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Evidence for the EHRiC Committee on Disabilities and Universities, 1st 
December 2016  

This document will highlight the key issues and concerns that GUSRC believes 
disabled students face in Higher Education in Scotland.  This evidence is informed 
by issues brought by students to GUSRC through its representative structure and 
advice service.  

Pre-Admission  

• Lack of comprehensive pre-entry advice o There is not enough pre-entry 
advice to allow students to make informed choices about which institution to 
attend. There needs to be more information available from universities 
regarding such things as: accessibility of the campus, what sort of support is 
available (e.g. counselling services, financial support and learning support 
services), what kinds of reasonable adjustments can be made etc.   

o Accessing information about support and beginning to put this in to 
place is often not an option unless a student has an unconditional offer 
which leaves many students unable to plan effectively for starting their 
course or feel confident that they will receive the support they need.  

• Applying to University as an adult returner or following a gap from education 
o Adult returners and those who have taken a break from education who are 
applying to university independently, e.g. those who are not currently at 
college or another university, highlight a lack of support and information 
regarding the application processes and entry requirements. As part of the 
commitment to widening access many universities offer adjusted entry 
requirements to certain demographics of students, including those who have 
been out of education for a while, however this information is not often readily 
available.   

o Demographically a high proportion of adult returners to education are 
also disabled, and many of these students highlight a lack of support 
regarding the transition to university. Those who partake in widening 
access schemes are often shocked at the disparity between the 
support they are offered on their access courses, which is often very 
comprehensive, and the support they receive at university, which many 
students deem to be insufficient. This difference in the level of support 
can lead to a lot of anxiety and often leaves students feeling like they 
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are not capable of making the transition from college/access to 
university and poses a real risk to the retention of these students.   

Post-Admission  

• Applying for DSA (Disabled Students’ Allowance) o Students cannot apply for 
DSA until they are registered with their institution’s disability service, which 
requires an unconditional offer and the acceptance of a place at the 
university. This also causes a huge demand for appointments for needs 
assessments right at the beginning of the semester, meaning further delays 
for the students. These delays mean that students are often waiting for 
assistive software and hardware, and non-medical personal help until mid-
way through their first semester and in some cases much later, even into 
second semester. Students have highlighted that there should be a more 
integrated system between school/college and university, and between the 
different HEIs that would mean these assessments and DSA claims could be 
processed earlier.  

• Lack of sector standard on “reasonable adjustments” o Disabled students 
attending different HEIs in Scotland have no real way of comparing the 
support that is available at different institutions. Students have highlighted that 
they feel there is a sense of secrecy regarding the support that is available, 
and often discover late in their studies that they could have been entitled to 
additional support that was not offered to them by their disability advisor or 
student support service. One way to tackle this would be to have a sector 
standard on the more common reasonable adjustments e.g. assignment and 
exam provision, access to non-medical personal help through DSA, assistive 
software and hardware etc. and for this information to be made easy to find 
for prospective students. This would ensure that students at the different HEIs 
in Scotland are given equal opportunities to thrive at university.   

• Inaccessible teaching and study space o This is an issue at many of the older 
universities in Scotland as many of the buildings listed. Students often 
highlight that they would like more consideration in regards to information 
about the accessibility of university campuses, both pre- and postadmission. 
The time needed to travel between classes, particularly on larger campuses, 
has also been highlighted by students as a major accessibility issue.  

• Reasonable adjustments for short and non-written assessments o As 
universities are beginning to move away from the traditional assessment 
methods many disabled students are finding that there are no consistent 
reasonable adjustments being made for these new assessment methods e.g. 
for presentations, group-work, placements, or exams which last less than an 
hour. This may be institution specific to Glasgow, however it would be useful 
for there to be a sector standard to ensure that students are being treated 
equally across the HEIs.   
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• Mental health support and counselling provision o This is the biggest concern 
that is brought to the SRC. Mental health support is vital for many disabled 
students, and is often the key to retaining these students and enabling them 
to achieve their best at university. However at many universities the waiting 
times for counselling services are extremely high and there are simply not 
enough resources to meet the demand. GPs are often reluctant to refer 
students to NHS funded services as they feel it is the responsibility of the 
universities to provide support to students, and in addition in many cases the 
NHS waiting times can be even longer. This means that many disabled 
students are left with long waiting times and very little access to support. For 
students with long-term mental health conditions a change to the SAAS DSA 
non-medical personal help that would allow for ongoing mental health support 
would help to alleviate the strain on counselling services at HEIs and would 
provide much more robust support for students. At the  

moment some students do receive some support from DSA in regards 
to mental health through a “mentor” or “study support”, however this is 
inconsistent across institutions, and students have reported that it is 
even inconsistent within individual HEIs. Allowing students whose 
mental health impacts on their studies to access ongoing mental health 
study support through DSA would make a huge difference for many 
disabled students. It is also important to note that many students cite 
lack of support from their institutions in regards to the other areas 
highlighted in this document as a contributing factor to poor mental 
health whilst at university.  

• More flexibility in attendance and mode of study o This issue is raised often by 
students in regards to suspending their studies or changing from full-time to 
part-time study, and is a major factor in the retention of disabled students. 
Students feel that there is a lack of flexibility in being able to halt or suspend 
their studies if they become unwell. Universities often allow students to take 
whole years out of their course, but the difficulty arises when students 
become unwell during the academic year as they often cannot carry over the 
credits they have achieved and instead have to repeat the whole year. There 
is also a lot of difficulty in switching from full-time to part-time, particularly on 
the more vocational or industry accredited courses. This means that students 
often feel that their only option is to drop-out.   

o Another related issue is the maximum period of study, which at Glasgow 
is six years for a full-time degree. This means that if a student 
becomes unwell during their studies, or their disability means they 
have to take time out, there is a time pressure to return to university or 
they may forfeit their degree. This causes a lot of anxiety for students 
and means that they often have to choose between their health and 
their studies.  
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• Lack of understanding from staff o A major issue that is brought to the SRC is 
that many students do not feel that universities understand the difficulties 
faced by disabled students. Students often feel that staff fail to recognise that 
reasonable adjustments are made to allow them to participate on an equal 
level with their peers, rather than to give them an advantage. This lack of 
understanding and empathy can leave students feeling that they are unable to 
ask for support from their lecturers and tutors. More awareness is therefore a 
key issue, which may be tackled through the Commission on Widening 
Access, however better staff training across the HEIs on the barriers faced by 
disabled students is essential in addressing this issue.   

• Financial Support for part-time study o Currently there is very little financial 
support for students studying their degree parttime, which poses major access 
problems for disabled students. Other than the SAAS part-time fee grant there 
are no loans or grants for living costs. Part-time study offers more flexibility for 
disabled students, as well as for other demographics of students who fall 
under the scope of widening access, however it is not often a viable choice for 
these students as they cannot afford to attend without living cost support. 
Part-time work is not an option for many disabled students and with disability 
benefits becoming even harder to access a review of the financial support  

available to disabled students studying part-time would be extremely 
welcome and would help to make access to university more realistic for 
a lot of disabled students.   

• Lack of engagement with wider student life o For some disabled students 
overcoming the barriers to attending university mean that there is often little time for 
the social side of university, which has been highlighted as a key factor in retention of 
students at university. The importance of a strong social and peer support network at 
university cannot be underestimated, and disabled students who drop-out often cite a 
feeling of isolation as a key cause. At the SRC we have tried to tackle this by creating 
a disabled students’ network (DSN) which is an online forum that allows students to 
discuss life at university and provide peer support and we also have regular events 
for disabled students to meet and socialise. This year during our freshers’ week we 
created a specific freshers’ helper team dedicated to increasing engagement with a 
wider proportion of the student body which involved targeted events for the 
demographics of students who are least likely to engage with the social side of 
university e.g. disabled students, mature students, carers etc. and we saw a huge 
increase in the attendance at such events. One of the key issues is keeping this 
engagement high throughout a students’ studies, and a sharing of best practice 
amongst student bodies from all of the HEIs in Scotland could help to tackle this 
issue. This lack of integration is a huge obstacle and needs to be seriously 
considered by the Scottish Government and HEIs as an issue which intersects with 
the other barriers faced by disabled students.   
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