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Submission from Victoria Ross 

 

Widening access to Scottish universities for disabled people  

My name is Victoria and I am registered as visually impaired.  I studied at university 
for 7 years altogether up until the last academic term, including at undergraduate 
and postgraduate level. 

 

Question 1: Tell us about your experience of applying to a Scottish university, 
whether you gained a place or not? What could be changed about the 
applications process to ensure equality of opportunity? 

I have applied to, and been admitted to, both undergraduate and postgraduate 
programmes at 3 of the universities in Edinburgh.  I studied my undergraduate 
degree at Queen Margaret University, which I started in 2008, and at that time the 
UCAS system was being used.  Edinburgh University and Edinburgh Napier 
University (in 2014 and 2015 respectively) did not have UCAS applications for their 
postgraduate programmes, which I found easier to use, when the website enabled 
the user to go through the application process step-by-step, with a saving function 
and the option of going back in the process to make changes or add information.   

However I was unsuccessful in applying to one Edinburgh University Masters 
programme in 2014, this was as a result of my performance in my undergraduate 
degree. 

One aspect of applying to university which I feel makes the process a little more 
challenging for students such as myself is the process of applying for and gaining 
funding for studies.  There are grants that undergraduates are automatically entitled 
to, however, disability funding can be an additional concern for many students.  This 
can also be a deterrent for disabled students if they do not feel they can attend, 
because of the help they need.   

It can be stressful to apply for extra funding, because university disability services 
require students to have gained and accepted a place already and apply for funding 
through them.  The process of being assessed for disability support, applying for 
funding, then awaiting the decision from SAAS was, for me, very worrying and has to 
be repeated at the start of every academic term.  Therefore, I feel that applications 
could be simplified by universities having their own procedures for applying, and 
possibly only using one application per course for DSA funding per student, with the 
option to make changes with the disability services. 

 

I also think that accessibility to postgraduate funding should also be improved.  
Particularly as an undergraduate degree alone does not seem to be enough to get 
individuals into the world of work in an area they study to enter.  This funding is 
extremely difficult to locate and apply for, even with the help of student services after 
a degree has been gained.  There are so many different possible funders and 
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confusing search engines that individuals with disabilities may find it not worth their 
time, which was almost the case for me. 

 

Questions 2: If you have studied at a Scottish university as an undergraduate, 
were there any barriers which stopped you taking full advantage of your time 
at university, please tell us about them? ( for example, access extracurricular 
activities, using all university facilities, joining student life etc.) 

Many of the university campuses have large distances between them.  This is fine in 
the cities like Edinburgh if students live there in the accommodation and are able to 
get to know the area.  However, as a disabled student who also lived outside the 
city, this made it difficult sometimes to use all of the university facilities and engage 
in student life.  Although in the campus sites in which the facilities were very local, it 
was fine and I managed to take part in a lot of the activities and use the facilities as 
much as possible.   

Mostly I found student union services and support services such as Libraries and 
disability services to mainly be helpful and enabling.  These services and facilities 
often seem to work together and collaborate, which I think is good and should be 
supported and encouraged further.  Some disability services may need extra staffing 
and support for and from other services and the academic teams as these 
sometimes seemed to me to have worked completely independently of each other.  It 
is good if these services and departments support and collaborate to further help 
students with disabilities and additional support needs. 

Question 3: If you studied at a Scottish university did you achieve the 
qualification you wanted? If not, tell us why you think that was (for example, 
did any barriers hold you back from achieving your full potential etc.)  

I have achieved what I wanted to in my postgraduate studies, but I did not from my 
undergraduate degree.  I feel that this may have been because I did not want to ask 
for more help than I was getting from the academic team.  Many academic staff are 
very happy to help students in a general sense, however, they do not seem to be 
sufficiently equipped to me with knowledge and understanding to help and support 
students with disabilities.  This is because, while staff seem friendly and 
approachable to a whole class, when they are faced with a disabled student 
requiring any sort of small but important adjustment to lesson material/delivery, they 
can be a little cautious, sometimes bordering on not seeming at all willing to make 
the adjustment.  Or they may seem to display a change in attitude towards the 
student until they begin to get to know the student and understand how they work. 

However, what staff may not realise is that either disabled students may not wish to 
approach them for help, or they may feel a wish to hide their problem, because of 
feeling ashamed of their disability.  I think that it would help the kinds of situation, 
where a disabled student feels unable to approach academic staff or doesn’t want to 
approach them because of shameful feelings, if academic teams work with disability 
services or external organisations (e.g RNIB or RNID) to become more 
knowledgeable and understanding about disabilities and how to support individuals 
with disabilities.   
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Doing this would ensure more effective inclusion in the university sector and improve 
this experience for students with disabilities.  It would also give them more 
confidence when entering the world of work, which would improve their chances of 
gaining employment. 

Question 4: Did studying at a Scottish university help to improve your chances 
of successfully gaining employment, please tell us about your experience? 

I do not feel that an undergraduate degree alone improved my chances of gaining 
employment, which is why I entered further study at postgraduate level, with 
successful results.  I am now ready to enter employment, and am currently awaiting 
a start date for a new job as a Careers Adviser..   

 

I think that improved equality and inclusion should begin with further knowledge and 
understanding in the education sectors, including at universities.  This will encourage 
an inclusive attitude, as well as a policy-driven positive targets attempt at including 
groups such as those with disabilities.  It is important that staff in universities in 
academic teams, as well as disability/student services understand sufficiently the 
nature of the diversity of the students they are working with, as this will improve the 
student experience and will enable students to leave university to enter positive 
destinations on graduating.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


