IMPROVING PHYSICAL ACCESS 

TO EDUCATION
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 Education & Recreation
Guidance and advice notes.

These documents should be helpful for schools and staff trying to create the right kind of physical environment to promote access to the school and trying to minimise, where possible, any physical conditions within the school which might create barriers to access and learning.

The guidance notes can be used when planning any changes to the school décor or layout.

1. Re-decoration and floor coverings

2. Hearing Impairment

3. Visual Impairment

4. Mobility

5. Autistic Spectrum Disorder

1. Re-decoration and floor coverings

· In general, tonal contrast is more important than colour contrast for visually impaired people i.e. dark against light tones. Tactile contrasts can also be used.

· Ensure a tonal contrast between floors and walls. This can also be achieved with contrasting skirtings.

· Doors or door facings should have a tonal contrast with the walls to improve access. Door handles should also contrast with the door tone – lever handles or ‘D’ handles preferred.

· Upper and lower vision panels are required under the workplace regulations to prevent injury to persons coming in the opposite direction.  Low reflective coatings are available for the panels.

· Avoid shiny floor and wall surfaces as these can increase glare from windows and glazed doors creating confusing dark and light areas.

· Avoid large, strongly contrasting, repeating floor and wall patterns or colours.   Particularly stripes and chequer board effects as these

simulate stairs. 

Avoid surface laid mats where possible. Mattwells preferred at entrances with modern barrier matting not coir.

· Anti-slip safety flooring to be used where area is likely to become wet i.e. entrance areas and activity areas.

· Consider acoustics when choosing a floor finish.  Carpet will generally reduce noise levels more than vinyl flooring.  Curtains can help reduce reverberation. Under felted or cushioned vinyl can also be beneficial e.g. in wet areas or where hoists are required.

· Consider existing natural and artificial lighting levels when choosing ceiling, wall and floor finishes. Avoid dark finishes in poorly lit areas. Darker, non-reflective surfaces may be appropriate in areas of excessive glare from large windows for example.

· Junctions between different floor finishes, carpet and vinyl, should be checked regularly to minimise trip hazards.

· Changes in floor tone or texture can be used to indicate circulation routes i.e. between open plan classrooms

· Nosings to steps should have high tonal contrast on the tread and riser sections.

· Landings to top and bottom of stairs / ramps should have a textured corduroy warning strip as well as tonal contrast – refer to Property Service for advice

· Handrails should have tonal contrast with the background surroundings or wall.  A change in texture at the top and base of ramps can also be helpful but corduroy effect should not be used.

· Avoid shiny surfaces on worktops, reception areas, etc. as these can interfere with communication.

· Areas of glazing should be treated to reduce glare through the use of blinds or antiglare foil.  Blinds can also reduce noise reverberation.

· Large areas of glazing (particularly glazed doors) to floor level should be clearly marked on the glazing with posters, logos etc. to reduce risk of collisions.
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2.
Hearing Impairment

To reduce effects of noise external to classroom

· Location of classroom away from noise of traffic etc. A wall or landscaping can improve soundproofing.

· Location away from toilets, canteen, music rooms…

· Efficient double-glazing, door seals.

· Doors not placed opposite each other, but staggered.

· Avoid large areas of glass, e.g. atriums, where normal noise is a problem.

To reduce effects of internal noise

· Enclosed classroom preferable but, if open plan, use sound absorbing panels/partitions. HVAC systems: non-convection.

· Acoustic panels and baffles to absorb noise. Placement and number would depend on size and shape of the room. Some reflective surfaces required to transmit useful sound. Acoustic specialist would advise.

· Foam-backed carpeting. Where inappropriate, e.g. wet areas, cushioned vinyl and /or rubber feet on furniture reduces noise of scraping.

· Wooden furniture, rather than metal.

· Door closers to avoid noise of slamming.

· White boards, rather than blackboards, positioned to avoid glare from windows.

To maximise visibility

· Minimise fluorescent lighting where there is the possibility of users with hearing aids as it can cause interference.

· Dimmer switches on lighting.

· Vertical blinds give better control of light/glare than curtains.

· Avoid positioning of visual clutter behind “teaching area”.

Reception

· Where heavy public use or known HI users: induction loop fitted at reception. 

· Security phone should be videophone with flashing light as well as buzzer. 

· Avoid glare from glazing behind reception counters.

General

· Provision of a canteen separate from teaching/assembly area.

· Provision of a quiet room for visiting teachers/ therapists.

· Fire alarms: flashing lights should be installed in line of vision (particularly important in toilet area). Where profoundly deaf people are moving independently throughout building, a vibrating pager system might be considered.

· Use of an induction loop (portable?) for assemblies/meetings.

Pat Dinwoodie
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3.
Visual Impairment

Car Park and Dropping off Points:

· As close to the school entrance as possible.  

· Be clear of any trip hazards or waste bins attached to the exterior walls of the building.  

· Area clearly marked and contrasted with appropriate signage fixed at eye level*.

· Where there are dropped curbs it is important that appropriate tactile surfaces are used.

Entrance Areas

· These should be well lit and clearly marked.  

· Any steps should be evenly sized and with the nosing marked with white or yellow.  

· The edges of any ramps should also be marked in white or yellow.  

· The door should stand out from the doorframe and the handle or door lever should contrast from the door.  

· Any large areas of clear glass should be avoided and would recommend the fitting of horizontal blinds to prevent excess glare.  

· Door intercom should again be clearly marked and visually contrasted as well as tactile markings used.  They should be recessed and positioned at a height for ease of location and use.

Reception / Office Area

· These areas should be clearly signed, with any signage positioned at eye level*.  

· They should be in an obvious and logical position or if not possible, a section of flooring in colour contrast can help “lead” people to the counter.

· Reception areas should be free of any clutter and trip hazards. 

· Seating and coffee tables should be well contrasted with the surroundings.  

· The area should also be appropriately lit and the lighting should be consistent avoiding shadow and dark areas.

Corridors 

· Lighting should be consistent throughout with the light fittings running in the direction of the corridor as this produces less glare. 

· Doors should be contrasted with frames and frame with the walls. 

· Avoid using gloss paint and shiny flooring as these cause glare.  Flooring should avoid large or confusing patterns e.g. stripes or chequer boards.  

· Light colours well contrasted with frames and skirting can boost and improve lighting levels through out the school.  

· Door numbers should be large and at eye level, as should any other signage, such as subject or departments.  

· Displays should be positioned not to provide an obstacle or reduce lighting levels. 

· Bins, radiators, fire extinguishers and hoses should be recessed when ever possible and clearly marked.

Classrooms

· The use of colour contrast can be used to highlight desks, chairs and other furniture. This is so desks etc can easily be located against its background.  

· Desk tops and flooring should be matt in finish to reduce glare and reflective materials should be avoided when possible.  

· Flat trays should be used for storing pencils, scissors etc.  

· All windows should be fitted with directional vertical blinds again to combat glare.  

· Lighting should be consistent through out avoiding shadows and darkened areas.  

· Whiteboards offer better contrast than chalk blackboards.  

· Avoid visual clutter behind the “teaching” area to aid concentration on the teacher.

Gymnasiums and Assembly Halls

· These areas should be consistently lit avoiding shadows and darkened areas.  

· Windows should be fitted with directional vertical blinds.  

· Wall bars and other equipment should be contrasted with the walls in order for them to stand out and be easily found.  

· High gloss flooring should be avoided in favour of a matt finish, to reduce glare.  Cleaning of floors should not polish them to a high loss finish.

· The flooring whenever possible should contrast with the walls as should any doors and frames. 

· Equipment such as benches should contrast with the flooring.  

· Any steps/stairs should be contrasted as well as the edge of any staging.

Toilet / Accessible Toilets
· Signage should be at eye level and consistent through out; the same type of signage throughout the school.  

· Lighting should be consistent and even throughout.  

· Light switches should be well defined by use of colour contrast. 

· The use of colour contrast is essential to highlight cubicles and fixtures.  

· Toilet seats should be well contrasted with the toilet.  

· Locks should be easily seen.  

· A matt finish to all surfaces would be recommended.

· Provision of an “exit” sign on the inside of the exit door will reduce confusion especially in large toilet facilities. 

Stairwells and Lifts
· There should be a clear indication between bottom and top of the stairs as well as each level, such as a different flooring surface.

· Handrails should contrast to the walls and should have one rail that covers the whole stairwell without a break.  

· The edge of each step should be clearly defined.  Signage should be clear and at eye level and indicate each floor level.  

· The area should be well lit at all times and avoid gloss finishes to any of the surfaces.  

· Any windows should be fitted with antiglare foil to cut down glare.  Blinds or curtains in these areas are seldom if ever pulled across.

Playground Areas
· All surfaces should be flat and even. (When ever possible) 

· Ramps and stairs/steps should be clearly marked and contrasted with the background.  

· The border of playgrounds should be clearly identified.  

· Any furniture should be a contrasting colour to the surroundings. 

· All signage should be at eye level and at a size that can be easily read*.  

· Adventure playground equipment, swings, slides etc, should be well contrasted to there surroundings in order to stand out. 

· Low windows that open out onto a play area should be permanently fixed to prevent them opening out or barriers erected externally to prevent people from getting to close to the projecting edge of the window.  

· Waste paper bins if attached to the building should be recessed into the wall and brightly painted.  

· Free standing bins should be well contrasted with the floor. 

· Doors leading in and out to these areas should be well contrasted to the building and well lit in the winter months. 

*Signage
· Signs should be clear, readable and meaningful.  

· They should benefit from good colour/tonal contrast and logos should be kept to a minimum. (Things that have nothing to do with the information on the sign) although pictorial signs can be very beneficial for people with visual impairments or learning disabilities. 

· Clear uncomplicated print fonts such as Arial, Comic Sans or Helvetica are good to use.

· Use upper and lower case lettering. (Never use just upper)

· Signs should have a matt finish and placed in good lighting.

· They should be placed at approximately to eye level for an adult, for Infant and Junior schools this should be lower.

· Signage should be consistent through out the building, same size, colour and height. 
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4.
Mobility

Recommendations to improve access to education for people with physical disabilities /impairments affecting mobility.

Access:  


· consider door-opening devices

· place door entry systems / bells at wheelchair accessible height 

· consider time taken for door closer to close door as user may take a longer time to negotiate the door

· consider magnetic door catches on fire doors, with doors closing in a fire

· be aware of planters, bins, display tables and chairs and how they affect circulation spaces in corridors, hallways and on ramp turning platforms

· try not to block vision panels in doors as wheelchair / walking aid users cannot easily see what is on the other side until a door is open and they are half way through otherwise

· consider position of switches / dispensing machines / public telephone etc

· consider storage for specialist equipment / charging of mobile hoists / powered wheelchairs

Toileting / showers:

· consider variety of layout where more than one standard disabled toilet is provided

· consider size of toilet cubicle where it is possible that wheelchair users may require assistance and / or hoisting onto changing plinth or toilet.  Need to allow space for changing plinth / carers / storage or shelving / wheelchair circulation around fittings / space for carers either side of toilet pan

· consider height and position of soap / towel dispensers / air dryers for wheelchair users

· provide sink in toilet cubicle or leave space under at least one sink for wheelchair access where an accessible cubicle is provided along side other non accessible cubicles

· be aware of cubicle door widths for toilets and showers

· consider provision of fold down shower seats / rails for ambulant disabled persons in standard cubicle provisions 

· consider use of truly level shower bases rather than sloping bases especially where space is limited

· consider level of heating as process can be time consuming for some people

Classrooms:

· consider circulation space around tables / chairs / floor toys and equipment for walking aid and wheelchair users

· be aware of circulation space required in all areas / settings for powered and manual wheelchair and walking frame users

· consider storage of school bags in a particular area / box in or outside classroom

· consider provision of height adjustable work surfaces in all departments / classrooms

· leave access room  under part of work benches and sinks for wheelchair users

· consider where items are stored for pupils access as well as staff 

Home Economics / Practical subjects:

· consider depth of work surfaces to allow user to reach across and to avoid to many ‘dead spaces’

· consider placement of sockets and switches – on front under edge of unit or on a side wall where user can reach

· consider lever tap fitments

· consider hob with switches along front edge rather than side

· consider oven door opening – can use side opening door with pull out shelf under oven to ease transfer of items into / out of oven

· consider anti-tip oven shelves

· consider position of storage and ease of use including pullout baskets rather than shelves, can also use pull down baskets for wall mounted cupboards

· consider layout of kitchen units / appliances for ease of moving from one area to another

· consider pull out worktops to provide additional space for placing items within reach of user

· consider type, grip, size and weight of utensils / knives / equipment 

· consider use of labour saving devices to achieve same result 

Fiona Fenton 
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5.
Autistic Spectrum Disorder

To fully meet the educational needs of pupil with ASD it is very important to take account of the physical environment in which they learn.  The following factors should be considered:

1. Decoration

· Soft, muted colours should be used e.g. pale blue, cream, green.

· Classroom walls should be kept empty except for identified areas where pupils can display their own work.  Walls can be sectioned off using colour coding so that pupils can identify their own space.

· Whole school wall displays in corridors do not usually present any difficulties.

· Avoid vertical louvered blinds and horizontal Venetian blinds.   Instead use roller blinds, plain and in soft colours.

2. Flooring

· Use plain coloured flooring with no pattern.

· Carpeting and hard flooring are both satisfactory.

· Where hard flooring is used for wet areas and carpeting is used for the remainder of the classroom, the boundary between each should be clearly marked.

3. Furniture

· Tables and chairs should be of the same colour and tone in with the room colours.

· A large horseshoe shaped table works well with the teacher seated in the middle and the pupils facing inwards.  Alternatively, arrange separate tables and chairs in a horseshoe.

· In this case where auxiliaries support pupils, the auxiliary should stand behind the pupil, so that pupils have only one adult on whom to concentrate.

· Pupil trays.  Could be coloured coded or numbered for individual pupil, or colours could refer to different subject areas e.g. yellow for language, green for maths.

4. Lighting

· Avoid strip lights that make a buzzing sound.

· Where possible go for ‘soft’ lighting.

· Dimmer switches are useful.  Where these are not available consider switching off lights.

5. Quiet Area

· Sometimes referred to as ‘time-out’ area.

· Must be a separate area to the remainder of the class.

· Could be created by using movable partitions.

· Adults must be able to see in.

· Include cushions or something soft to sit/lie on.  Could also include in soft music for relaxation.

· Pupils may not want to go outside at breaks.  In this case ensure that a room/area is available where pupil can have a quiet time.

6. Locks on doors

· Fit high up on door.

· Use locks similar to those on disabled toilets which avoid the need for keys.

7. School bells

· If possible ensure school bell is not next to classroom with autistic pupils.

· Ensure pupils are not in corridor when bell rings.  If necessary release pupils either before or after the bell rings.  This will also enable pupils to move through quiet corridors.

8. Classroom arrangements

· If possible, ask pupils where they would prefer to sit.

· Preferred seating position would be near door or at front of classroom or adjacent to window so pupil does not feel ‘hemmed’ in!

9.  Dining room

· Pupils should be able to access the dining room near the front of the queue (e.g. in first twenty) to access full range of menu choice.

· Be flexible and move child to front of queue if necessary.

· Point out where their designated seating area is – they may not be able to have the same chair each day.

10. Toilets

· Intermittent flushing of urinals may cause some upset.

11.  Transport

· Ensure pupils have their own particular seating area on the bus.

And finally ……………………………………… Where there are changes to the pupils’ routine, point these out early, so they are not unexpected.

Vaughan Jennings

Maureen Campbell
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