Personal space

GOLDA SMITH

Universities need
educational psychologists
HY are educational
psychologists considered
to be able to make useful
contributions that assist learning in preschool environments, primary and
secondary education but generally not
in further or higher education?
When the Dearing Report (National
Committee of Inquiry into Higher
Education, 1997) provided an admirable
vision of the UK transformed into a society
‘committed to learning throughout life’
within 20 years, there was no mention of
the range of contributions educational
psychologists might make in helping to
realise the vision of ‘Higher education
in the learning society’.
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Wrong assumptions
It is now almost two years since I ceased to
be the educational psychologist/counsellor
in a student support and counselling team
for undergraduate and postgraduate
students in an ‘old’university. Since
leaving the post, I have had time to mull
over the significance of the role I played.
When disclosing that I once worked as
an educational psychologist with university
students, I note surprised responses from
those both in and out of ‘the profession’.
There is wonder that university students
might actually need the services of an
educational psychologist. And there is
an apparently widespread assumption
that those who can complete a university
application form and attain entry
requirements will accordingly be able
to complete degrees successfully.
It is doubtful that all university students
who experience difficulties that impact
upon their academic performance are
effectively having problems with study
skills. While many students sail through
their degree courses without apparently
needing support, others seek out trained
counsellors and welfare officers for help
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with a variety of psychological issues
that may affect their work.
However, it was my experience that
there are also substantial numbers of students
for whom the skills of an educational
psychologist are most appropriate, in
providing the particular support required
for successful completion of undergraduate
and postgraduate degree courses.
Dyslexia
Within an 18-month period, I worked
individually with approximately 200
students, most of whom self-referred or
were referred by tutors. I was principally
allocated referrals where there was an
educational focus mentioned in the
‘presenting problem’.
As might be predicted, students with
dyslexia formed the main body of my
client group. These students included those
who had previously been statemented (i.e.
had a Statement of Special Educational
Needs by which statutory provision is
made for an individual learning programme
at school) and had declared their specific
learning difficulties when applying for
a university place.
A second group of students with
dyslexia referred themselves in response
to leaflets distributed to freshers and the
student guild. My leaflets offered advice to
students with specific learning difficulties,
and were complemented by leaflets
addressed to tutors. These defined and
described dyslexia, and identified how
appropriate support could be accessed.
A third group with dyslexia emerged
as the spectre of examination stress stalked
the halls of residence. This group included
statemented students who had not wished
to declare their dyslexia as a disability in
the belief that they might jeopardise their
acceptance on university courses. While
some of this group viewed dyslexia as a
disability to be overcome, others saw it as

a gateway to the prized resource of
‘maximum additional time’ in
examinations.
I screened all students who thought
they might be dyslexic or whose tutors
thought they might be. Full assessments
were conducted by external educational
psychologists who were requested to send
me copies of their reports. I was then able
to discuss assessments and
recommendations directly with the students
and their tutors in the light of individual
needs and university requirements.
It seemed useful to establish
‘Discussing dyslexia’ workshops within
the study skills support programme
initiated by my service. The twice-termly
workshops were centred on a general
programme that provided input on essaywriting skills, managing examinations and
understanding stress.
The sessions drew 15 to 20 students
who were willing to share their own coping
strategies and together identify their needs
within the university. It was decided that
they would then create their own self-help
group, under the umbrella of a ‘students
with disabilities’ standing committee.
Other problems
Students with specific learning difficulties
were only a part of my client group. Here
I will mention medical students who had
achieved the highest A-level grades and
were competent in the traditional modes of
assessment including ward rounds, essays
and projects but who found multiple-choice
papers presented a particular problem they
were failing to solve.
I considered these students to be at the
tail-end of the dyslexia continuum. Once
we had undertaken specific work on using
skills to order, sequence and eliminate
choices, their performance reportedly
improved.
An interesting group of — mainly male
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— students emerged who had deliberately
opted for A-level choices not requiring
them to write essays. They had selected
degrees that they believed promised similar
‘advantages’. Of course, when they were
asked to present projects and write
dissertations, there was panic.
Apparently, student assessors in
America identify this group as ABDs (all
but dissertations). These students sadly fail
to complete their studies and do not obtain
degrees, unless appropriate support can be
given.
Workshops on dissertations and essaywriting skills were inevitably general —
students’ needs were inevitably specific!
However, the sharing of the terror that the
word ‘essay’engendered seemed to be of
some therapeutic value to those who
attended, enabling them to look at the
process of essay writing as a craft to be
learnt.
A further group of mainly male students
experiencing difficulties was composed of
those who recounted acquiring adequate
grades at GCSE level without much effort.
They had scraped through A-levels with a
minimum of work, but had not achieved the
entry requirements for the university or
course of their first choice.
On entry into university, this group had
been comforted by the received wisdom
that the first year did not matter. As
examinations drew nearer, this group
described an inability to concentrate which
they acknowledged as ‘laziness’ or ‘loss
of motivation’.
These students exhibited a high level of
distress. They had an apparent compulsion
to court danger by sitting examinations
unprepared, while aware that they were
not going to achieve the good degree
results they undoubtedly had the potential
to acquire.
This group seemed powerless to remedy
their situation unaided. I believe that my
intervention enabled a small number of
such students to at least complete their
degrees, if not to obtain the firsts or upper
seconds their tutors considered they might
otherwise have been awarded.
A final group of mainly female students
emerged, for whom I believe the skills of
educational psychologists are particularly
appropriate. It was typical of this group to
consider 14 hours plus of work a day as
insufficient. They so disabled themselves
that they could achieve only mediocre
results at best.
Maureen O’Kane (The Guardian,
23 July 1997), reporting on the suicide
of Sarah Napuk at Oxford University,
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recorded that 11 Oxford students had
committed suicide in the previous 17 years.
O’Kane noted that Sarah Napuk’s suicide
occurred a week before her final exams,
and that she had been predicted to gain a
first class degree.
Effective education for all?
My conclusion is that, with widening
access being encouraged for prospective
students to undertake degrees (endorsed by
the Dearing Committee’s report), there is a
growing group of students being offered
university places because they are deemed
academically able, but whose difficulties in
communicating their learning prevents them
from completion.
The Dearing Committee emphasised
the need for lecturers to become qualified
teachers. Our schools are staffed by
teachers who are expected to have skills
both in imparting curriculum content and
in understanding their pupils’ learning
needs. But they also have access to
specialised support when difficulties with
learning processes arise. Why are university
lecturers generally not offered such
supports?
It simply does not make sense
effectively to abandon those pupils who

have come from schools and homes
where their individual learning needs have
previously been supported, enabling them
to attain the increasingly higher entry
requirements that universities demand, and
then to place them in situations where as
adolescents they have to deal with all that
first independence entails — plus the
removal of support for study skills.
I would argue that every university
ought to be employing at least one qualified
educational psychologist, paid on the
professional scale, to work directly with
lecturers and students. Professional training
courses for educational psychologists
should plan to include training in the roles
of psychologists in higher education.
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