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Abstract 

In this paper, we will present the outcomes of a joint project involving staff at the University of Sydney and the Spastic Centre in which we developed and used real life case-studies to prepare speech pathology, occupational therapy, and physiotherapy students for working with persons with lifelong disability who have complex communication needs (CCN). The aims of the project were to (a) provide students with ‘real life’ scenarios on which to base their learning, (b) to lay the foundations for effective interdisciplinary practice in the disability field following graduation through targeted learning activities, and (c) to incorporate the latest technology in the education of future allied health professionals. We will present the outcomes of the project based on student evaluations and discuss the implications of this project for the education of future allied health professionals in Australia.
Short Paper
Background
University students studying to become allied health professionals must be adequately prepared if they are to work effectively with people with CCN following graduation. However, despite an increasing awareness of the importance of adequate preparation (Balandin, Lincoln, Sen, Wilkins, & Trembath, 2007; Ratcliffe, Koul, Lloyd, 2008) studies of allied health professionals (e.g., Balandin & Iacono, 1998; Johnson, Bloomberg, & Iacono, 2008; Russel & McAllister, 1995) indicate that many do not feel confident in working with people who have CCN. This may be due to the fact that often only a small proportion of students complete clinical placements in which they work with people who have CCN, and so they do not have the opportunity to get first hand practical experience. In addition, the use of a traditional topic-based lecture series may not be the most effective means by which to support student learning in what is a complex and enmeshed area of study. In an attempt to address these issues and to enhance student education and preparation in the area of lifelong disability, staff at the University of Sydney Faculty of Health Sciences and the Spastic Centre embarked on a joint project aimed at developing a series of real life case studies that now act as the basis for learning and teaching in a number of disability related subjects.

Method

We developed three cases studies based on three individuals with lifelong disabilities. We obtained informed consent from each of the families involved and we de-identified materials to the extent to which the individuals and their family desired. The materials included assessment reports, therapy records, and audio and video recordings which we used to illustrate each case. The materials were uploaded into Resource Builder™: an online teaching tool that enables university lecturers to gradually release information to students over time as the case is explored during class and via on-line learning activities. We evaluated the outcomes of the cases on student learning using a customised open response questionnaire.

Results

We will present the outcomes of the project based on the results of the questionnaire and discuss the implications for student learning as well as client care following graduation. We will also present practical suggestions for colleagues who might be interested in developing similar materials for use with other students, for use in professional development activities, or for use in educational workshops such as those often run for parents of young children with CCN.  
Implications
This collaborative project has led to positive and substantial changes in the ways in which future allied health professionals at the University of Sydney are prepared for working with people with lifelong disability upon graduation. The results of this project may encourage staff in other institutions to consider adopting similar approaches and to embrace current technology in the ways presented in order to enhance the learning experience of students and professionals alike, and to ultimately enhance the capacity of professionals to provide appropriate and meaningful support and services to persons with lifelong disability. 
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