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Submission from The National Deaf Children’s Society 
 
Widening access to Scottish universities for disabled people and  
British Sign Language users  
Response to the Equalities and Human Rights Committee  
November 2016  
  

The National Deaf Children’s Society (NDCS) welcomes the committee’s inquiry into the 
experiences of disabled people in Scottish universities. In its call for evidence we 
welcome the committee’s specific reference to British Sign Language users. We would 
like to take the opportunity to respond from our perspective as an organisation which 
supports deaf children, young people and their families up until the age of 25 years. 
Please note in the comments below we use the term deaf to refer to all levels and types 
of deafness from mild to profound.     
  

1. About the National Deaf Children’s Society  
  

1.1. The National Deaf Children’s Society is the leading charity dedicated to 
creating a world without barriers for deaf children and young people. 
We want to work with Government, local authorities, health bodies as 
well as our third sector partners to ensure they can effectively support 
deaf children and their families.   

  
1.2. In Scotland we offer a range of services to help ensure deaf children 

get the support they need. These services include a national child and 
family support service, a Freephone Helpline, a range of events for 
parents and young people, access to a technology loan service and 
support from nine local deaf children societies across Scotland.   

  
2. Context  

  
- There are as many as 3850 deaf children in Scotland;   
- 90% of deaf children have hearing parents with no previous knowledge of 

deafness;   
- Deafness is not a learning disability, but deaf learners consistently do worse than 

their hearing peers at school;   
- Deaf children have poorer life chances: fewer go on to university and deaf adults 

experience higher than average unemployment;  
- Teachers of the Deaf are a lifeline for many deaf children but these services are 

being squeezed and half are due to retire within the next 10 to 15 years.  
- The early years a critical time for deaf children to develop the language and 

communication skills they need for life. In our recent report, Getting It Right From 
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the Start, we recommend that a set of Scottish Government endorsed guidance 
is established to inform service provision for deaf children in the early years.   

  
3. Attainment  

3.1. Deafness is not a learning disability and with the right support, there is 
no reason why deaf young people should be achieving any less than 
their hearing peers. However Scottish Government data shows that 
there is a wide attainment gap for hearing impaired school leavers, and 
the attainment of this group is among the lowest of all pupils in 
Scotland. This was explored last year by the Education and Culture 
Committee during their Inquiry into the attainment of pupils with a 
sensory impairment.   

  
3.2. The latest Scottish Government data shows that last year 11.8% of 

deaf learners left school with no qualifications (compared with 2.6% of 
all pupils) and 38.7% obtained Highers or Advanced Highers 
(compared with 59.3% of all pupils). This gap in achievement at school 
goes on to affect deaf young people’s life chances, with 24.7% going 
onto university compared with 41.3% of those with no additional 
support needs.   

3.3. Research commissioned by NDCS,1 has also illustrated the “double 
disadvantage” that deaf learners experience when coming from 
socioeconomically deprived backgrounds. This included having less 
information about post-school options and less parental advocacy.   

  
3.4. The Achievement and Opportunities for deaf students project,2 also 

established that the effects of poverty have a profound impact on deaf 
children’s achievement. The research identified that some education 
services have in place helpful schemes to support families living in 
poverty however this is not standard.   

  
3.5. Poor emotional health and wellbeing of disabled young people, if 

unaddressed, may also undermine attainment and positive 
destinations. NHS figures suggest 40% of deaf children experience 
mental health difficulties compared to 25% of hearing children. 2 
Communication difficulties, language development delay and social 
isolation may be some of the contributing factors to this higher 
prevalence.   

                                             
1
 Fordyce et al 2013  

http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/education/creid/Reports/30iii_NDCS_PostSchTransit_FinalRpt.pdf 2 O’Neill 
et al 2014 See chapter 4 
http://www.blendedlearning.me/DASS/site/reports/EDU%2037468%20%20Nuffield%20Report%20MAST
ER%20v3.pdf  
2
 NHS (2005) Mental Health and Deafness: Towards Equity and Deafness. Department of Health  



EHRiC Draft Budget 2017-18 

3 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

4. Deaf young people’s access to Scottish 
universities  

  
4.1.  Deaf school leavers access to Higher Education (HE) as initial destination 

(Scottish Government data)  

numbers entering HE   
  Deaf  No ASN  
  pupils  pupils  All pupils  
2009/2010  
2010/11  
2011/12  
2012/13  
2013/14  
2014/15  

  
  

The data shows there continues to be a significant gap in access to university 
for deaf school leavers compared with their hearing peers. NDCS has 
concerns regarding the drop in total numbers of deaf young people entering 
higher education (HE) by -2.6% from 2013/14 to 2014/15. This is a much 
sharper dip in access than the one experienced by the population as a whole.   
  

4.2. While the scope of this Review is around access to HE, the wider context of 
access to further education (FE) is important. For deaf young people FE is the 
most popular destination, with 40% going into FE compared to 24.7% going 
into HE3. There needs to be more exploration into the experiences of deaf 
students at college however with the evidence that exists the picture seems to 
be one of better initial access to FE but poorer outcomes, while in HE we 
seem to see poorer initial access but better outcomes.   

  
4.3. Despite high initial numbers entering FE, Scottish Government data illustrates 

there is a 12% drop between initial and follow up destinations for deaf 
students. In addition, research has found support for deaf students across 

                                             
3

 Scottish Government, Scottish Government, Attainment and School Leavers Destinations, Supplementary Data  

11.1 37.3 35.7 

17.4 38.2 35.8 

24 40.4 36.8 

20.1 40.3 36 

24.7 43.9 39 

22.1 43.6 38.2 
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Scotland is inconsistent, with some colleges having good support in place and 
others not providing adequate support. In some instances students have 
complained about insufficient numbers of Electronic Notetakers and 
Communication Support Workers4.  There is also a need to improve the 
numbers of deaf students articulating from FE into HE and  ensure more 
Scottish universities welcome access at HND level5.   
  

4.4. From university however, research has shown that deaf young people have 
good graduate outcomes once they finish a degree, at a similar level to the 
general population6. Deaf school leavers entering HE in 2014/15 have also 
illustrated more sustained positive destinations, with an increase of 2.6% 
between initial and follow up destinations. However, the research also 
suggests that it is a more socio-economically privileged group of deaf young 
people who enter HE and this could play an important role in their positive 
outcomes. More work is required to improve access to HE for deaf school 
leavers. As discussed later in the response we would propose more access 
courses and summer schools to prepare deaf students.  

  
5. Barriers to access  

  
Transition experiences   

5.1. The Edinburgh University research shows that deaf young people currently do 
not regularly receive transitional planning to prepare them for moving on from 
school, undermining access to HE. This is despite the statutory requirement in 
the Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 Code of 
Practice for education authorities to provide this. As a result deaf young 
people are less likely to receive accessible support about their options and 
rights and more likely to experience delays in support being put in place at 
their chosen University.    

5.2. The research also showed that the knowledge and advocacy skills of deaf 
young people’s parents/carers are crucial to supporting access and retention 
in HE settings. It showed that where deaf young people came from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds, their parents/carers were less likely to have 
these skills, and this affected a young person’s experience of additional 
support at school, transitional planning, and getting the right support in place 
at their chosen post-school destination.   

                                             
4
 Fordyce et al 2013 

http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/education/creid/Reports/30iii_NDCS_PostSchTransit_FinalRpt.pdf  
5
 O’Neill et al 2014,http://www.blendedlearning.me/DASS/site/reports/EDU%2037468%20- 

%20Nuffield%20Report%20MASTER%20v3.pdf  
  
6
 Fordyce et al 2013  

http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/education/creid/Reports/30iii_NDCS_PostSchTransit_FinalRpt.pdf  
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Support for deaf students   

5.3. Ensuring full linguistic access is critical for all deaf students at university, to 
ensure they have an equal chance to succeed. The types of support required 
to achieve linguistic access will vary according to whether a deaf students’ 
preferred language is a spoken one such as English, British Sign Language or 
a combination of these. The supports could include deaf awareness training 
for staff, Electronic Notetaking, good quality acoustics and/or amplification 
through technology, lipspeakers and fully qualified interpreters.   
In 2005 a report for the Scottish Funding Council,7 concluded that “a specific 
model of linguistic access provision for deaf students should be implemented 
across Scottish higher education institutions, including support for 
“communities of deaf students” developing within higher education institutions 
– in order to guarantee full equality of opportunity and successful participation 
for deaf HE students.”   
  

5.4. In promoting access and achievement for disabled students, Scottish 
universities should consider offering more access courses and summer 
programmes to prepare deaf students for university. This targeted support 
could help students focus on core numeracy and literacy skills, which given 
the attainment gap that exists for deaf learners, many have not had the 
chance to develop to their full potential. Ongoing support for students to 
address literacy and numeracy skills may also support linguistic access and 
be very helpful for some deaf students.   
  

5.5. Providing support to deaf students in university is challenging given the national 
shortage of qualified interpreters, qualified Electronic Notetakers, lipreading 
tutors, Communication Support Workers and other specialist professionals. 
We recommend that further investment into this crucial workforce is required 
to support disabled students’ access to Scottish universities.   
  

5.6. For students who have British Sign Language (BSL) as their preferred language, 
high quality communication support is essential yet not always available 
within Scotland’s universities. Best practice in supporting these students 
include providing qualified interpreters with a Level 6 BSL qualification 
accompanied by notetakers in lectures and tutorials. If a student requires 
more flexible support a Communication Support Worker may be required, 
however there can be issues with skills and shortages within this workforce. 
Permitting students to submit assignments in BSL format, which are 

                                             
7
 Grimes, Thoutenhoofd and Brennan, 2005  

http://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/resources/deaf/deafstuds/intro.html  
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translated by a qualified interpreter can also assist students who use BSL as 
their main language to overcome literacy barriers within HE.   

  
Disabled Students Allowance   
  

5.7. Financially, deaf students in HE are entitled to Disabled Students’ Allowance 
(DSA), a non-means tested allowance which can be used to meet extra costs 
arising from a disability. DSA can be used to pay for specialist equipment and 
support workers (such as interpreters, notetakers and readers and 
proofreaders). While there are some challenges with the current application 
process, NDCS believes this is a very positive benefit, particularly as funds 
are linked to specific disabled students. This means that DSA is effectively 
ring-fenced as it only arrives alongside a student with assessed needs.   

5.8. Research from the University of Edinburgh illustrates a clear benefit to students 
who received DSA. Students in the study reported being generally satisfied 
with the support they received. The study showed that disabled students who 
did not have the DSA had higher non-continuation rates than disabled 
students in receipt of DSA and their non-disabled peers. 8  The evidence 
obtained from the research suggests that DSA acts as a protective factor 
against the drop-out of deaf learners in higher education. Despite this, data 
shows that only one third of deaf students in the UK claim DSA.10 When we 
consider that these students have self-declared themselves to have at least a 
‘serious hearing impairment’, this may suggest a lack of awareness about 
DSA.  

                                             
8
 Fordyce et al 2013  

http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/education/creid/Reports/30iii_NDCS_PostSchTransit_FinalRpt.pdf 10 
2012/13-2014/15 HESA Student Record, the numbers of students who had disability 'Deaf or a serious 
hearing impairment' by Disabled Students' Allowance (DSA) were:   

 Academic year     

Disabled Student 
Allowance  2014/15  2013/14  2012/13 

In receipt of Disabled 
Students' Allowance  1735  1810  1795 

Not in receipt of  

Disabled Students'  

Allowance  3315  3355  3500 

Unknown  370  390  395

Total    5420   5555 5695

  



EHRiC Draft Budget 2017-18 

7 

  
5.9. The DSA application and administration process can present some challenges 

to deaf students. NDCS has received reports of poor DSA assessments which 
can mean that the appropriate support is not provided.  
For example, radio aids that are not compatible with a student’s hearing aids 
or a Communication Support Worker being booked for the assessment 
instead of a qualified interpreter.   

  
5.10. An NUS/LEAD survey in 2013 has also highlighted issues around lengthy 

application timescales, challenging logistics (such as sending away receipts) 
and the need for improved information about the DSA. NDCS is particularly 
concerned around the consistency of support offered by Disability Offices at 
different higher institutions. For example, the University of Edinburgh study 
showed that:-  
• some students were contacted by Disability Advisors as soon as they 

were made an offer whilst others had their first meetings just before 
lectures started;  

• students from some universities were given communication support and 
equipment before they received the DSA, while others had to wait for the 
DSA funding to come in before they could have notetakers or laptops;  

• there was also variation in the continuity of support. Some participants 
reported that they had review meetings with the Disability Office every 
year. Others were expected to take responsibility for organising their 
support after the first year.   

  
6. Recommendations for improvement  

6.1. In light of the new duties around the British Sign Language (Scotland) 
Act 2015, we hope to see a fresh impetus on improvements in terms of 
widening access to further and higher education for deaf young people.   

  
6.2. We recommend improved data collection to enhance understanding of 

where specific local interventions are required in post-16 support for 
deaf learners.  

This was highlighted in the previous Education Committee’s Inquiry into the 
attainment of pupils with a sensory impairment, with a commitment from the 
Minister to address these gaps. The Skills Development Data Hub does not 
currently collect data on hearing impaired school leavers, thus it is not 
possible to track these outcomes beyond six months from the point of leaving 
school. We recommend this is addressed within SDS data collection.  

  
6.3. There is currently no qualifications or regulatory framework around the 

use of Communication Support Workers or interpreters in education 
settings. This means there is inconsistent provision and disparity in the 
quality of support provided to students. A review of the qualification 
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and skills base held by those professionals (in colleges and 
universities) would be helpful to inform the development of a 
qualifications framework for this vital workforce. This work could inform 
other gaps in regulation of interpreters, including across employment 
and health.  

   
6.4. Improved transition support for deaf learners moving on from school is 

vital to improving post-school destinations for this group. Education 
authorities must ensure that national policy aspirations are being 
implemented on the ground around formal planning, which should start 
at least 12 months before a young person is due to leave school, or 
earlier. A stronger role for Education Scotland in inspecting and 
monitoring implementation of transitional support and outcomes would 
be beneficial. This planning could include improved awareness about 
DSA for professionals and young people.  

  
6.5. Increased peer support initiatives within universities would be very 

useful for deaf students. In a new university environment deaf young 
people are less likely to pick up on information that could be very 
helpful to them such knowing about student services, location of 
buildings, social events etc. they are also more likely to experience 
social isolation and as previously mentioned, mental ill health. Peer 
support and mentoring could help create more inclusive settings for 
deaf students, improving their confidence, wellbeing and retention.    

  
6.6. We are committed to working collaboratively with all national and local 

partners to improve the life chances of deaf young people. We are 
keen to work in partnership with local authorities to help develop their 
transition offer for deaf young people by focusing on the use of our 
Template for Success document, emotional health and wellbeing 
“Healthy Minds” training and developing local transition forums for 
professionals supporting deaf young people in their area.   

  
  
  
  
For more information contact:  
Katie Rafferty, Policy and Campaigns Manager  
Katie.rafferty@ndcs.org.uk  
0131 354 7850  
  
  


