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Submission from Simon Rogers 

 

·         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? 

The application process to the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI) for me 
was a relatively pleasant experience. My first contact was via telephone and the 
person I spoke to, Denise Cunningham, was terrific. I was a mature student of 46 
years old and going back to education after being made redundant was a very 
daunting experience. My disability was not as pronounced and was still being 
diagnosed but I believe the encouragement that I received would have been no 
different. From the initial contact I was invited to an open evening to speak with 
prospective tutors and again the staff at the Moray College campus of UHI could not 
have been nicer 

  

·         Question 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.) 

 The degree I undertook was an Environmental Science degree and as my disability 
got worse during the time I was studying there were some barriers that could not be 
overcome. These revolved around fieldwork as walking is difficult and I was not at 
that time in a wheelchair. If I had been then the fieldwork would have been 
impossible without access to an all-terrain wheelchair which are so expensive it is 
unreal. Because of limited walking ability I was unable to attend a week long fieldtrip 
to the North West coast of Scotland which involved trapping techniques for small 
mammals, where and how to place traps, record their position and safe release. The 
fieldtrip also incorporated a statistics test on the last day but I had to take an 
alternative assessment that I still view as an unfair alternative. I was basically given 5 
sheets of paper with tables and figures along with some very brief details and told to 
work out the statistical tests required and some other questions. The vagueness of 
the instructions meant I had to keep asking my tutor questions which proved difficult 
as she was not contactable for most of the time as she was with the rest of the 
students in the field. Speaking with my fellow students on their return and explaining 
what my alternative assessment was, as they were interested, I was informed that 
the test that they had to complete was far easier and that they were actually told 
what they needed to do and which statistical test to carry out. Very unfair. This 
effected my marks for that module.  

I did find that trying to get onto summer placements and even doing voluntary work 
over the summer break was impossible with my disability. Again this is probably to do 
with the degree and the fact that organisations tend to use students for the mundane, 
dirty and heavy work such as clearing invasive species, building pathways and 
fences. These activities are often carried out in places that you cannot get to by 
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using a vehicle and so you have to walk in. This is again not doable for the physically 
disabled. Government organisations and Non-Government Organisations (NGO’s) 
never ask for office related placements for students. Therefore disabled students 
never get the opportunity to place this type of work on their CV’s. This in turn works 
against them when looking for work after completion of their degree as lack of 
placement or voluntary work often gets viewed as lack of interest or drive on the part 
of the student. More work is required to help reset this imbalance. 

 

·         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 went in to the degree with the determination to get a First class Honours and this I 
achieved despite my disability and I was also caring for my mother who had terminal 
cancer and passed away on 13th November 2015. I was advised to apply for 
mitigating circumstances which would enable me to have extra time to complete 
course work and my dissertation. I only needed it for my dissertation as I completed 
all other work on time. Although I achieved my goal things could have been easier 
especially with project work in third year and my dissertation investigations in my 
fourth year. 

The way that UHI works is by using local colleges as campuses for their degree 
students. This works okay most of the time but for some subjects the lack of 
investment for specific facilities is detrimental to the students. For example. My third 
year project and my dissertation were microbial studies. The college in Elgin does 
not have a dedicated microbiology lab and so we have to use one that is used for 
general chemistry, biology including dissections’, anatomy, physics and other 
unrelated classes. Every March the college runs a science week during which the 
local school children are invited in to introduce them to science subjects and they 
have the opportunity to get some hands on experience. Great for the kids and their 
parents at the weekend session. But if you are carrying out a microbial study which 
includes culturing and incubating bacteria you cannot get near the lab for a full week. 
Not so much a problem during a third year project but for a dissertation it is so 
inconvenient and you have to try and make up the time lost elsewhere. For myself it 
could have been disastrous as I lost at least two culture runs and result gathering 
opportunities. Cultures become old and not as viable but you have no time to start all 
over again. I wish that funding could be found to produce even a small dedicated 
microbiology lab in such places as it would be invaluable to those of us that decide to 
go down this route as a career. 

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

I would like to say yes but unfortunately not. This is not necessarily the universities 
fault but more to do with location and available employment opportunities. For myself 
I suffer from a high burden of ill health, GP speech for not being very healthy, which 
has made it very difficult to find work. My conditions make me a very unreliable time 
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keeper and there are days when I would be unable to attend work and this would be 
most weeks. My new qualification is not in any demand in my local area and moving 
further afield becomes cost prohibitive and impractical unless suitable 
accommodation can be secured. I have applied for three PhD studentships and had 
an interview for one, still waiting to hear from the latest, but I felt that the fact that I 
now require a wheelchair plus my age, 51, did not work in my favour. The third would 
have meant that I would need to move to Thurso to work at the Environmental 
Research Institute (ERI) and so I did not get selected for interview for the reasons 
given above. This is the same for all of the PhD programmes they run as there is no 
suitable accommodation. Other jobs and PhD programmes tend to be central belt 
biased Edinburgh, Stirling and Glasgow. This frustrates me as I worked hard to get 
my degree so late in life but now have no opportunity to further my education. I am 
currently taking a three week short course online, free of charge, via Future Learn. 
The course has been put together by Nottingham University and deals with Anti-
Microbial Resistance (AMR) a topic that affects us all. I would love to achieve a PhD 
and work in research and then hopefully go into doing a bit of teaching and pass on 
some of my knowledge. And I cannot be the only disabled person that feels this way. 
I have a student loan bill that will do nothing but increase in size as I am unable to 
pay it back at this time and that concerns me. After studying hard for four years and 
still be in the same position, if not worse, than when I was made redundant in 2010 I 
begin to think that I may never have the chance to do what I would like and that, if 
you allow it, becomes very depressing. 

 

I hope that my comments and experiences help to improve the chances for disabled 
students and that it also allows an insight in to what happens after graduation. 

 

Best regards 

 

Simon 

 


