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Submission from Dr Iain Hutchison 

Biography:  Iain Hutchison is a Trustee of Disability History Scotland, an 

organisation whereby disabled people seek to explore and take ownership 

of their own history. He is on the Board of the Disability History 

Association, a worldwide body of academic historians specialising in the 

history of disability. He was awarded his PhD in 2004 for his thesis: ‘The 

Experience and Representation of Disability in Nineteenth-Century 

Scotland’ by the University of Strathclyde. He is a Fellow of the Royal 

Historical Society. 

 

What is disability: I take a broad view in defining disability and 

impairment. I consider the social model key to understanding the 

challenges that people, who identify as disabled, face in their daily lives. 

Disability may be sensory, physical or mental, or may manifest as a 

combination of these. Impairment may have been experienced from birth 

or infancy, or may have been acquired through the likes of illness or 

accident. It is often permanent, but can also be temporary.  

In a university situation, students might receive support through flexible 

deadlines for coursework, extra time for examinations, allocation of 

personal assistants (often fellow students), provision of scribes, hearing 

loops in lecture theatres, provision of materials in special formats for 

students with visual impairment, etc. 
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Higher Education: I have delivered teaching in a variety of ways across 

six higher education institutions at different times since 2002.  During this 

time I have encountered students requiring support under a diverse range 

of disabling situations at different institutions. 

Universities all offer support services for students with disabilities, and 

counselling services. Indeed, teaching staff are not encouraged to 

become involved in offering pastoral support to students.  However, I have 

often found this unavoidable, and something that I would not wish to 

avoid.  While I have always encouraged students to make use of support 

services, and in some particular cases initiated the contact and arranging 

of appointments, regrettably I have found through experiences of some of 

my students that the level of support, no doubt because of demands on 

resources, has been variable. Understanding on the part of teaching staff 

is also variable. Overall provision is moving in the right direction, but there 

is scope for greater consistency. There are two keys ways in which the 

overall experience of students with disabilities might be better served – 

namely through inculcating among university personnel the appropriate 

education and empathy needed to understand and support a range of 

impairing conditions. On one occasion, having encountered several 

students whose study was being impaired by impairing conditions, I 

suggested that the university might provide guidance and training to tutors 

and lecturers on the ways that such circumstances might be appropriately 

handled in order to assist students. It was agreed that the idea would be 

beneficial, but to my knowledge it was taken no further. On another 

occasion, a university formed a disability liaison panel – I attended a 
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meeting at which there was one token student in a wheelchair – I felt that 

the chairperson was going through the motions, but there was no real 

willpower to meet the challenges that were identified; I think the student 

was quite frustrated by the experience. 

 

Case studies: I am taking the liberty of mentioning a few examples of 

circumstances that I have encountered over the last decade or so. These 

are from a cross-section of universities. I will use pseudonyms to identify 

the students in each example. 

Alan – a student from USA. I grew concerned about this student because 

of his irregular attendance at classes. I contacted his advisor of studies 

who, it turned out, was also concerned, but he could not get the student to 

engage with him in any way or form. I eventually managed to arrange a 

meeting with Alan and he came along. He told me that he had been taking 

medication for mental health issues in the USA, but felt he could leave all 

that behind him upon arrival to a fresh start in Scotland. He had 

discovered that he could not function without his medication, but could not 

access this in Scotland without arranging a full medical assessment over 

which, because of his depression, he prevaricated. One staff member said 

he should be told the leave if he could not attend classes regularly, an 

action which I felt might have detrimental effects. The greatest challenge 

was getting him to access professional assessment and help. 

Bertha – had severe cerebral palsy, was unable to articulate, used an 

electronic wheelchair and was assigned a variety of personal assistants. I 
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first met her when giving a lecture in a steep lecture theatre – there was 

wheelchair access at the back of the theatre at its highest point where she 

was then isolated in her chair for the duration of the lecture. On one 

occasion I was talking to her and her excellent PA and I recounted 

observing another PA taking notes for a deaf student, but failing totally to 

engage with her. Later, I marked an exam paper for the deaf student – at 

first I was disappointed in her work, but then recalled what I had observed 

and came to the conclusion that the poor essay was more of a reflection 

of the PA’s shortcomings than of the student’s and how I felt this was a 

potential problem. Bertha’s face lit up – she had had personal experience 

of this and knew exactly what I meant. 

Carmel – came from what might be called a dysfunctional family, she was 

trying to study under severe financial duress, she had bouts of quite 

alarming depression and had panic attacks, especially in crowds. 

Academically she was an able student. However, the wide-ranging 

pressures she was under were extensive and complex, and she was well-

known to the disability officer of the university and we liaised on how best 

we could support her. Such was my concern about Carmel, I gave her my 

mobile number with an invitation to call me if circumstances warranted it, 

although we were not supposed to do this. One day I had forgotten to turn 

my phone off while teaching and I heard a text come through.  It was 

Carmel, ‘I can’t take any more.  I’ve had enough.’  I immediately slipped 

out of the class and went to inform the disability officer. When my class 

was over, I was met by the Disability Officer and other senior staff 

members who instructed me to contact Carmel to seek assurance that 
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she was safe and that she would not self-harm.  But there seemed to be 

no laid-down procedure for handling a potentially suicidal situation such 

as this. Fortunately, it was more of a cry for help and the crisis passed. 

She eventually was forced by her circumstances to withdraw from study, 

which was a shame but she was experiencing a cocktail of pressures.  

After several years, she is still in contact and still aspires to do a degree. 

Davina – I initially read Davina very wrongly. Her case highlights how a 

student’s circumstances can be misinterpreted, and also how the support 

systems fall down. Davina frequently arrived at classes unprepared and I 

felt that she was just not making the effort.  Then one day she asked to 

see me. It turned out that she and a flatmate in a university flat were 

having to sit up through the night to keep a highly depressed flatmate, 

who nightly expressed suicidal aspirations, company. Consequently 

Davina was not getting her work done for classes, and she was exhausted 

each day. They had drawn attention to the situation with their flatmate 

through various quarters, but action was not taken until several weeks of 

pleading had elapsed. Davina herself experienced stress and depression, 

but it turned out that she was an extremely clever student who set herself 

high standards – and that prompted her own experiences of mental 

stress. 

Unidentified impairments. I’ll mention just two examples. Eddie was a 

mature student, age 28. He put in an essay that appeared to be a very 

sloppy piece of work, full of errors and poor spelling, not least his rendition 

in five different ways of the name of the main character of the exercise. 

This made me look at his essay in more detail and I felt that I could detect 
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a pattern in his writing. When he came to collect it, he said the feedback I 

had annotated was normal for him. I asked if he had considered that he 

might have dyslexia. He was knowingly bemused – it transpired that his 

family had a history of dyslexia. I recommended that he contact the 

disability service and request to be tested – the result was ‘severe 

dyslexia and mild dyspraxia’ and appropriate adjustments were made and 

his results improved significantly. He had gone through his school 

education without this ever being picked up. Felicity was a lively student 

with a thirst for knowledge – then her personality changed and she would 

arrive at classes exhausted and would lay her head on the tutorial table. 

She described highs and lows – including drinking bouts and awakening 

in police custody. I have no training on any of these medical conditions, 

but my guess was bipolar disorder. She came from a wealthy family and 

had had a therapist before she left home, so she doubted this, but she 

agreed to consult the university medical practice. It turned out that she 

was indeed bipolar, so the next stage was to establish treatment so that 

she could manage the condition. While this was going on, she had poor 

end-of-year results and withdrew from university, but to my great pleasure 

she did get the bipolar disorder under control with appropriate medical 

intervention, enrolled at another university, and emerged with a good 

degree just missing a First by one percentage point. We are still in 

contact. 

Conclusion. I could narrate more of these stories, and you probably think 

this is some guy who is getting involved in things beyond his remit and on 

matters for which he does not have the professional training. And you 
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would be right. That is the point – while universities have increasingly 

established services to support students with disabilities, there are many 

whom it does not reach. There are many reasons for this and there are 

many good and compassionate people delivering support services. 

However it is the likes of teaching staff who are potentially the first port of 

call for students who need a little extra support, and it is often teaching 

staff who can be in a situation to identify a student who might courteously 

and diplomatically be offered opportunities to chat in order that, if they 

wish, they can be alerted to the different university support services 

available. Teaching staff need to be given appropriate training and 

education, not just on how to initially handle a range of diverse situations, 

but how to empathise with students, to respect their dignity, independence 

and agency, and how to avoid making assumptions. Students who have a 

hidden disability and wish to keep it that way because of perceived risk of 

stigmatisation present particular challenges as their desire not to declare 

must be respected. 
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