
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland written submission to the Equalities and 

Human Rights Committee - The Scottish Parliament. 

 

The following is the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland’s response to the 

recommendations of the Scottish Parliament Equalities and Human Rights 

Committee’s report on ‘Disabilities and Universities’, published in January 2017. 

 

Introduction 

The Royal Conservatoire would like to emphasise our commitment to supporting 

disabled students and applicants. As Scotland’s national Conservatoire, the 

treatment of all applicants and students as individuals, each with their own unique 

needs and potential, goes to the very heart of what the Royal Conservatoire does 

and stands for.  

We contact everyone who discloses a disability at application to offer support for the 

audition/interview process. 

The Royal Conservatoire has developed the BA Performance degree in BSL/English: 

the only course in Europe that is designed around the learning and teaching needs 

of Deaf performers. 

We have recently introduced a Fair Access Manager, and a Fair Access Committee 

is convened several times a year, which reports to the Academic Board. 

Through the Counsellor and Disability Adviser’s annual report we monitor the 

progress and performance of all disabled students, from induction week to final 

award; this analysis has now been extended to all protected characteristics under 

the Equality Act. 

 

Royal Conservatoire responses 

Responses on each paragraph can be found below: 

Admissions and student support 

Para 45: “As part of our inquiry, numerous issues arose around problems for 

disabled people and BSL users in the university admissions process, as well 

as around the transition from second level education to university and the 

level of support provided to those studying at university.” 

Para 46: “We heard that one of the main challenges for universities is that 

many disabled applicants do not declare a disability at the time of application, 

instead waiting until they have been offered and accepted a place, or perhaps 



even started their course, before informing university authorities that they 

need support.”  

The Royal Conservatoire regularly reviews the information that is provided to 

applicants. We provide full and detailed information about our application processes 

online, including our Guides to Applicants, and at opportunities such as Open Days, 

and we encourage applicants to declare disabilities and support requirements as 

early as possible so we can put support in place. However, we also encounter many 

students who declare a disability after their course has begun, despite offering 

several opportunities to disclose: application, matriculation, induction week etc. 

Disabled applicants are invited to make contact with the Counsellor and Disability 

Adviser prior to applying to discuss any issues of concern and to organise a visit if 

desired. The Counsellor and Disability Adviser contacts all applicants who disclose a 

disability at application and offers the opportunity to request adjustments for the 

audition or interview. Any adjustments are then communicated to the 

audition/interview panel. While we are always open to feedback on our admissions 

procedures, we have found this to be effective in supporting disabled applicants. 

 

Para 48: “Another issue raised with us centred around the applications 

process and the use of the personal statement within university applications. 

As with applicants from less advantaged socio-economic backgrounds, 

several witnesses raised the issue of the difficulty presented to disabled 

applicants who may not be in a position to have undertaken the kind of 

additional academic work, or relevant extra-curricular activity, which would 

allow them to submit a more enhanced personal statement with their 

university application.” 

The Royal Conservatoire recognises the issues identified here around personal 

statements. We try to address these issues by offering applicants from less 

advantaged backgrounds opportunities to gain experience of our courses through 

funded pre-HE provision. Our Transitions programme currently offers this opportunity 

to around 130 young people who live in areas identified as being the within the top 

20% of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD). 

 

Para 49: “In a situation where a decision by a university to offer a place to a 
non-disabled candidate over a disabled candidate, where academically both are 
on a par, and rely on a personal statement to make a decision, the issue how, or 
whether, a university takes the context of such situations into account was a 
recurring theme. This point is also relevant to the evidence we took in terms of 
the feedback individual universities may provide to unsuccessful applicants as 
to why their application was unsuccessful, and whether they can take any 

corrective actions to address the reasons for this.” 



 

At the Royal Conservatoire decisions to award places are based on performance at 

audition/interview. We audition or interview all on-time candidates and apply our 

Contextualised Admissions policy, as described below. 

 

 

Due to the lack of flexibility mentioned above, we do not use UCAS for applications 

for our BA Performance in BSL/English degree programme. Instead we invite 

applicants to apply directly to the Royal Conservatoire, where we can meet their 

needs effectively. 

 

Para 56: “We recommend that all Scottish universities adopt a common 

approach to providing detailed feedback to unsuccessful disabled and BSL 

applicants. Admissions feedback should also be mindful of the de-

motivational (and potentially damaging) impact the detail, tone and delivery of 

feedback may have on the confidence and wellbeing of disabled applicants, 

especially if applicants have already had to overcome major societal barriers 

to reach a point of applying to a university to begin with. Again, this approach 

should be explored in relation to all applicants and be centred on providing 

positive feedback in terms of explaining the reasons for an unsuccessful 

application.” 

Para 59: “Universities are increasingly taking a “contextualised” approach to 

applications from under-represented groups, recognising the wider 

achievement and potential of non-traditional applicants. This approach should 

be extended to disabled people and BSL users applying to study at Scottish 

universities.” 

At the Royal Conservatoire we audition or interview all applicants who apply by the 

deadlines for our courses and feedback is available to every applicant. As well as 

our requirements for academic qualifications at entry, we have a Contextualised 

Admissions policy, which takes into account life experience and other achievements 

that an applicant may have gained. 

In our BA Performance degree in BSL/English, the Royal Conservatoire offers a 

unique degree for Deaf performers. The course is taught through the medium of BSL 

and has been developed with input from theatre, education and deaf professionals. 

Para 52: “Several witnesses raised the issue of difficulties in the UCAS 
application system for universities in terms of its flexibility and adaptability to 

specific needs (such as supporting the communication needs of BSL users)… 



We are proud to be currently recruiting for our second cohort of students for this 

course and to celebrate the graduation of the first cohort next June. 

 

Para 65: “We were disappointed that several of the universities we took 

evidence from admitted they did not yet provide basic information in BSL 

format on their websites….” 

Para 68: “As a minimum, all universities in Scotland should have clearly 

accessible video information about their institutions, academic courses, 

student life and support facilities in BSL on their websites/social media 

platforms etc., by no later than the start of academic year 2019/20.” 

Para 69: “A number of issues around the duty of care, specifically around the 

mental and physical wellbeing of students were raised in evidence…” 

 

 

We have been in close contact with Deaf Action for guidance on developing our local 

BSL plan in order to implement the BSL (Scotland) Act. We acknowledge that we 

have work to do to make our website more accessible to BSL users and we are  

currently planning membership of a group to take this work forward so that it is 

complete by academic year 2019/20. 

We take our duty of care to all our students very seriously and we are reviewing the 

provision of counselling for our Deaf students and introducing counselling through 

BSL, as providing greater confidentiality for students than using an interpreter. 

  

Para 75: “The approach to admissions taken by individual universities must 

take account of the needs of certain disabled applicants to remain within an 

established geographical area because of the nature of their care support 

requirements, thereby limiting the number of universities they may reasonably 

be expected to apply to or attend. Such considerations should be given 

weighting in the admissions process for such disabled students.” 

Para 76: “The provisions we suggest for increased data collection amongst the 

Scottish university sector must specifically include work on identifying and 

understanding any correlations between the stress and anxiety experienced by 

disabled students/students who are BSL users and levels of mental ill-health, 

self-harm or suicide…” 

 

The Royal Conservatoire is a small specialist institution, offering courses that are 

unique in Scotland, therefore considerations of geographical location do not apply. 



We share the Committee’s concern about the stress and anxiety suffered by 

disabled student/BSL users and we would be open to suggestions for increased data 

collection to help with this issue. The Conservatoire Counsellor already monitors 

counselling statistics and presents these, along with any trends and areas of 

concern, in her annual report. The report is presented to the Schools committees, 

who respond, and the responses and the report are discussed at the Royal 

Conservatoire’s Quality and Standards Committee. 

 

Para 95: “As a Committee we were concerned to hear the use of what we 

consider to be outdated, inappropriate and judgemental language and terms in 

relation to the standard administrative procedures of academic institutions. In 

evidence we heard terms such as: ‘tracking of students’, inviting students to 

‘investigatory meetings’ to assess ‘learning agreements’ or reporting to 

‘special circumstances boards’ etc.” 

 

Para 96: “Such language and phrases, whilst maybe thought proper in the 

context for which they were originally created, seems to us to be more akin to 

a judgemental attitude from a bygone era rather than the vernacular of a 

modern progressive academic institution. Universities should, wherever 

possible, seek to eliminate such unhelpful language in favour of more positive, 

inclusive and respectful tone.” 

 

The Royal Conservatoire takes care to use inclusive language for disabled students 

and students form other minority groups. We would always strive to use respectful 

and non-judgemental language – we would welcome any suggestions that the 

Committee may have for preferred language and phrases as alternatives to the ones 

used in the examples above. 

 

Committee’s final observations 

We agree wholeheartedly with the sentiments expressed by the Committee, that 

disabled students should have the same experiences at university, both in studying 

and in the wider aspects of university life. We work hard to improve the opportunities 

we provide so that our students can achieve their full potential. 

 

Suzanne Daly, Academic Registrar 

Jane Balmforth, Counsellor and Disability Adviser  
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