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Submission from University of Edinburgh – Disability Services 

1. How many degree level students report a disability? 

In academic year 2015/16 3,644 University of Edinburgh students disclosed a 
disability. This total includes undergraduate, postgraduate taught and post graduate 
research students. 

What proportion of degree students does this represents? 

This total represents 10.20% of the total student body at the University of Edinburgh. 
The most recent statistics from the Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) in their “Equality in 
higher education: statistical report 2015: students” indicates that the Scottish 
disabled student disclosure rate was 9.3%. 

2. What are the types of impairment reported by degree level students? 

The required level of detail is best viewed on the following pages of the Student 
Disability Service’s website:  

http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-disability-service/about/facts-figures  

The numbers of disabled students have increased year on year, both in statistical 
terms and as a proportion of the total student cohort.  

The number of students disclosing a mental health problem has doubled in the last 5 
years (in line with the overall UK trend); these students made up 15% of the disabled 
student population in 2015/16. In addition, we are aware that a number of students 
who tick the UCAS (Universities and Colleges Admissions Service) box “unseen” 
also have mental health problems. 

The number of students disclosing that they are on the autistic spectrum has 
increased by 30% in the last 2-3 years.  

 

Students with mobility issues are under-represented at the University of Edinburgh, 
with only 2.8% of students in academic year 215/16 disclosing a mobility impairment, 
possibly due to physical access challenges. 

 

3. Does your office play a role in influencing or shaping the admissions policy at your 
institution to ensure that it is inclusive? If so, what does that involve? 

The Student Disability Service is involved, on a regular basis, both formally and 
informally, in discussions with Student Recruitment and Admissions on the University 
of Edinburgh Policy and Procedure for Applicants with Declared Disabilities, to 
ensure that our practice is fair and equitable for disabled applicants. 

The University strives to treat all students equally and is aware of our responsibilities 
and anticipatory duty under the Equality Act 2010. 



EHRiC Draft Budget 2017-18 

 

2 
 

Admission to the University is considered in terms of academic achievement and 
disability is not considered as part of the selection process.  

 

The University produced a policy relating to the Admission of Disabled Students. 
Staff from the Student Disability Service were involved in the production of that policy 
and continue to be involved in the regular review and update of the document:  
http://www.ed.ac.uk/files/imports/fileManager/Policy%20regarding%20applicants%20
with%20declared%20disabilities%20-%20March%202014.pdf  

 

Staff at the Student Disability Service occasionally engage in (non student specific) 
discussion with Admissions staff in a guidance capacity, if they have any 
uncertainties about the information which a student has disclosed. 

Both the numbers and proportion of disabled students at the university have 
increased year on year since records began. (See responses to 1 and 2 above). 

 

4. What specific issues do disabled applicants face when making an application and 
attempting to take up a place to study at your institution?  

I am not aware of any issues (which have been drawn to our attention) in terms of 
making an application. I am aware that reasonable adjustments have been made in 
the past eg a deaf student was permitted to submit a personal statement via subtitled 
video. 

I understand that a prospective student who used a wheelchair decided NOT to 
come to the University of Edinburgh because of cobbled streets, the inaccessibility of 
some buildings and the hills in the city.  

What role does your office play in supporting students at the point of applying for a 
place and initially arriving at your institution? 

The Student Disability Service regularly participates in University Open Days and 
Post Offer Visit Days to advise prospective students and their family and/or carers of 
our range of resources. We encourage and contact disabled students both pre and 
post arrival to engage with the service to ensure that appropriate support for them is 
recommended and put in place at the earliest opportunity. We can engage with 
students face to face, by email and Skype and will endeavour to make contact at the 
earliest opportunity.  

 

Due to the fact that some students are not in a position to engage with the service 
pre-arrival and due to the increasing volume of students seeking support, the start of 
the academic year is always extremely busy and can result in a number of students 
having to wait some time before support can be implemented. SDS employs 
planning and reserves urgent appointment slots to enable Advisory staff to see 
students as quickly as possible. 
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5. Based on your professional experience, what factors do you think influence a 
disabled person in deciding to apply to study for a degree and what might prevent 
them from doing so? 

Disabled students apply to the University of Edinburgh for a range of reasons, 
academic and otherwise. Anecdotally, we have been informed by several students 
and their parents that the support provided by the Student Disability Service has 
been a selling point in their decision to come to Edinburgh.  

 

See points in response 4. The University is striving to enhance provision for disabled 
students all the time, but we recognise that we still have work to do. 

 

6. To what extent is your institution working to address any barriers to access 
experienced by disabled people? 

The Student Disability Service operates in a context of continuous improvement. The 
service carries out an annual survey with our students to gauge satisfaction with 
provision. We also receive feedback from the International Student Barometer (ISB).  

In addition, the Service’s reports annually to the University's Quality Assurance 
Committee with quantitative and qualitative data.  The Student Disability Service is 
validated annually, to carry out Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) needs 
assessments, by the Scottish Government.  

SDS annual reports can be accessed here: http://www.ed.ac.uk/student-disability-
service/about/annual-reports. 

The University is currently conducting an in-depth Disability Review, which is due to 
report by February 2017. The primary focus is on the physical and environmental 
estate and on the implementation of recommended learning and teaching support in 
our individual academic Schools. 

 

7. What specific steps has your institution taken to ensure it is inclusive to disabled 
students? 

The University is committed to the principle of inclusion and has taken a range of 
positive steps to enhancing our physical and learning environment. The University is 
currently reviewing its support for disabled students through a panel set up by the 
Principal, and chaired by the Vice-Principal People and Culture, to consider in 
particular improvements to the accessibility of the estate and implementation of 
learning adjustments. The Panel is expected to report in early 2017. 

 

The University implemented an Accessible and Inclusive Learning Policy in 2013, 
which mainstreams 7 areas of support which were previously only recommended for 
disabled students.  



EHRiC Draft Budget 2017-18 

 

4 
 

http://www.ed.ac.uk/files/atoms/files/accessible_and_inclusive_learning_policy.pdf 

 

We are also working on a massive programme (the biggest project of its kind in 
Europe) to record all lectures, which will begin in 2017/18. This will be an "opt out" 
policy, aiming to enable 80% of lecture space to record and broadcast lectures. This 
will facilitate learning for all students with specific advantages for disabled and 
international students.  

The University's Vice Principal (People and Culture) Professor Jane Norman and the 
Director of the Student Disability Service represent Scottish Universities (via 
Universities Scotland) and Scottish Heads of Disability Services respectively, on the 
UK government Department for Educations' Disabled Students Sector Leadership 
Group (DSSLG). 

 

This group has been set up following significant changes to Disabled Students 
Allowance (DSA) for English domiciled students. The DDSLG aims to influence the 
direction of inclusion and mainstreaming at senior level in all UK Universities. 

 

 

 

 

Sheila Williams, Director, Student Disability Service 

Gavin Douglas, Deputy Secretary (Student Experience) 

24/11/16 

 

Please contact Sheila Williams at Sheila.williams@ed.ac.uk if any additional detail is 
required. 

This information can be made available in a range of alternative formats if required. 
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