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University of the Highlands and Islands- Disability Services 

 
 

 How many degree level students report a disability? What proportion of 
degree students does this represent? 
 

The University has seen a significant growth in student numbers in recent years and 
the number of students self-declaring a disability has also increased year-on-year. 
Internal data indicates that there were 8300 HE students enrolled at the University in 
the 2014/15 academic year; approximately 1200 (15%) of these declared a disability. 
 

 What are the types of impairment(s) reported by degree level students? 
Can you say what the proportions are for different impairment types 
among these students? 
 

Internal data has consistently shown that the majority of students who self-declare a 
disability present with dyslexia/other learning difficulties. In 2014-15, this accounted 
for 5% of the disabled student population. Formal disclosures of hearing and visual 
impairments appear to have been particularly uncommon to date. 
 
Students have the opportunity to disclose both formally and informally at any stage 
of their studies, and those who do so typically have a Personal Learning Support 
Plan which enables specific, contextualised, support to be implemented for the 
individual as required. University students can also be assessed internally for 
Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) as appropriate. 
 

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

 
Academic Partner disability practitioners work closely with local admissions and 
registry staff and can have a role in the decision to offer a student a place on a given 
course, particularly where the prospective student has declared multiple disabilities 
or complex needs. Student support officers at smaller Academic Partners in 
particular tend to hold multiple job roles and can therefore be directly involved in the 
admissions process.   
 
Ongoing dialogue with Admissions staff enables practitioners to prioritise student 
referrals and plan their workloads appropriately.  
 
There is a University-wide admissions policy and there are common procedures 
relating to HE admissions. The University-wide admissions policy was recently 
reviewed and revised after wide consultation by a project group made up of a variety 
of staff from around the partnership including student support staff.  This has given 
student services direct involvement in shaping the University admissions policy and 
procedures.  
 

 What specific issues do disabled applicants face when making an 
application and attempting take up a place to study at your institution?  
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Disability practitioners find that students do not always know which course they wish 
to study and this can be particularly evident where students have had contact with 
external agencies, who may not be fully aware of the support available to students 
enrolled at the University. Disability practitioners recognise the importance of 
working closely with external agencies and of referring students to general guidance 
initially. An initial referral to Academic Partner student services can be helpful in 
enabling a prospective student to fully explore the course options available to them, 
and also in highlighting any issues that might require targeted support.  
 

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

University student support practitioners typically contact students at application 
and/or enrolment stage to discuss any potential support requirements and identify 
appropriate reasonable adjustments that are likely to be required on course. 
Discussions of this nature will involve the applicant’s programme team where 
possible in order to ensure that the course is suitable for them, and that relevant staff 
are informed of the student’s potential support requirements. Disability practitioners 
can also have a role in supporting students during the interview process as required. 
 

 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? 

 
Disability practitioners feel that access to DSA funding is a key factor influencing a 
student’s decision to take up degree-level study. This funding is crucial in allowing 
students to access support that would not otherwise be available to the student 
during their studies. The University became validated as DSA assessment centre in 
May 2011. Since then, the uptake of the University DSA Service has increased year-
on-year.  
 
Disability practitioners have found that certain courses tend to be more accessible to 
particular students, depending on their disclosed needs. For example, dyslexic 
students have historically been inclined towards creative and practical subject areas 
such as Fine Art or Sport and Fitness. One of the University’s specialist Academic 
Partners offers a practical, interdisciplinary, Marine Science degree programme and 
has seen a significant increase in students presenting with dyslexia in recent years.  
 
Practitioners have also noted that the physical facilities and support services in place 
at Academic Partner level can be significant in influencing an individual’s decision to 
study on-campus. The online and flexible delivery of many of the University’s 
courses also provides further options for many students who may be unable to 
engage with campus-based study. 
 

 To what extent is your institution working to address any barriers to 
access experienced by disabled people? What specific steps has your 
institution taken to ensure it is inclusive to disabled students? 
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The University is an innovative institution at the forefront of widening access. Our 
methods of learning, teaching and assessment are flexible and designed to suit a 
range of needs. By offering effective support, we aim to enable all students to 
participate fully in all activities while studying with the University. 
 
Disability support is increasingly regarded as an institutional strength and the 
University’s institutional DSA accreditation is especially notable in enabling the 
University to provide more equitable access to the needs assessment process for 
eligible students, as appropriate. The University’s use of technologies to overcome 
the barrier of distance is particularly significant for remote learners, many of whom 
would otherwise face considerable difficulties engaging with face-to-face needs 
assessment. 
 
University disability support process are increasingly embedded and standardised 
across the partnership (see https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/students/support/disability-
matters). In addition, the University has a well-established Disability Practitioners 
group, which is an important forum enabling best practice to be identified and shared 
across the partnership for the benefit of the student experience. 


