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Dear Professor Scott,  

Report by the Equalities and Human Rights Committee on disabled people and BSL 
users applying to, and studying at, Scottish universities  
 
On behalf of my colleagues and I on the Scottish Parliament’s Equalities and Human 

Rights (EHRiC) Committee, can I start by congratulating you on your appointment by 

the Scottish Government as Commissioner for Fair Access to Higher Education in 

Scotland. I wish you well in your new post and look forward to working with you in 

the future.  

 

As you take up your duties as Fair Access Commissioner, I am writing to bring to 

your attention a piece of inquiry work the EHRiC Committee has just undertaken in 

relation to the issue of ensuring equality for disabled people and British Sign 

Language (BSL) users when applying to, and studying at, universities in Scotland.  

 

EHRiC 1st Report 2017 

 

In October 2016 the EHRiC Committee took a decision to use its pre-budget scrutiny 
consideration of the Scottish Government 2017-18 draft budget to examine issues 
around disabled people and BSL users applying to, and studying at, universities in 
Scotland. The aim of this inquiry was to identify any barriers or inequalities faced by 
such students. The Committee took written and oral evidence on this issue between 

mailto:equalities.humanrights@parliament.scot


http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/103134.aspx


ANNEX 

 

3 
 

 
EQUALITIES AND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE  

 
Draft Budget 2017-18 Scrutiny Report   

 
Summary of findings and recommendations 

 
Introduction  
 
1. The Equalities and Human Rights Committee has reported to the Finance and 
Constitution Committee on the Scottish Government’s Draft Budget 2017-18. Part 2 
of that report focusses our pre-budget scrutiny on equalities for disabled people and 
British Sign Language (BSL) users applying to, or attending, universities in Scotland.  
 
2. In September 2016 we took the decision to undertake pre-budget scrutiny of 
the Draft Budget 2017-18, and to use that scrutiny to examine how the university 
sector in Scotland is complying with its duties to disabled people and BSL users in 
terms of eliminating inequality and discrimination when they apply to study at, or 
attend and graduate from, a university in Scotland.  
  
3. This document summarises the outcome of that scrutiny. Please note our 
recommendations are paraphrased here, for overview information only. To see our 
recommendations in full, please see our report online: 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/103134.aspx  
 
 

Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

 
The need for the university 
sector, and other key 
stakeholders, to meet their 
statutory obligations in terms of 
equalities for disabled people 
and BSL users 
 

 
There are several key pieces of 
legislation placing duties on 
universities in terms of meeting 
the rights of disabled people and 
BSL users and upholding their 
equalities  

 
 

 
The need to ensure the Scottish 
Government’s budget supports 
and reinforces the elimination of 
inequalities in the university 
sector and underpin the delivery 
of services based on a right-
based approach. 
 

 
The Equality Budget Statement 
should encourage public 
spending that delivers a level 
playing field for disabled people 
and BSL users. It can also play 
a role in supporting the 
preventative spending agenda 
by increasing the opportunities 
for disabled people and BSL 
users to have a productive and 
rewarding working life which, in 
turn, reduces the likelihood of 
their economic dependence on 
public funding 

 
We will utilise our future budget 
scrutiny to examine the role the 
Equality Budget Statement must play 
in delivering equality outcomes 
across Scottish society.  
 
We believe clearer identification is 
needed of the level of university 
funding which tackles inequality. The 
Scottish Government and 
universities should work to more 
clearly identify what levels of public 
spending are assigned to support 
equalities in future budget 
allocations. 
 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/103134.aspx
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Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

The need to ensure an 
integrated approach to the 
development and 
implementation of equalities 
policies across higher education 
 

While a lot of good equalities 
work in underway in universities, 
it is clear that a more integrated, 
focussed and coordinated 
approach must be taken to the 
delivery of equalities across the 
university sector 
 
 

The Scottish Funding Council (SFC) 
and universities must develop a 
coherent equalities strategy, 
grounded in the Outcome 
Agreements between the SFC and 
universities.  
 
Such work should be clearly aligned 
with the National Performance 
Framework to allow a focus on 
linking the delivery of equalities and 
rights-based policies to the practical 
economic and social needs of 
Scotland, moving the economy to a 
stronger position to deal continuing 
pressure on public spending and the 
challenges of Brexit 
 

The need to ensure the Scottish 
Government’s widening access 
agenda to higher education 
supports equalities for all 
groups with protected 
characteristics   
 

While there has been an 
understandable focus on 
widening access for students 
from a socio-economically 
deprived background, the 
widening access agenda must 
support all those with protection 
characteristic under the 
Equalities Act 2010, as they 
face many impediments in the 
third level education system  
 

We recommend the Government, 
the SFC, and the wider Scottish 
education sector, take active steps 
to develop a more integrated 
approach the widening access 
agenda in terms of eliminating 
inequalities and tacking prejudice.  
 
 

The role of the newly appointed 
Fair Access Commissioner in 
promoting equalities and 
delivering on change  
 

We welcome the appointment of 
Prof. Peter Scott as Fair Access 
Commissioner and look forward 
to working with him. However, 
we recognise Prof. Scott cannot 
solve all of the equalities 
challenges by himself. Therefore 
the Scottish Government and 
universities must continue to 
take the lead and resist the 
temptation to see resolving 
inequalities issues as primarily 
being ‘the job of the 
Commissioner’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We recommend the remit and 
resources of the Fair Access 
Commissioner take specific account 
of the coordinating and championing 
role the Commissioner will need to 
play in embedding equalities and 
best practice across the university 
sector 
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Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

The implementation of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of 
People with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) by the Scottish 
Government 

We welcome the ambition set 
out by the Scottish Government 
in its delivery plan for the 
UNCRPD to see a Scotland 
where there are equal 
opportunities for disabled people 
within education and paid 
employment and greater 
awareness and understanding 
amongst employers and 
educators of disabling barriers.  
 

The recommendations we make in 
this report are aimed at supporting 
the delivery of this objective and 
make it a reality for disabled people 
and BSL users at Scottish 
universities. 

The need to recognise the 
potential long term implications 
for universities of failing to meet 
their statutory equalities duties  
 

We believe there are longer 
term risks associated with the 
failure of universities implement 
and embed equalities in a 
coherent and measurable 
manner. For disabled and BSL 
students, it runs the risk of not 
allowing them to get the 
maximum benefit from university 
studies and life, making their 
chances of securing paid 
employment more difficult.  
 
For universities, there is a risk 
that future court ruling for 
failures to meet statutory 
equalities rights may lead to 
sizable compensation payments 
to redress the impact on their 
lives.  

We recommend that a more 
coherent and transparent link be 
made between equality 
commitments and university 
Outcome Agreements,  reflecting 
equalities  commitments and clearly 
linking the delivery of right-based 
equality policies to the Scottish 
Government’s preventative spending 
agenda.  
 
Such action could also serve to 
mitigate the chances of future 
compensation payments by 
universities to individuals whose 
statutory rights the courts may 
decide were not met in terms of 
equal treatment and discrimination 
 

The need for equality to apply 
across the entire university 
experience and not just be 
limited to study or academic 
achievement  
 

Equalities for disabled people 
and BSL users must not just be 
limited to academic provision in 
the lecture theatre. It must 
include all of the social and 
cultural aspects of university life 
which bring many positive 
benefits to all students in terms 
of personal development and 
physical and mental health and 
wellbeing.   
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Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

 
The need for a culture change 
amongst academic staff towards 
people with protected 
characteristics  
 
The need for mandatory training 
and continuous professional 
development on equalities  
 

 
While many universities offer 
staff training on equalities, 
human rights and the statutory 
duties applying to them as part 
of continuous professional 
development, much of this 
seems to be on a voluntary 
basis.  
 
We are concerned to receive so 
many submissions from 
students, and former students, 
who have suffered insensitive 
treatment and discriminatory 
behaviour from university staff, 
especially academic staff. We 
are also concerned by the 
continuing existence of a belief 
that ‘accommodating’ or 
‘supporting’ students with 
specific needs should fall to 
specialist staff within a university 
(like disability or student support 
services etc.).  
 
There is a pressing need to 
embed a culture of ownership of 
equalities policy, and an 
empathetic approach across all 
university staff, including 
academic staff. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We are of the view that the Scottish 
Government and universities must 
now work to move from a voluntary 
to a mandatory position on rights-
based equalities training as part of 
academic-wide continuous 
professional development, and set 
out a realistic timetable for this work 
 
We also recommend the remit, 
staffing and budget support of the 
Fair Access Commissioner should 
reflect this work and be tailored to 
allow the Commissioner to play a 
key co-ordinating role across higher 
education in promoting 
understanding of a statutory rights-
based approach, helping to 
implement change and monitoring 
outcomes 
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Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

 
The need to reform the 
university admissions process 
to ensure it meets a 21st century 
standard of equalities  
 

 
We heard numerous problems 
in relation to the university 
admissions and its failures to 
adapt to the needs of disabled 
applicants.   
 
Greater transparency is required 
across the entire university 
applications process in order to 
ensure fairness and provide 
confidence. This is of critical 
importance for disabled 
applicants, but also for all those 
seeking to apply to attend a 
Scottish university. 
 
 

 
We recommend the Scottish 
Funding Council take the opportunity 
of the review of the applications 
system recommended by the 
Commission on Widening Access to 
address issues around inconsistency 
of approach and lack of 
transparency by universities. 
 
We recommend that all Scottish 
universities adopt a common 
approach to providing detailed 
feedback to unsuccessful disabled 
and BSL applicants. 
 
The Scottish Government, UCAS 
and Scottish universities must 
ensure the university applications 
process complies with statutory 
equality duties to make reasonable 
adjustments e.g. allowing applicants 
to make applicants in the most 
appropriate medium. For example, 
offering the option to submit 
applications in BSL video or spoken 
form where appropriate.  
 

 
The need for contextualised 
applications for disabled and 
BSL applicants  
 

 
Many of the difficulties faced by 
disabled and BSL applicants to 
university centred around the 
difficulties posed by the 
restrictions such applicants may 
face is demonstrating additional 
achievements (such as through 
personal statements) when they 
face a situation of competition 
with non-disabled students who 
have the same level of 
academic qualifications as they 
do.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Universities are increasingly taking a 
“contextualised” approach to 
applications from under-represented 
groups, recognising the wider 
achievement and potential of non-
traditional applicants. This approach 
should be extended to disabled 
people and BSL users applying to 
study at Scottish universities 
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Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

 
The need for more focused 
student support  
 

 
Our inquiry highlighted 
difficulties disabled students can 
experience in terms of 
transitioning from secondary to 
university education. Amongst 
these were issues around the 
application for, and payment of 
Disability Student Allowance, 
support for the cost of housing 
support and the difficulties 
disabled students can 
experience with a loads based 
system of support.  

 
We recommend the Scottish 
Government’s Review of Student 
Support that is due to report in 
autumn 2017 must examine the 
issues highlighted in evidence to us 
around the Disabled Student 
Allowance, support with the costs of 
housing for disabled students, and 
the provision of a grants-based 
system of student support in place of 
the current student loans model.  
 
The Review must also consider the 
issue of transition for disabled 
students from secondary to 
university level education 
 

 
The need for all universities to 
ensure they are meeting a 
minimum requirement in the 
provision of support to BSL 
users and comply with the 
British Sign Languages 
(Scotland) Act 2015 
 

 
The adoption of the British Sign 
Language (Scotland) Act 2015 
was a major step forward for the 
promotion and use of BSL in 
Scotland as it is now recognised 
as a minority language.  
 
There is now an need to ensure 
Scotland’s university community 
not only meets its duties under 
the Act, but seek to promote  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We recommend the SFC and the 
Fair Access Commissioner oversee 
the coordination of a sector-wide 
strategy to ensure universities meet 
their requirements under the British 
Sign Language (Scotland) Act. This 
should be reflected in the 2017-2020 
Outcome Agreement cycle.  
  
As a minimum, all universities in 
Scotland should have clearly 
accessible video information about 
their institutions, academic courses, 
student life and support facilities in 
British Sign Language on their 
websites/social media platforms etc., 
by no later than the start of 
academic year 2019/20 
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Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

 
The need for a more coordinated 
focus on the protection of the 
health and wellbeing of students 
and the duty of care owed them 
by universities  
 

 
We are deeply concerned by the 
evidence we received regarding 
issues around the duty of care 
universities have to their 
students, specifically around 
their mental and physical 
wellbeing. This includes— 
 

 support for students with 
two or more conditions, 
and the need for such 
students to apply to 
universities close to their 
home area so as to 
maintain access to care 
packages; 
 

 the lack of a joined up 
system between a 
student’s NHS/GP 
support pre-entry to 
university and the health 
care support in 
university; 
 

 the lack of any firm data 
to establish whether 
there is a correlation 
between the stress and 
anxiety experienced by 
disabled students, and 
instances of physical and 
mental ill-health, self-
hard and, in extreme 
cases, suicide 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The approach to admissions taken 
by individual universities must take 
account of the needs of certain 
disabled applicants to remain within 
an established geographical area 
because of the nature of their care 
support requirements. 
 
We recommend a greater focus be 
given to developing dedicated 
support structures for students with 
two or more impairments, in order to 
provide more opportunity for them to 
study at university, and take full 
advantage of the benefits of 
university life.  
 
The approach to admissions taken 
by individual universities must take 
account of the needs of certain 
disabled applicants to remain within 
an established geographical area 
because of the nature of their care 
support requirements, thereby 
limiting the number of universities 
they may reasonably be able to 
apply to or attend.  
 
The Scottish Government must seek 
to put in place an integrated mental 
health support structure between 
universities, the NHS and individual 
GPs to ensure continuity of support.  
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Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

 
The need for better equalities 
data across the university sector 
in Scotland to provide clarity on 
what’s actually happening on 
the ground 
 
 

 
We are concerned at the lack of 
necessary data available in key 
areas, such as equalities data 
on school attainment and 
mainstreaming policies for 
engaging disabled and BSL 
students to transition from 
second level education into 
university.  
 
There are also key 
shortcomings in the level and 
quality of data collected on the 
university applications process 
and on retention and completion 
rates among disabled people 
and BSL users studying at 
university.  
 
This is also true for 
understanding non-academic 
experiences for example access 
to social and cultural life at 
university, duty of care issues, 
mental health and wellbeing and 
pathways from universities to 
employment and secure 
independent living in society. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We recommend the Scottish 
Government and the university 
sector commission a detailed 
equalities survey, to map the 
strategic gaps in the data landscape 
in terms of equalities in the university 
sector. Filling in the gaps in the 
equalities dataset is essential to 
ensuring that the correct decisions 
are made on the equalities outcomes 
agreed between universities and the 
Scottish Funding Council, and the 
spending assigned by Government 
to deliver such outcomes.  
 
We believe the timescale of the 
current 2017-2020 Outcome 
Agreement cycle provides an 
opportunity to undertake such work 
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Issues identified  
 

View of Committee Recommendations/conclusions 

The need for Scottish 
universities to be social leaders 
and not merely statutory 
followers in equalities and to 
promote an academic culture fit 
for 21st Century Scottish society  

It is almost universally 
recognised that universities and 
‘academia’ are at the vanguard 
of social and cultural progress 
and development in human 
society.  
 
Attending a university should be 
one of the most liberating and 
life affirming experiences in a 
person’s life. The value of such 
an experience is not confined 
solely to the lecture theatre. Of 
equal importance is the social 
and cultural experience of wider 
university life. Gaining the 
maximum from this experience 
should be the aim for all 
students, including disabled 
people and BSL users. 
 
Universities must be mindful of 
the potential impact of how they 
engage and communicate with 
students, particularly the 
disproportionately negative 
impact on the physical and 
mental health and wellbeing of 
students if such interactions are 
not conducted in an appropriate 
and suitable manner. 
 
In evidence we heard terms and 
references such as: “tracking of 
students”; inviting students to 
“investigatory meeting” to 
assess “learning agreements” or 
reporting to “special 
circumstances boards” etc.  
 

We believe the development of an 
empathetic cultural attitude amongst 
Scotland’s university community, 
and individual academic staff in 
particular, is vital for the promotion of 
equality and a rights-based 
approach. 
 
Universities must seek to move 
away from an institutional tone of 
‘accommodating’ disabled people 
and BSL users to one of 
championing a rights-based 
approach.  
 
The use of what we consider 
outdated, inappropriate and 
judgemental language and terms in 
relation to the standard 
administrative procedures of 
academic institutions must be 
eliminated.  
 
Such language and phrases, whilst 
maybe thought proper in the context 
for which they were originally 
created, seems to us to be more 
akin to a judgemental narrative from 
a bygone era rather than the 
vernacular of a modern progressive 
academic institution. Universities 
should, wherever possible, seek to 
eliminate such unhelpful language in 
favour of more positive, inclusive 
and respectful tone.     

 
Follow up action by the 
Committee 
 

 
We recognise the need, as a 
parliamentary committee, to 
follow up on these 
recommendations and provide 
an opportunity for the public to 
see how are stakeholders 
progressing on change   
 

 
We have requested written updated 
from the Scottish Funding Council to 
these recommendations, and these 
will be published on our website. 
 
We have agreed to hold a follow up 
oral evidence session in September 
2017 with the Scottish Funding 
Council, Fair Access Commissioner 
and University witnesses so assess 
their progress  

 


