansion of the Learning 

Laboratory.

The Centre completed its first major research 

project which focused on literary levels of Nova 

Scotians with  cerebral palsy.

1993

By May, the Atlantic Centre had provided training 

in American Sign language for over 800 persons.

1994

Major commitment of Xerox Canada Inc. to assist 

the Atlantic Centre with the development of 

technology for use by disabled students.

1995 
In January, thanks to the financial support of 

Nestle=s Canada Inc. to the Atlantic Centre, the 

Employment Connection was re-established and 

integrated into the Saint Mary=s Employment 

Office.

Expansion of the Centre, primarily of the learning 

laboratory and work/study areas for students.  This 

is made possible by Xerox of Canada Inc. and 

Saint Mary=s University. 

1996

Thanks to an active committee comprised of 

university and community people, the University 

House Project was a success. This fundraising 

effort has made it possible for the Centre to 

purchase state of the art computer technology for 

visually impaired and mobility impaired students.

Over 100 students with moderate to severe 

disabilities have now been assisted by the Atlantic 

Centre and have graduated from university and are 

now working and living productive lives.

There were two distinguished visitors to the 

Atlantic Centre this year, Rick Hansen and Dr. I. 

King Jordan, President of Gallaudet University. 

Both individuals have received honorary degrees 

from Saint Mary=s University.

1997

The Atlantic Centre hosted the inaugural meeting  

of the Canadian Association of Disabled Service 

Providers in Post-Secondary Education 


(CADSPPE). For over a decade professionals 

doing work similar to the work of the staff of the 

Centre had been endeavouring to form a National 

Association. The Centre played a key role in 

making this Association a reality for Canada.

1998

The Nova Scotia Council on Higher Education 

confirmed in writing on March 21/98 that long 

term funding for the core operation of the Atlantic 

Centre was approved. The Centre had been 

seeking this agreement since 1981 and it marked 

the most significant benchmark for the Atlantic 

Centre  since the start-up funds were provided by 

the Federal Government in 1985.

Significant Highlights
· Support from the following corporations have made it possible for the Centre to operate as a Centre of Excellence:

Xerox Canada Inc.

Nestle Canada Inc.

Scott Maritimes Ltd.
Maritime Tel & Tel

The Eaton Foundation
Minas Basin Pulp & Paper 

R.W.Ferguson Investments
Michelin Canada Inc.

The Coca-Cola Foundation

Dow Chemical Canada Inc.

Bronfman Family Foundation

The Edward Dunlop Foundation

The Maritime Life Assurance Company

as well as many individual contributors have made it 
possible for the Centre to acquire and test new equipment 
and programs.

· Since 1980, over 800 persons have taken sign language classes through the Atlantic Centre at Saint Mary=s University. 

· Every year, thousands of dollars in scholarships are awarded to persons with disabilities from Saint Mary=s University.

· In 1997/98, The Ferguson Tape Library handled 385 requests for materials from 75 users connected with 15 different universities. 

· Since 1985, the Atlantic Centre has brought over 2 million dollars to Nova Scotia through federal project grants, often employing persons with disabilities.

· Approximately 130 students with moderate to severe disabilities have graduated from university and are working and living productive lives in our community.

· The Atlantic Centre introduced sign language interpreter training to the maritime region.

· The Atlantic Centre is recognized nationally and internationally as a model for improving accessibility to higher education.

· Funding was provided by the Royal Bank of Canada to support the Employment Connection Project.

· Xerox Canada continued to provide additional adaptive technology.

· Xerox Canada produced a new brochure for the Centre.

· University House >97 proceeds made it possible to launch the I.B.M. speech recognition program. The I.B.M. speech recognition program was the first time worldwide that the technology was to be tried in a university classroom with the Professor using a cordless microphone as a means of providing students with disabilities comprehensive detailed classroom lecture notes.

Staff of the Atlantic Centre:
Dr. David A. Leitch, Director

Barry Abbott, Counsellor

Jane Bagnall, Financial Administrator/Counsellor

Keith Bain, Counsellor

Christopher Grace, Exam Coordinator / Secretary

Clare Le Blanc, Interpreter Co-ordinator
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