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1 .  E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
Disabled students represent a signifcant proportion 
of the higher education (HE) population. In 2023 
the number of accepted UK applicants who had 
disclosed a disability increased by approximately 
34% compared to 2022.1 Disaggregated by level of 
study, approximately 14% of research postgraduates 
and 10% of taught postgraduate UK students 
disclosed a disability (Advance HE, 2023). Efective 
support to enable disability inclusion is therefore 
more vital than ever. 

The report What works to reduce equality gaps 
for disabled students published by the Centre for 
Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in Higher 
Education (TASO) in 2023 summarises the evidence 
on the efectiveness of interventions to address 
inequalities in HE experienced by disabled students 
in the UK. The report found that, despite the legal 
requirements and funding, there is little research on 
what support is efective and no clear overview of 
what reasonable adjustments are currently in place. 

To address this gap TASO commissioned Advance HE 
to map the kinds of support available in two key areas: 
transition support and reasonable adjustments. 

The research adopted a multi-pronged mixed-
methods approach, including: 

• A desk-based review of English higher education
providers’ (HEPs) current provision, as
communicated publicly on their websites.

• A survey open to all HEP staf with a responsibility
for designing and implementing transition support
and/or reasonable adjustments.

• Focus groups with disabled students across
diferent levels of study, to investigate their
perceptions and experiences of transition support
and reasonable adjustments.

• A combination of focus groups and interviews with
HEP staf identifed from the survey, exploring
any novel or interesting approaches to transition
support and reasonable adjustments.

The fndings build on TASO’s previous report by 
examining the experiences of a broad range of 
disabled students and HEP staf to identify successes 
and challenges in the implementation of transition 
support and reasonable adjustments. In particular, 
the research highlights the frequency with which 
current approaches are applied, including the 
evaluation methods most commonly used to 
monitor their efectiveness. 

Transition support: key themes 
• Only 12% of disabled students currently

registered with disability services have attended
transition support programmes at their HEP:
This relatively low reach could be associated with
various factors, namely, lack of early engagement
with prospective disabled students, a lack of
robust evaluation and monitoring data that would
paint a more accurate picture of attendance, as
well as limited resources to deliver widespread
programmes.

• Transition support by type of disability: Targeted
transition support for autistic students was one of
the most prevalent approaches ofered by HEPs.
Open days, campus visits, early induction online
information and advice sessions were other frequent 
approaches available to all disabled students.

• Early familiarisation with higher education is a
key objective of transition support: Transition
support programmes that take place in spring/
summer are benefcial to prospective disabled
students as they enable students to familiarise
themselves with the campus and receive one-
to-one support at a quieter time, without being
surrounded by the entire student body.

• The importance of early engagement with
disabled students: Transition support
programmes, particularly those that take place
over the spring/summer ahead of the academic
term, rely on early engagement with prospective
disabled students to ensure they can attend.
Encouraging the early disclosure of disabilities is
crucial, especially among students from under-
represented backgrounds or at difering levels of
study. External initiatives can play a role here, such
as greater collaboration with schools, parents and 
supporters, as well as the provision of clear and
accessible information on HEP webpages.

1 See: UCAS Undergraduate end of cycle data resources 2023 | Undergraduate | UCAS 
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• Timing of transition support during induction
week: Disabled students shared the difculties
they encountered in engaging in transition support
programmes during all-student induction weeks,
due to the volume of activities they were required
to attend. This experience can be overwhelming
when they frst arrive at university and the timing of 
these programmes should, therefore, be carefully
considered.
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• The provision of information, advice and
guidance as a key component of transition
support: Disabled students entering higher
education, whether at an undergraduate or
postgraduate level, are often unaware of the
support available to them or how to access it.
The provision of information, advice and guidance
signposting appropriate support should be
considered a vital component of transition support.

• Implementation of transition support can be
resource-intensive: Transition support for disabled
students requires collaboration across the provider,
including the Students’ Union and widening
participation team if it is to deliver efective
and well-resourced approaches. Increased
collaboration with schools, parents and supporters
would also help to bridge the gap between school
and higher education, highlighting the diferences
in terminology and sources of available funding.
There is evidence to suggest that small and/or
specialist providers, that is, providers with fewer
than 10,000 students, may be better equipped
to provide resource-intensive transition support
approaches, such as campus buddy schemes.

• Transition support as a meaningful, longer-
term approach to supporting disabled students
throughout higher education: Transition support is
often delivered as a standalone one-of programme
or event, despite disabled students’ requests for
support to continue into the academic year. Where
the sector can navigate and overcome resourcing
issues, transition support that extends into the
academic year and is relevant to other parts of
the student journey will help to build a sense of
community.

• Evidence of the efectiveness of transition support
is slowly emerging, but evaluation approaches
are in their infancy: While the TASO ‘What works’
report (TASO, 2023) highlights a need for more –
and more robust – evaluation of interventions to
address inequalities facing disabled students in
higher education (HE), the evaluation of transition
support is currently not widespread. Initial reports
from individual HEPs suggest that transition

support has contributed to an increase in disabled 
students seeking formal support and remaining 
on their courses, but this needs further and more 
rigorous evaluation, including exploring outcomes 
for individual groups and formally identifying 
causal impact. 

Reasonable adjustments: key themes 
• An average of 81% of students currently

registered with disability services receive
reasonable adjustments: A wide range of
reasonable adjustments is available to disabled
students, as advertised on HEP webpages. These
generally fall into the categories of teaching and
learning, assessment and physical access, as
well as specialised or more complex adjustments
which are likely to be agreed on an individual basis
depending on the student’s requirements.

• While HEPs are meeting their legal responsibility
to provide reasonable adjustments under the
Equality Act 2010, profound challenges remain in
accessing these: While reasonable adjustments
provided as standard are often quicker to
implement, disabled students report signifcant
challenges related to receiving timely reasonable
adjustments. Sometimes, reasonable adjustments
are not implemented for up to a year after a
student commences their studies. This can be due
to a fragmented approach across the provider, as
well as outdated information-sharing systems,
requiring disabled students to repeatedly share
their information.

• The role of individual members of staf as a single
point of contact was cited by disabled students
as progressing their support: Disabled students
commend the proactive part played by individual
HEP staf members, including disability services
staf and academics, in ensuring that reasonable
adjustments are in place. However, this is not
consistent across the provider.

• Inclusive practice is the eventual aim of most
HEPs, ensuring that resources in disability
services are mostly protected for the
implementation of specialist or more complex
reasonable adjustments at an individual level:
Interest in embedding Universal Design for
Learning is increasing but uptake is slow overall.
Many HEP staf believe that a more joined-up
approach across the provider, and a roll-out of
training, would accelerate this process. Inclusive
learning practices would also help progress HEPs’
anticipatory duty, enabling disabled students
(including those without a diagnosis or waiting for
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an assessment) to participate fully in their course 
of study without facing barriers. This approach 
needs thorough evaluation as part of any roll-out. 

• There are gaps in support, both funded and
provided as standard, for individual groups of
disabled students, such as international students
or students with unseen disabilities: Disabled
students are required to navigate a variety of
funding streams to access reasonable adjustments
and often face shortfalls. While some HEPs have
devised ways to bring funding in-house, they are
the minority.

• Similar to the evaluation of transition support,
approaches to the evaluation of reasonable
adjustments are often ad-hoc or informal:
Few HEPs disaggregate monitoring data on
reasonable adjustments; thus, there is overall
little understanding of their impact on inclusion
for individual groups. HEP staf also fnd it difcult
to isolate the impact of reasonable adjustments
on student outcomes. Support via evaluation
frameworks and Theories of Change would,
therefore, be benefcial.
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2 .  I N T R O D U C T I O N  
TASO commissioned Advance HE to map the kinds of 
transition support and reasonable adjustments used 
in the HE sector for disabled students and to develop 
an understanding of the existing evidence that HEPs 
hold on the efectiveness of this support. This work 
builds on previous research, What works to reduce 
equality gaps for disabled students (TASO, 2023), 
which summarises the evidence on the efectiveness 
of a range of interventions to address inequalities in 
HE for disabled students in the UK. 

Part of the report focussed on transition support 
and reasonable adjustments. Despite the legal 
responsibilities imposed by the Equality Act 2010 and 
the funding available from, for example, the Disabled 
Student Premium, the fndings showed little evidence 
on which forms of transition support and reasonable 
adjustments are commonly used in English HEPs and 
whether they have the intended impact on disabled 
students’ outcomes and experiences. 

The purpose of this research was, therefore, to 
undertake a sector engagement exercise to investigate 
how widely and efectively transition support and 
reasonable adjustments are currently used for 
disabled students in English HE, enabling us to better 
understand: 

• How and at what stage in the student journey 
transition support is provided? 

• Which reasonable adjustments are most common? 

• How many students beneft from transition support 
and reasonable adjustments? 

• How this support is most efectively delivered, 
including the successes and challenges in 
diferent contexts. 

• How far disabled students feel that this support 
enables their equal participation and inclusion 
in HE? 

The fndings are intended to inform TASO’s future 
work, including the development of a blueprint for a 
model of evidence-based transition support ofering 
scalability and adaptability across the HE sector, to 
provide more consistent support for disabled students. 

Crucially, this research engaged both HEP staf and 
disabled students in multiple ways to gain insight into 
their perceptions of designing, delivering and benefting 
from transition support and reasonable adjustments. 

2 .  M E T H O D O L O G Y  

Overview 
The research adopted a multi-method approach to 
map the kinds of transition support and reasonable 
adjustments used across the HE sector in England. 
This included: 

• A desk-based review of English HEPs’ current 
provision, as communicated publicly on their 
websites. 

• A survey of HEP staf who have responsibility for 
designing and implementing transition support 
and/or reasonable adjustments. 

• Focus groups with disabled students, investigating 
their perceptions and experiences of transition 
support and reasonable adjustments. 

• A combination of focus groups and interviews with 
staf identifed from the survey, exploring novel or 
interesting approaches to transition support and 
reasonable adjustments. 

Ethical approval for this methodology, as well as the 
processes and procedures in place to protect the 
confdentiality and anonymity of the data collected, 
was obtained from Advance HE’s internal ethics 
review committee prior to the research commencing. 

Desk-based review of current provision 
The desk-based review involved a search of the 
current provision ofered by 88 English HEPs. While 
the review could not be exhaustive (Universities UK 
states that 285 UK HEPs returned data to the Higher 
Education Statistics Agency (HESA) in 2021–22),2 

we aimed to include HEPs across a spread of English 
s3geographical regions. We then used UCAS’ 

universities and colleges search and metadata from 
HESA (including provider afliations)4 to target a 
randomised mix of the following groups: 

• Russell Group universities 

• Post-1992 universities 

• Small and specialist providers 

• Further education (FE) providers. 

2 See: https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/higher-education-numbers 
3 See: https://www.ucas.com/explore/search/providers?query= 
4 See: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/support/providers/provider-afliations 
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The review looked specifcally at disability services 
webpages, as well as any publicly available 
policies relating to transition support or reasonable 
adjustments. A summary of the disability support 
identifed was then transcribed into an Excel 
document designed to detect emerging themes, 
and used to inform the content of the staf survey. 
A more detailed description of the desk-based 
review sample is included in Appendix A. 
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Survey of HEP staff 
The survey was designed to capture responses from 
HEP staf who have a responsibility for designing 
and implementing transition support and reasonable 
adjustments for disabled students. Most questions 
were derived from the desk-based review and 
intended to capture a more accurate picture of the 
frequency of the identifed approaches across a range 
of providers. The survey took approximately 15–20 
minutes to complete and included questions on the 
following topics: 

• Common approaches to transition support and
their uptake

• Common approaches to reasonable adjustments
and their uptake

• Evidence for the efectiveness of transition
support and reasonable adjustments.

Respondents were initially recruited via disability 
services’ email addresses found in the desk-based 
review, with the intention of adopting a snowball 
sampling strategy in which disability services staf 
would be asked to identify an appropriate member 
of staf to complete the survey. 

Social media was used to further communicate and 
promote the survey, and Advance HE approached its 
existing networks and individual contacts to boost 
responses. Therefore, the survey ultimately drew on 
a convenience sample, based on the HEPs which had 
the capacity to respond; in many cases, staf within 
an HEP worked together to submit a combined 
response. The proportion of HEPs that responded 
across diferent afliations and mission groups 
refected the spread in the desk-based review. 

The survey was live for 25 days and yielded a fnal 
sample of 37 responses representing 32 unique 
HEPs. A detailed description of the sample is 
presented in Appendix A. 

Focus groups with disabled students 
While we expected the survey results to be 
enlightening concerning the frequency of transition 
support and reasonable adjustments, we also 
conducted a series of semi-structured focus groups 
with disabled students to shed light on their lived 
experiences and perceptions of receiving such 
support. Specifcally, the focus groups explored: 

• The transition support and reasonable
adjustments used by disabled students and at what 
point in their HE journey these had been ofered.

• Perceptions and experiences of receiving
transition support or reasonable adjustments
and their efectiveness.

• Which transition support and reasonable
adjustments are seen to be working well, what
short- or longer-term impact they are having
and where there is room for improvement.

Focus group participants were recruited via the 
disabled student panels supplied by Savanta.5 The 
use of a panel ensured that participants were already 
briefed on the possibility of participating in research. 
To ensure diversity within the groups, participants 
were asked to complete a short eligibility survey to 
enable us to bring together a representative sample 
according to the following criteria: 

• Whether students shared their disability
pre-entry or became aware of it post-entry

• Level of study

• Impairment type

• Ethnicity

• Gender

A total of 26 students were recruited to take part 
in three focus groups which were 45–60 minutes 
long and recorded on Microsoft Teams for accuracy. 
Each session began with a briefng on the research 
and a reminder of our data protection and storage 
policies and participants’ right to withdraw. The 
participants were compensated with a £40 voucher 
for their time. A detailed description of the sample 
is presented in Appendix A. 

5 Savanta is a data, market research and advisory company. The YouthSight panel, now part of Savanta, is a panel of 150,000 
13–30 year olds. 
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Interviews and focus groups with 
HEP staff 
The fnal phase of the research used a purposive 
sampling strategy to follow up with any HEP providers 
who had detailed a novel approach to either transition 
support or reasonable adjustments in the desk-
based review or the HEP staf survey. Specifcally, 
the focus group format was used to bring together a 
range of HEPs who were designing and implementing 
transition support and/or reasonable adjustments in 
a similar way. This included: 

• One focus group on novel transition support
approaches, focussing on successes, challenges
and evaluation approaches.

• One focus group on novel support approaches
in small and/or specialist HEPs focussing on
successes, challenges and evaluation approaches. 

In addition to the focus groups, six in-depth 
interviews were conducted with HEP staf members. 
Both interviews and focus groups were 45–60 
minutes in length and recorded on Microsoft Teams 
for accuracy of transcription. Each session began 
with a briefng on the research and a reminder 
of our data protection and storage policies and 
the participants’ right to withdraw. In total, 16 
participants took part in this phase of the research, 
representing 11 unique HEPs. There was a slightly 
higher proportion of small and/or specialist HEPs 
in this phase, due to the inclusion of a focus group 
focussed on their experiences of delivering support. 
A detailed description of the sample is presented in 
Appendix A. 
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The practice of research related to protected 
characteristics such as disability is not always 
value-neutral and, as with other organisations, 
Advance HE’s work in this area will invite a degree 
of subjectivity and bias. Advance HE encourages its 
researchers to refect on the potential biases they 
may bring to projects and to put measures in place, for 
example, a standardised discussion guide, to ensure 
they do not impact upon the topic under investigation. 

We also recognise that our research cannot represent 
the perceptions and experiences of all HEP staf and 
disabled students across the sector. In certain phases 
of the research, such as the HEP staf survey, we had 
intended to use a snowball sampling strategy to boost 
responses but the outcome more closely represented 
a convenience sample, based on existing networks 
and contacts and the capacity of individual HEPs to 
complete the survey. It is therefore important to note 
that the central themes identifed in the survey are 
based on a relatively small sample. 

4 .  A N A LY T I C A L
A P P R O A C H

Qualitative data analysis 
Recordings of the in-depth interviews and focus 
groups with HEP staf and disabled students were 
professionally transcribed for qualitative analysis, 
and any information that might identify the individual 
or organisation was removed. Together with the 
open-ended responses from the staf survey, the 
qualitative data was analysed using an inductive 
thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019). 

Inductive thematic analysis is widely used and 
involves identifying patterns and themes that emerge 
from the data without any prior expectation of its 
contents, rather than starting with a preconceived 
theoretical framework. This approach is particularly 
useful for exploratory research questions. The 
process of inductive thematic analysis involves the 
following steps: 

1. Data familiarisation: read and become familiar
with the data.

2. Coding: generate codes into potential themes,
identifying interesting features, patterns or ideas
in the data.

3. Reviewing and refning themes: examine the
themes and refne or reorganise as necessary
based on the data and the research questions.

4. Writing up the results: write up the results of
the analysis, including illustrative quotations
or examples from the data.

Overall, inductive thematic analysis is a fexible 
and iterative process that allows researchers to 
remain open to the data and generate new insights. 
For this research, following the collection of data 
from each relevant phase, Advance HE’s research 
team analysed and synthesised the fndings to 
highlight commonalities and emerging themes. 
The process was completed using Atlas.ti software 
to record the frequency of each coded theme and 
extract illustrative quotations. The themes identifed 
were then triangulated with the fndings of the 
quantitative survey and desk-based review to 
produce a holistic overview of the support available 
to disabled students. 

Quantitative data analysis 
All quantitative data from the HEP staf survey 
was cleaned and analysed using Microsoft Excel 
to produce descriptive statistics (e.g. frequencies, 
percentages, average scores) on the most frequently 
occurring types of transition support and reasonable 
adjustment. Survey questions relating to the number 
of students in receipt of support were converted to 
numeric tables and linked with Advance HE internal 
HESA student records to validate responses and fll 
any information gaps. 

Sub-group analysis was also conducted to assess 
any diferences in responses based on the size of the 
HEP, with a distinction made between small and/or 
specialist HEPs (fewer than 10,000 total students) 
and larger HEPs (more than 10,000 students). Any 
diferences between small and/or specialist HEPs and 
larger HEPs have been noted in the body of this report. 

It should be noted that HEP staf survey respondents 
from specialist providers or providers with fewer 
than 10,000 students were combined for analysis 
and labelled as small and/or specialist. There was 
signifcant overlap, with six of the seven specialist 
providers also classed as small. Thus, in total, 11 
small and/or specialist HEPs participated. 
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5 .  F I N D I N G S
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This section of the report outlines the fndings 
from the four key strands of research: 

• A desk-based review of English HEP’s current
provision, as communicated publicly on their
websites.

• A survey of HEP staf who have responsibility for
designing and implementing transition support
and/or reasonable adjustments.

• Focus groups with disabled students which
investigated their perceptions and experiences of
transition support and reasonable adjustments.

• A mix of focus groups and interviews with staf
identifed from the survey, exploring novel or
interesting approaches to transition support
and reasonable adjustments.

Primary data arising from the HEP staf survey and 
the focus groups with disabled students was 
discussed in the round and is categorised into the 
following sub-sections: 

• Common approaches: outlining the most prevalent
approaches to transition support and reasonable
adjustments, as well as those less frequently
occurring.

• Implementation – successes and challenges:
outlining the successes and challenges
experienced by HEP staf in implementing and
embedding support for disabled students.

• Evaluation of efectiveness: an overview of the
evaluation methods used by HEPs to monitor
the efectiveness of their approaches.

• Disabled student experiences: a summary of
the feedback shared in the student focus groups,
including students’ perceptions and experiences

• Suggested improvements: suggestions arising
from both the HEP staf and the focus groups with
disabled students on ways to improve support.

Finally, this section of the report also contains a 
sub-section on novel approaches to transition 
support and reasonable adjustments, as shared in 
the exploratory focus groups and interviews with 
HEP staf. 

Desk-based review 
The desk-based review highlighted a lack of 
uniformity in the labelling of disability services across 
the sector. In some cases, names such as ‘Disability 
and Dyslexia Service’ seemed in part to be driven 
by pragmatic factors, with webpages describing 
an existing specialism within the team, a specifc 
targeted support initiative or a source of funding 
provided by the HEP. Departments ofering multiple 
services often adopted umbrella terminology such as 
‘accessibility’ and ‘inclusion’ (e.g. Accessibility and 
Inclusive Learning team) to holistically capture the 
range of initiatives they were seeking to implement. 
A total of 12 HEPs (14% of the total sample) used the 
word ‘inclusion’ within their disability services name. 
In contrast, a total of nine HEPs (10% of the total 
sample) combined their services with mental health 
and/or wellbeing, with the words ‘mental health’, 
‘wellbeing’ or ‘welfare’ within the name of their 
disability services. 

Given also that language around disability varies 
across contexts in the UK, with schools using 
Special Education Needs and Disabilities (SEND) 
terminology, this inconsistency in the naming of 
services at the HE level may be increasing delays 
in putting support in place (Department for 
Education, 2022). 

The range of reasonable adjustments outlined on 
an HEP webpage varied widely, and some webpages 
were more difcult to fnd than others. HEPs were 
most likely to list commonly available reasonable 
adjustments or those provided as part of their 
anticipatory duty (Equality Challenge Unit, 2010). 
This typically included signposting that disability 
services design many reasonable adjustments on an 
individual basis, working with the student and their 
relevant department to identify and implement the 
most appropriate accommodation. This extended 
to highly specialised or complex reasonable 
adjustments. Reasonable adjustments for students 
with mental health conditions were also likely to be 
accompanied by additional signposting to the HEP’s 
counselling or mentoring services. 

While it appeared less widespread practice among 
the sample to detail an overview of the types of 
transition support available to prospective disabled 
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students on the relevant webpages, some individual 
HEPs provided information on specifc events or 
programmes. This included initiatives such as tailored 
workshops, summer schools or early induction, as 
well as events or programmes targeted at specifc 
groups of disabled students, such as autistic students. 
In many cases, the discussion around transition on the 
HEP’s webpages appeared to focus on the importance 
of the student sharing their disability with disability 
services as soon as practically possible. 

Transition support 
Common approaches 

The following section outlines the fndings from 
the HEP staf survey on the prevalence of transition 
support approaches. To provide context, the 
respondents were frst asked to estimate the number 
of disabled students currently registered with 
disability services at their provider (Table 1). We 
can infer from the survey data that the proportion of 
students registered with disability services at English 
HEPs (17%) is what we might expect in the wider 
sector. Advance HE’s Equality in Higher Education 
Students Statistical Report (2023) states that 16% 
of students in England have declared a disability. 

Table 1: Proportion of students currently registered 
with disability services in English HE 

Provider type Proportion of 
disabled students 

All HEPs 17% 

Small and/or specialist HEPs 24% 

Larger HEPs 15% 

Respondents were then asked to estimate the 
number of disabled students currently registered 
for transition support at their provider. For the 
purposes of this research, ‘transition support’ 
approaches were limited to those that aimed to 
support disabled students transition into HE (TASO, 
2023). This generally included: 

• Working in partnership with multiple stakeholders
(e.g. parents, supporters, schools, colleges)

• Providing explicit support for the transition into a
new environment

• Engaging students in pre-HE skills development

• Helping students familiarise themselves with
courses and places

• Self-advocacy skills development.

Table 2 summarises the responses to this question, 
outlining the number of disabled students receiving 
transition support as a proportion of the total number 
of students currently registered with disability services 
at each HEP. A mean total of 12% of disabled students 
who were registered with disability services were 
also registered for transition support programmes. 
It is worth noting that a higher proportion of disabled 
students at small and specialist providers were 
registered for transition support programmes (22%) 
than at larger providers (8%). Figure 1 outlines the 
distribution of the percentage of disabled students 
receiving transition support across the sample. 

Table 2: Proportion of disabled students benefting 
from transition support in English HE 

Provider type Proportion of 
disabled students 

All HEPs 12% 

Small and/or specialist HEPs 22% 

Larger HEPs 8% 
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The respondents were then asked to indicate 
the kinds of transition support available at their 
provider from the 13 options provided. Respondents 
were also invited to outline any additional sources 
of support (including novel approaches) ofered 
through a free-text response option, detailed in 
the commentary below. 

Figure 2 highlights the number of transition support 
approaches ofered by each HEP. Other than one HEP, 
which had a newly established disability services 
department, all respondents stated that their HEP 
ofered at least one type of transition support to 
disabled students. Seven respondents (19%) ofered 
six diferent types of transition support, and six 
respondents (16%) ofered fve diferent types of 
transition support. On the other side of the scale, one 
institution (3%) ofered 10 types of transition support. 
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Figure 1: Histogram detailing the percentage of students currently registered with disability 
services and benefting from transition support 
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Figure 2: Sum of types of transition support ofered by proportion and number of respondents 
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As outlined in Figure 3, the types of transition 
support most frequently ofered to students were 
open days and campus visits (89%), followed by 
online information and advice sessions (78%), and 
orientation week events (70%). A total of three 
HEPs ran summer schools (8%). Notably, when 

disaggregated by provider type, small and specialist 
providers were more likely than larger HEPs to 
provide approaches perceived as ‘resource-intensive’ 
(see section on ‘Implementation: successes and 
challenges’), such as campus buddy schemes (44% vs 
27%) and peer-to-peer support (36% vs 9%). 

Figure 3: Types of transition support available to disabled students 

13 



Project report: Supporting disabled students: Mapping reasonable adjustments and transition support

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 
  

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

  
 

 
 

  
  

According to most survey respondents, familiarisation 
with the university was the crucial aim of transition 
support, supporting disabled students to “visualise 
what it feels like ahead of arriving”. 

“We host an event where targeted 
applicants are contacted to attend an 
event pre-induction. The aim of this
is an extra familiarisation event to 
support the applicants ahead of 
enrolment week.” 
[Survey respondent] 

To support early familiarisation, several respondents 
also mentioned that their provider started transition 
support for disabled students over the summer, or 
even as early as spring, to ensure that the campus 
was quieter and to provide space to make one-to-
one introductions. In comparison, transition events 
or programmes for disabled students that took place 
during enrolment week were often distinct from 
all-student transition support. 

A total of 16 respondents gave details of targeted 
transition programmes intended to support 
specifc groups of disabled students in their free-
text responses. This included separate transition 
programmes or events for autistic students or 
students with mental health conditions, and 
orientation and mobility programmes for blind 
students. Activities for autistic students often included 
one-to-one meetings, meeting academic staf before 
the start of term, familiarisation with the campus 
and computer systems, and developing a wide set of 
independent study and independent living skills: 

“We offer transitional events and 
induction events for students with 
autism and/or social/communication 
conditions separately to our main
disability induction events.” 
[Survey respondent] 

“We target students declaring a 
mental health condition, socio-
communication difference or care 
leavers to attend our specific 
transition event.” 
[Survey respondent] 

Implementation: successes and challenges 

The following section outlines some of the 
successes and challenges related to implementing 
transition support for disabled students, as cited by 
respondents to the HEP staf survey. 

Interestingly, despite the recognised benefts of a 
long-term, integrated induction approach (Carroll 
& Ryan, 2007), many respondents appeared not 
to heed warnings against delivering standalone 
support (QAA, 2015). Very few respondents reported 
that their transition support for disabled students 
extended into the academic year or afected other 
parts of the student experience. These included 
respondents from a small and/or specialist HEP, 
who noted the importance of maintaining contact at 
regular touchpoints with the original cohort across 
the academic year, as it ‘helped with building a social 
community’. 

Several respondents refected on the lack of 
resources and funding available for the efective 
implementation of transition support, particularly 
at larger HEPs. This may be determined, in part, by 
the unequal ratio of disability advisers to disabled 
students at larger HEPs (with one adviser sometimes 
supporting over 750 disabled students) (Borkin, 
2023). Two respondents from small and/or specialist 
HEPs commented that this was less of an issue for 
them, possibly because they had a smaller total 
student cohort. This could also be why small and/ 
or specialist HEPs were more likely to ofer more 
resource-intensive or longer-term programmes, 
such as campus buddy schemes. 

“There is incredibly limited capacity
within disability services to provide 
packages of transition support. 
As such, what is provided is either
universal or ad-hoc.” 
[Survey respondent] 

“Transition activities are planned with 
specifc disabled students in mind, [this 
is] easier as we have a small cohort.” 
[Survey respondent] 

“We are small enough to make 
bespoke transition support based
on student need.” 
[Survey respondent] 
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While in many cases approaches to transition 
support were designed and implemented by disability 
services, a few respondents also noted that they 
beneftted from working in partnership with other 
departments, such as their Student Union or widening 
participation teams, for support with resources and 
to deliver a “holistic transition support package”. One 
respondent also mentioned that they would like to 
establish a closer partnership with schools. 

A fnal challenge raised by respondents was that 
providers were increasingly unable to support the 
growing number of disabled students (particularly 
autistic students) requiring transition support. 
Compounding this, although most disabled students 
shared their disability on their UCAS application, 
many only disclosed a disability “two to three weeks 
before arrival” or became disabled/were assessed 
while at university. Therefore, we can assume that 
the ability to engage with prospective disabled 
students within the desired timeframe was impeded. 
This may disproportionately afect students with 
complex requirements or those from lower socio-
economic backgrounds who are less likely to share 
their disability with their provider (UCAS, 2022). 

“It is not uncommon for students 
with quite complex needs to not have 
shared sufficient information about 
their support needs or have applied 
for Disabled Students’ Allowance 
before they start.” 
[Survey respondent] 

Evaluation of efectiveness 

This fnal section outlines the evaluation approaches 
that HEPs have taken to monitor the impact of the 
transition support they ofer to disabled students. 
According to the survey respondents, the internal 
evaluation of transition support has so far yielded 
positive results overall. Less formal and anecdotal 
feedback gathered by respondents suggests that 

disabled students who accepted transition support 
felt less anxious about starting university. More 
formal evaluation evidenced that transition support 
led to an increase in early registrations with disability 
support services and a reduced requirement for 
ongoing support. 

A few respondents also noted that their attendance 
data showed that growing numbers of disabled 
students were taking part in transition support 
events or programmes at their provider. 

“Short term – some of those who have 
attended our transition events have 
cancelled previously arranged on-
campus support prior to enrolment due 
to being comfortable attending alone.” 
[Survey respondent] 

“We are aware that our transition 
events have doubled in size for 
attendees each time we have 
done these.” 
[Survey respondent] 

While a few respondents elaborated further on their 
approaches to the evaluation of transition support, 
these were often in their infancy and evidence was, 
therefore, still emerging. Several mentioned that 
they would like to be able to conduct evaluation more 
efectively, and to use existing evaluation frameworks 
to support their approaches. Figure 4 shows that 
a total of seven survey respondents (19%) did not 
evaluate their transition support, while over half 
(57%) said they evaluated their transition support 
using access, progression and outcomes data, 
although this is unlikely to be Type 3 evidence.6 

In total (as outlined in Figure 5), nine providers 
(24%) evaluated transition support using just one 
method, and a further nine providers (24%) used four 
diferent methods. No providers used more than fve 
evaluation methods. 

6 Type 3 evidence (known as causal evidence) focuses on ‘causal impact’ which means it tells us whether an activity causes a difference in 
outcomes. See https://taso.org.uk/evidence/toolkit/what-is-causal-evidence/ 
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Figure 4: Ways in which transition support is commonly evaluated 

Figure 5: Sum of types of evaluation method used, by proportion and number of respondents 
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Evaluation activity around transition support occurred 
less frequently within smaller and/or specialist 
providers (Figure 6). 

Finally, the survey responses suggested that HEP staf 
members did not regularly disaggregate data used 
to monitor disabled students’ access to transition 

support by disability or any other characteristics, with 
Figure 7 showing that only two respondents answered 
this question positively while one did not respond. 
Overall, this may suggest that HEPs are not currently 
developing a detailed understanding of the types 
of transition support that are working for diferent 
groups of disabled students. 
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Figure 6: Ways in which transition support is evaluated at small and/or specialist HEPs versus larger HEPs 

Access progression and participation data 5 
16 

Feedback forms/surveys (i.e. quantitative feedback) 12 
5 

Attendance data (i.e. number of disabled students 
taking part) 4 

14 

Student focus groups (i.e. qualitative feedback) 3 
11 

Working/Advisory Groups 5 
3 

We are not evaluating transition support 5 
2 

Case studies 0 
3 

Other 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 

Proportion and number of respondents 

Small and/or specialist 

70% 

Figure 7: Proportion and number of respondents who said their provider disaggregated data collection 
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Disabled student experiences 

The following section summarises the responses 
from disabled students regarding their perceptions 
and experiences of receiving transition support, as 
discussed in the student focus groups. The themes 
most frequently mentioned by disabled students are 
outlined below: 

• Transition support often included meetings with
the disability team, including an introduction
to disability services and how to plan support.
Overall, this helped many disabled students to
feel at ease before starting university.

• Signposting to relevant information, advice and
guidance (IAG) on how to access support was
regarded as a crucial component of transition
support; often, this was not easily accessible.

• Like HEP staf, disabled students also recognised
the beneft of separate transition programmes
ahead of the start of the academic term. Several
also discussed targeted support for autistic
students.

• Several disabled students felt that their transition
support did not meaningfully extend to other areas
of the student experience, and that support tended
to dwindle as the academic year started.

Disabled students highlighted the same transition 
support approaches as those reported in the HEP 
staf survey. These included virtual open days, 
quiet hours at events, early introductions, summer 
schools, university taster days and targeted transition 
support for specifc groups of disabled students. 

“The week prior to university starting,
I was invited to a programme that 
was specifically for disabled and 
care-experienced students. It was an
opportunity to spend two days at the 
university and spend them overnight in 
student accommodation. On those two 
days, they really familiarised students.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

It was also evident that the transition support 
received by disabled students succeeded – on the 
whole – in its intended aims of helping students 
familiarise themselves with the campus and adjust to 
university life, especially if delivered during a quieter 
period. Participants also mentioned that transition 
support helped them to understand the diferences 

between the disability support provided by a school/ 
college and that ofered by a university, such as 
diferent terminology and administrative processes. 

“It helped a lot, because obviously the
difference between going from college 
to university is obviously different 
and how the system works. So, being
able to find out beforehand instead of 
like the minute you start really helps 
prepare for that, for the future.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

One challenge raised by students was that transition 
support could sometimes be burdensome and 
“stressful” due to the need to attend disability-specifc 
events in addition to all-student induction events. 

“Everyone’s got all the different
induction events they have to go to, 
then there’s additional induction events, 
sometimes they conflicted with what
was on your programme induction.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

Additional challenges cited by participants included 
a lack of consideration given to mature disabled 
students transitioning from the workplace or FE, and 
for disabled students living of-campus and travelling 
to the university. A few also mentioned that support 
tended to disappear once the transition support had 
ended. 

“They didn’t really seem to know how
it would support people who are a little 
bit older, maybe, who’ve been in the 
workplace and have different needs.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

“If you are entering university from
outside FE, [transition information] 
should be flagged right at the start 
of the application process.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

“It gets you through the door and
then once you’re there, they don’t 
seem to be as helpful.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 
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Suggested improvements 

Suggestions arising from the HEP staf survey 

As mentioned previously, several survey respondents 
recommended working more collaboratively with 
other departments across their HEP to develop a 
more joined-up approach to transition support and 
maximise resources. One respondent suggested 
that transition support needed to be funded from an 
earlier stage to ensure a “comprehensive programme 
can be developed”. 

“Resources are stretched trying to respond to the 
needs of current students which makes it difcult 
to apply enough focus to the needs of students who 
may or may not enrol at the university.” [Survey 
respondent] 

Mirroring the comments made by disabled students 
within the focus groups, the survey respondents 
also suggested the need to consider carefully the 
balance between all-student transition support 
and support for disabled students. This includes 
thinking about the timetabling of disability-specifc 
transition support events or activities that fall during 
welcome/orientation weeks, ensuring that they do 
not overlap with other induction activities or become 
overwhelming for disabled students. 

Suggestions arising from the student focus groups 

A high number of disabled students participating in 
the focus groups agreed on the vital importance of 
signposting to relevant IAG before starting university. 
Drawing on their lived experiences, the provision of 
clear guidance as a component of transition support 
ensures that disabled students feel well-prepared and 
understand the support available. This should include 
information that is clear, accessible and proactive – 
ensuring that disabled students are not required to 
navigate new processes and systems alone. 

“When we talk about the transition 
into higher education, I always make
it clear: ‘Stuff is not going to come to 
you. You have to go and find it’.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

“It’s around the communication, or 
the clarity of the information that’s
out there and making it clear where 
you need to go. I just think the 
signposting could be a lot clearer.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

Reasonable adjustments 
Common approaches 

The following section outlines fndings from the 
HEP staf survey on the availability of reasonable 
adjustments to disabled students. For context, the 
respondents were frst asked to estimate the number 
of disabled students currently receiving reasonable 
adjustments from the provider. As described in the 
survey, reasonable adjustments include extra time 
in tests, assistive technologies, tutoring, mentoring 
and support programmes and fnancial support 
(TASO, 2023). 

Table 3 summarises the responses to this question. 
An average of 81% of students currently registered 
with disability services received reasonable 
adjustments across all HEPs. The proportion was 
slightly higher proportion at small and/or specialist 
HEPs (93%). Notably, the percentage for all HEPs 
is much higher than that of disabled students 
currently registered for transition support (12%). 
The distribution of disabled students receiving 
reasonable adjustments across the sample is 
outlined in Figure 8. 

Table 3: Proportion of disabled students receiving 
reasonable adjustments in English HEPs 

Provider type Proportion of 
disabled students 

All HEPs 81% 

Small and/or specialist HEPs 93% 

Larger HEPs 79% 
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Figure 8: Histogram detailing the percentage of students registered with disability services in receipt 
of reasonable adjustments across all respondents 
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Informed by the reasonable adjustments most 
frequently identifed in the desk-based review, 
the answer options were separated into the following 
four thematic areas: 

• Teaching and learning

• Assessment

• Physical accessibility

• Specialist/complex reasonable adjustments

Respondents were then asked to select which of the 
outlined reasonable adjustments in the above four 
categories were available at their HEP, by selecting 
the following options in relation to how it was 
provided: 

1. Provided as standard, i.e. a reasonable adjustment
has been put in place because it has been deemed
to be necessary and is generally available to all
disabled students.

2. Fully or partially funded by DSA, i.e. requires
evidence to be put in place.

3. Not reported as currently provided.

Our analysis of the survey data highlighted some 
discrepancies in respondents’ overall understanding 
of what can and cannot be funded by the DSA, with 
instances of respondents selecting a reasonable 
adjustment as ‘fully or partially funded by DSA’ when 
this is unlikely to be possible in practical terms. To 
therefore provide greatest clarity on the overall 
prevalence of reasonable adjustments across HEPs in 
the sample, the frst two categories have been merged 
to create the following in our presentation of the data: 

1. Reasonable adjustments provided as standard,
i.e. a reasonable adjustment has been put in place
because it has been deemed to be necessary and is
generally available to all disabled students, and/or
has been fully or partially funded by DSA.

2. Not reported as currently provided7. 

Any discrepancies or misinterpretation of responses 
could be indicative of wider confusion around 
what reasonable adjustments are and are not DSA 
fundable. This is explored further in the Discussion 
section of this report, and a full presentation of the 
raw data is presented in Appendix D. 

7 This could include instances where the reasonable adjustment has not yet been requested by a disabled student or the institution 
has no prior experience/knowledge of providing this reasonable adjustment. 
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Teaching and learning 
e.g. specialist mentoring (100% respectively).

In relation to teaching and learning, Figure 9 shows Flexibility in attendance and academic terminology
that the most prevalent reasonable adjustments guidance were less prevalent across HEPs (32% and
across HEPs were permission to take occasional 43% of HEPs did not provide these, respectively); the
breaks in teaching sessions, provision of teaching reason for the former is expanded upon in the free-
materials in advance and non-medical help support, text responses.

Figure 9: Proportion and number of respondents ofering each type of reasonable adjustment related to 
teaching and learning 

Permission to take occasional breaks in teaching sessions 

Provision of teaching materials in advance 

Non-medical help support e.g. specialist mentoring 

Assistive technology software 

Provision of teaching materials in alternative formats 

Reasonable adjustments for feld trips and/or placements 

Permission to bring food and drink into teaching settings 

Note takers 

Provision of practical equipment 

Designated classroom seating arrangements 

Lecture capture 

Accessible timetabling 

Flexibility in attendance 

Academic terminology guidance 
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21 16 
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Proportion and number of respondents 

Provided as standard Not reported as provided 

The free-text responses to this question demonstrated 
the vast range of reasonable adjustments available 
to disabled students around teaching and learning. 
A common approach was for the disability services 
to be guided by the individual needs of the student, 
particularly when designing bespoke reasonable 
adjustments. Reasonable adjustments provided as 

‘standard’ were closely aligned with those that would 
further support inclusive practice. 

“Bespoke adjustments are considered 
and implemented according to 
individual student needs.” 
[Survey respondent] 
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“We are currently working with 
departments to have standard
practical equipment in labs such as 
height-adjustable desks and adjustable 
lab stools. This is part of our wider
agenda for greater inclusion.” 
[Survey respondent] 

In contrast, some reasonable adjustments were 
only available on a case-by-case basis. For 
example, fexibility in attendance was not readily 
ofered, particularly as this would likely need to be 
accompanied by an understanding of competence 
standards or other external requirements. 

“Flexibility in attendance has to be 
looked at on a case-by-case basis
depending on course competencies and 
professional registration requirements.” 
[Survey respondent] 

Assessment 

In comparison to teaching and learning, where some 
reasonable adjustments were prevalent across 
all HEPs in the survey sample, the prevalence of 
reasonable adjustments related to assessment was 
more varied. It could be that this is, in part, infuenced 
by levels of student need at each individual HEP, as 
one survey respondent noted that examination access 
arrangements at their HEP were by ‘some distance’ 
the most requested reasonable adjustment. 

Figure 10 shows that the most prevalent reasonable 
adjustment related to assessment was additional 
examination time, provided by 95% of HEPs. In 
comparison, 37% of respondents did not ofer 
fexibility in the type of assessment. 

Figure 10: Proportion and number of respondents ofering each type of reasonable adjustment related 
to assessment 

Additional exam time 

Reader and/or amanuensis scribe in exams 

Allocating students to a suitable room for exams 

Use of a PC laptop in exams 

Exam rest breaks 

Provision of adapted exam materials 

Flexibility with assessment deadline 

Permission to bring food, drink and/or medication 
into exams 

Flexibility with extenuating circumstances 

Flexibility in the form of assessment 

Marking assessments and exams in accordance 
with marking guidelines for individual disabilities 
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The range of reasonable adjustments related to 
assessment was again large, with respondents 
ofering additional examples such as noise-
cancelling headphones within examinations, 
examinations timed to avoid early morning or late 
afternoon, and a reduced audience for practical 
examinations such as music performances. While 
it was more likely for reasonable adjustments for 
assessment to be provided as standard, ad-hoc or 
bespoke adjustments were still implemented based 
on individual student needs. 

A total of fve respondents used free-text responses 
to describe their HEP’s standardised approach to 
fexibility in assessment, stating that they ofered the 
opportunity for disabled students to apply to use an 
alternative format to demonstrate that their learning 
outcomes had been achieved. 

“We offer different assessment choices 
as part of our inclusive practice.” 
[Survey respondent] 

“We offer alternative assessment 
format for exams (e.g. coursework, 
viva, etc.).” 
[Survey respondent] 

Interestingly, a couple of respondents noted 
that their HEPs had policies to discount “simple” 
errors in spelling and grammar, similar to those 
identifed within the Ofce for Students’ report on 
assessment practices in English HEPs (2021). While 
the subsequent regulatory response has been to 
encourage HEPs to refect the level of technical 
accuracy in assessment, the fact that these policies 
remain at some providers could indicate a lack of 
awareness either of the requirements or how the 
guidance connects with inclusive practices at their 
own provider. 

Physical accessibility 

Most reasonable adjustments that relate to physical 
accessibility were ofered by the majority of HEPs 
surveyed, but again with some variance. It should be 
noted that funding streams such as the DSA do not 
typically provide funding for adjustments to the fabric 
of a provider (such as teaching facilities), and HEPs 
are also expected to provide anticipatory reasonable 
adjustments under the Equality Act 2010. 

Figure 11 shows that the most prevalent reasonable 
adjustments related to physical accessibility included 
individualised emergency application plans (92%) 
and car parking for blue badge holders (86%). 
Nearly three-quarters (73%) of HEPs did not provide 
facilities for charging and powering wheelchairs. 
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Figure 11: Proportion and number of respondents ofering each type of reasonable adjustment related to 
physical accessibility. 

Individualised emergency evacuation plans 

Car parking for blue badge holders 

Adjustments to buildings, teaching venues and/or 
accommodation 

Access to a quiet working space 

Allocation of specifc accomodation on campus 

Fridge/freezer on campus 

Review of teaching locations with the student 

Facilities for charging powering wheelchairs 

34 3 

32 5 

32 5 

29 8 

29 8 

29 8 

17 20 

10 27 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

Proportion and number of respondents 

Provided as standard Not reported as provided 

In the free-text responses, the survey respondents 
discussed the provision of ergonomic and height-
adjustable classroom furniture to ensure that learning 
spaces were accessible. Several respondents 
emphasised the importance of working with both 
internal and external stakeholders to guarantee 
physical access. This could include cross-team 
committee working to review diferent aspects of 
the university and capture feedback from staf 
and students. 

“University accessibility standards 
(beyond building regulations) for
procurement, contractors, refurbs 
and new builds.” 
[Survey respondent] 

“Estates reporting form for staff and 
students to report accessibility issues.” 
[Survey respondent] 

One respondent also mentioned that their disability 
service is promoted as a point of contact for other 
physical access issues “that are not taken up 
elsewhere”. 

Specialist/complex reasonable adjustments 

Respondents were fnally asked to select which 
specialist or complex reasonable adjustments were 
ofered at their HEP. Figure 12 shows that provision 
for disabled students with multiple conditions or 
complex medical needs and British Sign Language 
interpreters were most prevalent (89% respectively). 
In contrast 70% of respondents stated that a sensory 
room was not available at their HEP. 
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Figure 12: Proportion and number of respondents ofering each type of specialist/complex reasonable 
adjustment 

Provision for disabled students with multiple 
conditions or complex medical needs 

British Sign Language interpreters 

Assistance dogs on campus 

Hearing technology 

Sighted Guide support 

Deaf alerted systems 

A sensory room 

33 4 

33 4 

32 5 

31 6 

31 6 

25 12 

11 26 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

Proportion and number of respondents 

Provided as standard Not reported as provided 

Respondents reiterated that provision for disabled 
students with multiple conditions or complex 
medical needs (i.e. tailored reasonable adjustments 
responding to an individual student’s need) would 
always be made depending on the barriers faced 
by the student, often through the provision of an 
individualised learning plan. 

Implementation: successes and challenges 

To reduce the need for ‘so many individual 
reasonable adjustments’ in the longer term, several 
respondents detailed successful collaborations 
with and training of academic staf and individual 
departments to increase awareness around inclusive 
practice and competence standards. The eventual 
aim here is that inclusive practice should become 
“widespread as a standard”. 

“Open conversation with academic 
team – nothing novel, but this
collaborative approach encourages 
Universal Design for Learning and 
mitigates barriers at the point of
delivery. 
[Survey respondent] 
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Staf in disability services increasingly look for 
‘creative’ ways to design and deliver reasonable 
adjustments, including exploring in-house funding 
opportunities. In a similar vein, a few respondents 
had trialled ways to streamline and “package” 
reasonable adjustments into wider disability and 
mental health strategies. 

“We are trying to innovate new ideas 
– we have Caption.Ed8 for students,
we will pay the £200 DSA contribution
cost, we will pay for GP letters so
students can access DSA.”
[Survey respondent] 

“We provide holistic support to students
with mental health challenges. So 
whilst we do provide disability-related 
adjustments we also offer therapeutic
support as part of a package.” 
[Survey respondent] 

Finally, respondents noted gaps in the provision 
of reasonable adjustments for specifc groups of 
disabled students, including disabled students at 
diferent levels of study and those studying remotely. 
To mitigate this, one respondent recruited a specialist 
team of disability advisers to respond to individual 
queries such as these. 

“An academic pointed out that most of
our current reasonable adjustments 
are not relevant to PG students e.g. 
exam arrangements. As a result, we
are currently agreeing on a new set 
of reasonable adjustments for these 
cohorts.” 
[Survey respondent] 

Evaluation of efectiveness 

As in the evaluation of transition support, several 
HEP staf stated that their approaches to the 
evaluation of reasonable adjustments were still in 
their infancy, with evidence still emerging. 

“We have only recently started 
monitoring/evaluation so are limited
in our outcomes for far.” 
[Survey respondent] 

Combined with a perceived lack of knowledge or 
confdence about how to link the short- or longer-
term impact of reasonable adjustments to disabled 
students’ outcomes and experiences, the take-up of 
evaluation in this area was relatively low. While a few 
respondents were able to identify the relationship 
between the implementation of reasonable 
adjustments and outcomes such as awarding gaps, 
they were unclear about what methods they would 
use to monitor impact in these areas or to create 
Type-3 evidence. 

“It’s very difficult to link impact to
reasonable adjustments.” 
[Survey respondent] 

“We know that, where reasonable 
adjustments are not correctly 
implemented, there is an increase in 
mitigating circumstances requests,
complaints, academic appeals, and 
student drop-out rates.” 
[Survey respondent] 

“There needs to be a university-
wide approach to the consideration
of reasonable adjustments within 
individual curriculum areas and a 
greater understanding of the need
and impact of such adjustments.” 
[Survey respondent] 

On a more qualitative basis, one HEP regularly 
collated feedback from disabled students to better 
understand which reasonable adjustments could 
be standardised. 

Figure 13 further demonstrates the level of 
uncertainty among HEPs around the evaluation of 
reasonable adjustments. Four respondents (11%) 
stated that they did not know what evaluation activity 
took place at their provider, and a further six (16%) 
reported that they did not evaluate reasonable 
adjustments. Among those that did evaluate 
reasonable adjustments, 54% collected access and 
participation data, while 46% administered feedback 
forms/surveys (i.e. quantitative data collection). 

A total of 14 HEPs (38%) used just one evaluation 
method and 11 (30%) used four evaluation methods. 
No HEP used more than four methods, as outlined 
in Figure 14. 

8 Caption.Ed is a live captioning and note-taking software. See https://caption-ed.com/ 
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Figure 13: Ways of evaluating reasonable adjustments 

Figure 14: Summary of types of evaluation method used, by proportion and number of respondents 
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As with the evaluation of transition support, the 
evaluation of reasonable adjustments was 
conducted less frequently within small and/or 
specialist providers, as shown in Figure 15. 

On a positive note, a total of 16 respondents 
(44%) engaged in evaluation stated that they 
disaggregated the data they collected on reasonable 
adjustments. Figure 16 highlights that the most 
frequent breakdown was by impairment type 
(94%), followed by level of study (63%). 
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Figure 15: Ways of evaluating reasonable adjustments at small and/or specialist providers 
compared to larger HEPs 
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Figure 16: Ways in which respondents disaggregate their evaluation data on reasonable adjustments 
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Disabled students’ experiences 

The following section summarises the responses 
from disabled students regarding their perceptions 
and experiences of reasonable adjustments, as 
discussed in the student focus groups. The themes 
most frequently raised by disabled students are 
outlined below: 

• Disabled students were aware of a variety of
reasonable adjustments available to them, and
those that were provided as standard were often
implemented in a timely way through the support
of dedicated staf.

• However, the challenges in receiving specialist
or more complex reasonable adjustments were
considerable. Disabled students described
inconsistencies in communication and application
between academic departments, and experienced
delays before specialist or more complex support
was put in place.

• Compounding these challenges, disabled students
at diferent levels of study (e.g. postgraduate level)
and students with a range of disabilities described
delays or barriers to their provision due to a lack of
understanding of their individual situation.

Disabled students frst refected on the array of 
reasonable adjustments from which they had 
beneftted, including additional time in examinations, 
separate examination rooms, lecture capture, access 
to assistive technology, fexibility in assessment and 
the provision of learning materials in advance. More 
novel approaches included moving lecture locations 
for all students if the room was found to 
be inaccessible. 

Those who had had positive experiences of timely 
reasonable adjustments commended the openness 
and willingness of both academic and professional 
support staf in supporting this process. 

“The one thing which really stood
out for me at the university was 
understanding of my situation. They 
assured me that they will help me
as much as they can. It really, really 
stood out for me.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

However, for many participants, this was not the case. 
A key challenge raised was the lack of information-
sharing between departments, and the resulting onus 
on disabled students to follow up on their support. 
Furthermore, some students had experienced delays 
due to having to contact multiple people or share 
information about their disability more than once. 
Some were initially unaware of the support they 
could access, as key information was ‘buried’. 

“I had to contact the general disability
services and then it took several weeks 
for a reply. Then they forward it on to 
the person – head of disability support
in my teaching. I had to wait for an 
appointment with them to then talk 
and go through the plan. Overall, it took
quite a long time and during that time, 
I was already at university.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

This delay was disproportionately felt by disabled 
students requiring specialist or more complex 
reasonable adjustments, rather than the reasonable 
adjustments provided as standard. 

“For things like exam deadlines, that’s 
been simple. For anything complicated,
like disabled student support or having 
a voice recorder or software or anything 
like that, it’s repeatedly pushing. It feels
more like a battle.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

Several participants also observed diferences in 
how diferent academic departments implemented 
reasonable adjustments, resulting in diferent 
educational experiences for disabled students 
depending on the course they studied. 

“I think consistency within school
departments or course departments 
really is something that needs to be 
improved. I wouldn’t know it if I didn’t
do a dual honours degree.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 
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Compounding these challenges, a few participants 
also experienced delays or pushback to their 
reasonable adjustments due to a lack of knowledge 
and awareness of which reasonable adjustments 
would be appropriate for their level of study or type 
of disability. 

“One adjustment that I’ve been told 
is potentially possible is to have viva 
questions be given in advance for the
PhD. But then nobody seems to know 
whether it’s possible. I spoke to the 
disability adviser, and it was like, ‘I
don’t know if that’s a thing’. There’s 
no one else I can ask about that.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

“Without the mental health specialist 
support from DSA, I don’t think that 
I would be able to finish the year
because it was a lack of understanding 
of my needs when I missed the 
classes.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

However, despite clear challenges, the focus group 
participants refected on the innovative ways in 
which their provider brought disabled students 
together as a form of additional support, creating 
safe, physical spaces and using social media to share 
more information regarding the support available.

 “I think one of the things that’s good 
about my university is that they do 
a student community scheme. One
of those student communities is 
specifically for disabled students. It’s 
just a chance to be able to meet other
people that are in a similar situation.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

Suggested improvements 

Suggestions arising from the HEP staf survey 

Suggested improvements to reasonable adjustments 
shared by HEP staf refected the challenges facing 
the wider sector, overwhelmingly around the slow 
uptake and implementation of inclusive practice 

and the Universal Design for Learning (UDL). If 
inclusive practice were rolled out more rapidly, 
the respondents felt that the need for ‘bolt-on’ 
reasonable adjustments could eventually be reduced. 
This would also enable disability services to place 
a greater focus on those reasonable adjustments 
that were perceived to have the greatest impact on 
disabled students’ experiences. 

“The focus should be on creating 
an inclusive environment and 
minimising the need for reasonable
adjustments, so they are only in place 
when necessary. Universities should 
be challenging themselves to work
towards this goal and reduce barriers.” 
[Survey respondent] 

Other improvements suggested by the survey 
respondents included more frequent training for 
academic staf on reasonable adjustments, a greater 
“preparedness” around alternative and inclusive 
assessment approaches, as well as the need for 
modernised systems to help share information 
regarding reasonable adjustments with tutors and 
the relevant support staf. 

Suggestions arising from the student focus groups 

Disabled students within the focus groups made 
similar suggestions to the HEP staf, including the 
need to better inform and train academic staf on 
supporting disabled students through reasonable 
adjustments. 

“The lecturers don’t know exactly 
how to support you because the 
training is not there for them.” 
[Focus group participant – student] 

Finally, several participants suggested that efort 
should be focussed on modernising processes and 
systems to better support the timely implementation 
of reasonable adjustments and facilitate a more 
joined-up approach between departments. 
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Novel approaches to disabled 
student support 
The fnal section of the report details the fndings 
arising from a series of in-depth interviews and 
focus groups with HEP staf, focusing on the novel 
approaches to transition support and reasonable 
adjustments that were identifed in the desk-based 
review or HEP staf survey. 

Transition support 

Overview 

The participants spoke about ofering various novel 
approaches to transition support including contacting 
prospective disabled students in the spring and 
summer to initiate learning support plans. In addition, 
online or in-person campus days were organised 
specifcally for disabled students and included talks 
from current disabled students and teaching staf. 
Attendees and their parents/supporters were also 
invited to seek advice on these days about how to 
register with disability services. 

“[At open days] we have talks
from students [who] will also be 
autistic students themselves. [They] 
answered questions, talked about how
overwhelmed they felt, but what helped 
them in their experience. The students 
got a lot of positive feedback.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

Small and specialist HEPs discussed providing 
disabled prospective students with one-to-one 
support from a disability adviser who could guide 
them through the transition process. 

“Every student who registers with
the wellbeing service is typically 
allocated a named adviser. So, it’s a 
central point of contact and they will
have the option to meet with us when 
registering, to have a bespoke chat 
around reasonable adjustments and
what would work for them.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

In addition, some HEPs created student-facilitated 
social networking groups and buddy and peer-
mentor schemes to ofer disabled prospective 
students information about developing independent 
living skills (e.g. opening a bank account or going 
food shopping) and to support socialising (e.g. by 
attending a Students’ Union event together). One HEP 
recalled a student-led WhatsApp group for disabled 
prospective students to give and receive advice. 

Mirroring the fndings in the HEP staf survey, the 
participants discussed in further detail the transition 
support available for prospective disabled students 
with specifc disabilities (including social anxiety, 
autism spectrum disorder and attention defcit 
hyperactivity disorder). Events such as summer 
schools were often organised in collaboration with 
other services, such as widening participation, 
Student Services and academics. 

“Every student that has disclosed that 
they’re autistic or have got a working 
diagnosis on UCAS, we will email all of
those students and invite them down 
to a pre-induction day. We do a mock 
lecture and go around to the key places
on campus which works quite well.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

To support the provision of IAG, some HEPs also 
supplemented their transition support with online 
interactive toolkits on disability awareness, study 
skills, writing and referencing techniques, assistive 
technology and advice and support for specifc 
disabilities. 

“When students are going through the 
diagnostic process we want [to] give 
them the tools and empowerment to
understand the conditions they are 
exploring … [the toolkits] shouldn’t take 
students more than an hour or two 
to work through … We have [specific 
conditions like] ‘studying with mental 
health conditions’, ‘studying with visual
and hearing impairment’.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 
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Implementation: successes and challenges 

For all participants, transition support aimed 
to ensure that disabled students had support in 
place before the start of the academic term. The 
participants talked about how they routinely modifed 
their communication and engagement strategies for 
prospective students to ensure that they received 
timely support information. Strategies included 
personalised and automated emails, information 
on university webpages, content on social media 
and online registration forms. One HEP reported 
working in collaboration with the applications 
team to accelerate this process. 

“All of our students are offered the 
opportunity to come and connect with 
services early. So, let’s get together, do 
a student support plan, get your exam
mods in place, make you aware of 
the support that’s available, help with 
applying for DSA.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

As mentioned previously, however, an enduring 
challenge to providing transition support was that 
disabled prospective students did not engage with 
disability services at an early stage. The participants 
attributed this to schools and parents/supporters 
not preparing students to advocate for themselves 
or seek support, to students feeling overwhelmed, 
anxious or lacking in confdence, and to fear of 
prejudice or discrimination from university staf. 

“One of our major problems is our SEND 
students are still being told by their 
careers’ advisers and personal tutors
that they cannot go to university… 
there’s concern around not wanting to 
tell your university that’s giving you a
place that you’re disabled, because they 
might take your place away.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

Another challenge to transition support cited was 
that disabled prospective students did not always 
have an ofcial diagnosis of their disability following 
their education, health and care plan. Staf reported 
that many students are unaware of the relevant 
systems and funding bodies; assessments therefore 
have to be carried out internally. 

Many participants reported a lack of available 
funds and resources, specifcally staf time, to 

run transition support programmes for disabled 
students. They described struggling to encourage 
senior management to invest in transition support 
programmes, despite high demand and need. 

“It is quite hard to run a successful 
transition event just on amazing, 
goodwill of other people and creativity.
A bit of hard cash does come in handy 
and we are feeling the lack of that.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

A fnal challenge cited was the lack of collaboration 
and sharing of resources and the conficting 
commitments of disability services and other 
university teams (including widening participation, 
recruitment and admissions, and academic staf) in 
providing disability support. A few providers reported 
a level of prejudice from academic staf who did not 
want to initiate reasonable adjustments before the 
start of term. 

“Some students don’t get the same 
experience in terms of engagement 
with their departments as others.
That inconsistency always makes 
[the disability services team] really 
frustrated at times because we really
want to see that bar be really high 
across the [university].” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

Evaluation of efectiveness 

Many participants again reported that disability 
services have insufcient time and resources to 
collect, analyse and use student feedback or data 
to evaluate transition support. Some were aware 
that feedback was gathered by central university 
data analytics teams but had no access to specifc 
data on transition support. 

“Feedback’s never at the forefront of 
our minds, because we’re getting on 
with all the other stuff.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

“As a member of staff in Student 
Services I haven’t got specific access 
to data around this.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 
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Where evaluation of transition support was 
conducted, this was typically supported by academics 
or analysis teams across the provider, using tools such 
as surveys. Other HEPs mentioned using qualitative 
data such as case studies, student feedback via 
panels or staf observations of transition support to 
help understand what is and is not efective. 

“We do a pre-survey with self-rated
measures, like have you heard of 
DSA? How would you rate your skills? 
What kind of concerns do you have?
There is then an exit survey that goes 
to students and we ask them which 
[transition workshops] did they attend?
How do they feel about those particular 
skills now? And if coming to those 
sessions improved their skills?” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

“We have our disabled student panel 
… they have 10 meetings during the
year … we get feedback on what was 
your experience of transition? And what 
did you need that you didn’t get? They
are really good at telling us what they 
think works and doesn’t work. Then we 
pick that up as the focus of what we’re
trying to improve next.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

Reasonable adjustments 

Overview 

As mentioned previously, the most common ‘novel’ 
approach to reasonable adjustments was to promote 
and embed inclusive practice and UDL to support 
all students. This not only reduced the need for 
reasonable adjustments at an individual level but 
ensured that support was anticipated for those who 
had not shared their disability (including those who 
did not wish to) and those who were on a waiting list 
for disability assessment. 

“I see [reasonable adjustment support] 
like a pyramid model. At the bottom,
there’s inclusive practice, which all 
teaching staff should be using, and 
that’s to reduce the need for separate
reasonable adjustments. So, by actually 
designing our courses, programmes, 
buildings to meet the needs of the 

students that we’re already fully 
aware of, it negates that need to
change things.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

Numerous participants reported providing in-house 
funding for disabled international students, or for 
those who could not access DSA for various reasons. 
One HEP also provided ad-hoc funding which has 
proved “popular with students”’, whereby disabled 
students are able to apply for an award of up to 10 
hours of fexible support per year. 

“We supplement and support DSA
offers, so, if a student needs mentoring, 
for example, and they have a health 
condition they wouldn’t get that through
DSA, we’ll identify what is needed and 
request the university pays for that.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

“We’ve got our own funding. One is 
international students, and one is 
students who just don’t have access 
to any other funding, either because 
they’re international or they don’t
meet the bar for DSA.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

HEPs further demonstrated their innovation in 
their fexible approaches to the types of evidence 
considered when ofering reasonable adjustments. 
One HEP accepted evidence from students in diferent 
formats, including working diagnosis documents for 
those on waiting lists. Disability practitioners could 
also use their expertise to “reasonably assume” 
which reasonable adjustments should be ofered. 

Implementation: successes and challenges 

To support the implementation of tailored and 
specialist reasonable adjustments, several HEPs 
built “specialist” disability services teams to aid the 
design and provision of tailored or specialist support. 
In some cases, this included new or additional roles, 
such as specialist learning support tutors, enabling 
teams to be at the forefront of delivering reasonable 
adjustments. One HEP had partnered with a third-
sector organisation to upskill their disability services 
team on reasonable adjustment support for individual 
disabilities. 
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“We also do quite a lot of partnering 
with external organisations, so, for
example, one of my team members, we 
noticed we were getting more students 
with cystic fibrosis. So, we knew a bit
about cystic fibrosis, we knew the basic 
things, but he took himself off to talk to 
one of the charities and between them, 
they came up with what would 
be a good standard package for 
students with cystic fibrosis.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

A particular challenge was that HEPs were processing 
an overwhelming number of learning support plans 
which in some cases were “fooding departments”. 
While the increased roll-out of inclusive practice 
would help to mitigate this and alleviate staf 
workload, progress was relatively slow. Barriers 
included inconsistent practice from academic staf 
as well as a lack of buy-in from senior leadership. 

“If we could just get better at doing the
inclusive practice side of things, which 
is one of my other hats at the university. 
If we were just better at UDL and
inclusive practice, we wouldn’t be doing 
quite as much scrabbling around trying 
to make individual arrangements.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

“We’ve got some academics that are 
great, and they get it. And other areas
that they either don’t get it, which it’s 
our job to go out there and make them 
understand it as best we can, or they
don’t want to get it. I think there’s still 
that, in some ways, it feels like a battle 
sometimes just to get the most basic
reasonable adjustments in place.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

“A lot of the limitations are around 
getting someone high enough up to 
champion something, so we’re often
pushing upwards from disability 
services, we very rarely get anything 
from above.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

Interestingly, a few participants refected on the 
benefts of new academic staf who ofered a refreshed 

and reinvigorated perspective on inclusive practice and 
were more open to new ways of working to improve the 
implementation of reasonable adjustments. 

“From a positive point of view, we’ve
got a group of academics that have 
come in, who are much more aware 
of being inclusive.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

One participant explained that it was about 
“harnessing the culture” that exists within a 
provider and ensuring that all staf have a level of 
accountability in ensuring disabled student inclusion. 

“It is also harnessing what’s there in
our communities. We do care and we 
do want to do the best for our students. 
Perhaps we have some resourcing
challenges and we have some volume 
challenges, but it’s about how can we 
harness that culture and really embed
that culture. I have a stake in this, 
I have a responsibility in it.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

Evaluation of efectiveness 

Mirroring the feedback from the HEP staf survey, 
HEPs appeared to rely on ad-hoc evaluation methods, 
such as communication with individual academic 
staf, regarding student progress. Other sources of 
evidence included feedback from Students’ Union 
ofcers and monitoring improvements in academic 
attainment. While the HEP quoted below monitored 
student complaints, it recognised that this was a 
“reactive” approach: once a complaint had been 
submitted, it was often too late to resolve it. 

“The way we monitor it is through 
complaints and through, you know, 
students telling us that things aren’t
working for them. And it’s now we then 
respond to that that, sort of, ultimately 
determined what the outcome is for 
that. So, it is a real reactive way.” 
[Focus group/interview participant – staf member] 

Finally, some staf reiterated that there is currently 
no standardised way of monitoring reasonable 
adjustments or understanding their impact on 
disability inclusion. 
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6 .  D I S C U S S I O N  
As demonstrated by the fndings in this report, HEPs 
implement a range of transition support to ensure 
that disabled students are supported in their early 
engagement with HE. The most prevalent support 
is ofered through open days, campus visits, early 
induction, online information and advice sessions 
as well as events for disabled students with specifc 
disabilities, and overall these seemed to be well-
received by disabled students and familiarised them 
with the university setting. Novel approaches or 
less frequently occurring forms of support included 
student-led transition support, peer-to-peer support 
or a campus buddy system. 

HEP staf noted that early engagement with disabled 
students was key in ensuring that prospective students 
felt empowered and equipped with the appropriate 
information on how to access relevant support. The 
fndings also revealed the importance of engaging 
with the parents/supporters of disabled prospective 
students to help improve their understanding of 
HE support, a novel approach ofered by a few 
HEPs in this study. The SEND review (Department 
for Education, 2022) highlights that parents and 
supporters are navigating an adversarial system 
and face challenges in accessing support for their 
children, seemingly mirroring the data in this report. 

Challenges remain in ensuring that disabled students 
engage in transition support, with the research 
highlighting that an average of 12% of disabled 
students registered with disability services are 
currently registered for this type of support. This 
relatively low uptake may be due to the lack of clear 
information around transition support on provider 
webpages, or indeed the lack of any robust monitoring 
and evaluation process that would paint a more 
accurate picture of engagement. Greater investment 
in transition support and a more collaborative 
approach would enable HEPs, particularly larger 
providers with bigger student cohorts, to provide 
more tailored or one-to-one support. Transition 
support should also not be a ‘one-of’ activity, as 
disabled students stressed the need for meaningful 
engagement throughout the academic year. 

Another key challenge raised was the lack of 
consideration for mature disabled students entering 
HE, as well as transition support tailored for specifc 
disabilities. The timing and structure of transition 
support should also be considered, particularly 
as disabled students required to attend transition 
support programmes during induction weeks became 
overwhelmed by the volume of activities. Transition 
support that takes place ahead of the academic year, 

such as in spring or summer, is benefcial for this 
reason but faces challenges in capturing disabled 
students who have not yet engaged with their 
disability services. 

Regarding reasonable adjustments, the fndings 
revealed that a vast range of reasonable adjustments 
was likely to be advertised on web pages; however, 
these were more likely to be standardised 
interventions, rather than complex or specialist 
measures which would typically be designed in 
consultation with the student. 

Providers have a legal duty to provide reasonable 
adjustments under the Equality Act 2010, and this is an 
anticipatory duty. This means that providers must plan 
and take a strategic approach to addressing the barriers 
that potentially impede disabled students (Advance HE, 
2010). The fndings indicate that, while providers are 
meeting their legal responsibilities to make reasonable 
adjustments (particularly as all HEPs surveyed 
provide at least one reasonable adjustment across 
all categories), the extent to which the anticipatory 
duty is fulflled difers. The HEP staf survey data 
also indicates that there is confusion around what 
reasonable adjustments are and are not fundable 
by the DSA. While the publicised reforms to the DSA 
hope to streamline communication for students, 
any misinterpretation around limitations of funding 
could continue to compound students’ experiences of 
receiving delayed or inappropriate support. 

On a positive note, disabled students praised the 
openness and willingness of staf, including disability 
advisers and individual academics, to support 
the implementation of reasonable adjustments, 
also reporting that reasonable adjustments that 
were provided as standard were relatively quick 
to implement. However, concerns around a lack of 
information sharing between departments persisted 
and, in many cases, disabled students were still 
required to repeatedly share information about their 
disability, leading to delays in support. These results 
are consistent with earlier studies such as that by the 
Disabled Students’ Commission (2021). 

The fndings also revealed that increased collaboration 
between disability services and academic staf had 
improved consistency in the delivery of reasonable 
adjustments. This fnding aligns with research 
investigating the workplace experiences of disability 
advisers, published by the National Association of 
Disability Practitioners, in which it was reported that 
actively reducing the distance between disability 
advisers and academic staf created a better 
understanding of inclusive practice and reasonable 
adjustments overall (Borkin, 2023). 
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The fndings in this research expose gaps in 
support for specifc groups of disabled students, 
for example, international students and mature 
students, predominately due to a lack of available 
funding. Although some HEPs discussed using in-
house funding to plug these gaps, this approach 
was feasible only in a minority of institutions and 
depended on the local authority. As noted by Rowan 
(2023), common standards of provision and support 
for international disabled students should be set and 
funded, if necessary, by the HEPs themselves, so that 
these students are not at an unfair disadvantage in 
comparison with their peers. Charitable organisations 
such as the Snowdon Trust9 have also cited the 
fragmented and often infexible nature of funding, 
with geographical variations and shortfalls in support 
(Global Disability Innovation Hub & Snowdon Trust, 
2021). The Snowdon Trust therefore seeks to address 
some of these shortfalls in funding for reasonable 
adjustments by providing fnancial awards to eligible 
disabled students. 

A key fnding is a desire among disability services 
and disabled students to progress the adoption of 
inclusive practices such as UDL, ultimately reducing 
the need for individual reasonable adjustments 
and freeing up valuable resources within teams to 

9 See: https://www.snowdontrust.org/ 

further promote disability inclusion. It is, however, 
recognised that some students’ requirements will not 
be met by UDL and that individual adjustments and 
appropriate systems and processes should continue. 
Crucially, initiatives such as the Disabled Students’ 
Commitment (Disabled Students’ Commission, 2023) 
call on the sector to ensure that inclusive practice 
is embedded in curriculum design. In turn, this will 
help ensure that anticipatory reasonable adjustments 
are provided with consistency and certainty in the 
delivery of learning, teaching and assessment. 

The generalisability of these results is subject to 
certain limitations, and caution should be applied due 
to the sample size of both the HEP staf survey and 
the qualitative fndings. The survey ultimately drew 
on a convenience sample based on the HEPs that 
had the capacity to respond and, in many cases, staf 
within an individual HEP worked together to submit 
one response. Notwithstanding the relatively limited 
sample, this research provides valuable and scalable 
insights into the prevalent support approaches 
currently ofered to disabled students around 
transition and reasonable adjustments. 
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7 .  C O N C L U S I O N  A N D  
R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S  

Overview 
Overall, the research demonstrates that while a wide 
range of approaches are adopted to support students 
in the areas of transition support and by ofering 
reasonable adjustments, persistent challenges 
around their implementation lead to inconsistencies 
in the timeliness of disabled students receiving this 
support. Moreover, TASO’s ‘What works’ report on 
reducing equality gaps for disabled students (2023) 
speaks to the dearth of evaluative evidence around 
both transition support and reasonable adjustments; 
thus, the sector is unable to reasonably assess 
whether these approaches achieve their intended 
impact. The sector’s lack of confdence around 
evaluation and, in particular, understanding what 
works for individual groups of disabled students, 
continues to be refected in this research. 

Disabled students represent a signifcant proportion 
of the student population, and students feel more 
comfortable than ever before in disclosing their 
disability or mental health condition when applying 
to college or university: in 2023, the number of 
accepted UK applicants who had shared a disability 
increased by approximately 34% compared to 2022.10 

When disaggregated by level of study, approximately 
14% of research postgraduates and 10% of taught 
postgraduate students in the UK disclosed a disability 
(Advance HE, 2023). Support that eases disabled 
students’ transition into HE is, therefore, vital. 

The sector can frstly feel encouraged that the 
transition support currently provided appears to be, 
to some extent, achieving its objective of familiarising 
disabled students with HE life. This report suggests 
that it helps disabled students better understand the 
support they can access and explains diferences in 
disability terminology to help bridge the gap between 
school and HE. Approaches that support specifc 
groups of disabled students, such as autistic students, 
are particularly prevalent, as are interventions that 
take place during the spring or summer to ensure that 
disabled students can visit the campus and receive 
one-to-one support at a quieter time. 

The latter approach brings its own challenges, 
however, as many disabled students only register 
with disability services two or three weeks 
before the academic term. Thus, students with 
delayed diagnoses or limited access to diagnostic 

assessments, and those who become disabled while, 
in HE, all risk missing out on this earlier engagement. 
Encouraging early disclosure is therefore valuable, 
and targeted engagement with disabled students 
from under-represented and intersectional groups 
is required. Information about transition support on 
provider webpages should also be improved to ensure 
that all prospective and current disabled students 
know what services are available to them before they 
commence or continue their studies. 

In addition to transition support during the spring or 
summer, many more HEPs ofer disability-specifc 
transition support during the all-student induction 
week. However, disabled students can fnd this 
overwhelming, as it increases the number of events 
they are required to attend. 

Transition support for disabled students is also 
perceived by HEP staf to be difcult to resource, 
particularly against a backdrop of stretched disability 
services. Limited resources may have in part 
infuenced many HEPs to deliver ‘standalone’ transition 
support, that is, a one-of event or programme for 
disabled students entering HE, but with no extension 
into the academic year. This is at odds with disabled 
students’ requests for a meaningful programme of 
transition support that is relevant to all parts of the 
student journey. Disabled students also reiterate 
that transition support can only be efective if it is 
complemented by the provision of clear IAG about 
how to access such support. Some HEPs provide 
online toolkits and use social media to connect 
disabled prospective students with current students. 

Of note, small and specialist providers (who 
typically have a smaller overall student cohort) are 
seemingly more able to deliver ‘resource-intensive’ 
interventions such as campus buddy schemes and 
peer mentoring to support their incoming disabled 
students. For those not in small and specialist HEPs, 
collaborative working across the provider, such as 
with Students’ Unions, could help to better resource 
transition support. 

When considering the provision of reasonable 
adjustments for disabled students, HEPs ofer a range 
of standardised and funded support interventions 
in the areas of teaching and learning, assessment 
and physical access as well as more complex and 
specialist adjustments. However, the challenges 
in accessing this support are varied and profound. 
Disabled students experience barriers such as the 
inconsistent application of reasonable adjustments 

10 See: UCAS Undergraduate end of cycle data resources 2023 | Undergraduate | UCAS 
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between academic departments, as well as delays 
in receiving support, which sometimes only arrives 
after the frst year of their studies. This could be 
compounded by the fact that there is clear confusion 
from staf around what can and cannot be reasonably 
funded by DSA – all of which is contributing to a 
signifcant experience gap between disabled students 
and their non-disabled peers. 
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In relation to specialist or more complex reasonable 
adjustments, disabled students commend the 
willingness and openness of staf (including both 
disability services staf and academic staf) to work 
together to agree appropriate next steps. However, 
disabled students again encounter signifcant delays 
before non-standard reasonable adjustments are put 
in place and are often required to repeatedly provide 
information about their disability to multiple people 
before such adjustments are implemented. 

As in the implementation of transition support, it 
is recognised that a more joined-up approach is 
required, particularly between disability services 
staf and academic staf, in order to facilitate a better 
understanding of the individual circumstances of 
disabled students when putting in place reasonable 
adjustments. This can be supported by the 
modernisation and streamlining of information-
sharing systems, as well as by increasing training 
opportunities for academic staf on inclusive practice. 

Ultimately, HEP staf and students are eager for the 
sector to move towards inclusive practice, whereby 
providers implement initiatives such as UDL more 
widely. This should then release time for disability 
services to develop an anticipatory approach and thus 
negate the widespread need for ad-hoc support for 
individual students. Progress is slow, however, and 
in some areas, staf continue to lack an understanding 
of what is reasonable within an anticipatory lens, 
such as fexibility around attendance or the format 
of assessment. 

The sector’s approaches to monitoring and evaluating 
the efectiveness of both transition support and 
reasonable adjustments in disabled students’ 
inclusion are still in their infancy, and evidence in 
these areas is only just beginning to emerge. HEPs’ 
capacity to carry out robust evaluation is limited 
and, thus, the data collected often relies heavily on 
anecdotal student feedback rather than any detailed 
assessment of the approach’s impact on academic 
outcomes for disabled students, aspects of their 
student experience or an understanding of their 
intersectional identity. HEP staf have requested 
greater guidance on which evaluation frameworks to 

use to support their approaches, as well as support 
with Theory of Change development to identify 
outcomes for Type 3 evaluation. 

In particular, TASO’s ongoing work with participating 
HEPs – supporting the fndings of the ‘What works’ 
review to reduce equality gaps for disabled students 
(2023) – is a positive and relevant step in creating an 
opportunity for HEPs to build their internal evaluation 
expertise and learn about the efcacy of current 
practices in supporting disabled students. 

Recommendations 
Promotion of disability support 

• IAG regarding transition support and reasonable 
adjustments is sometimes hidden on webpages, 
despite being a main port of call for disabled 
prospective students to fnd out what support 
they can access. A designated disability services 
webpage, signposting relevant support, should 
be fully accessible to all prospective students, 
regardless of whether they have shared a disability 
with their provider or not. 

• A separate webpage detailing the transition 
support available, and signposting how to register 
with disability services, could also be benefcial in 
aiding early engagement. 

Transition support 

• Where possible, transition support should not be 
delivered in isolation but should support a more 
holistic approach: 

• Transition support should be accompanied 
by the provision of clear and accessible IAG 
for disabled prospective students. This may 
include information on the type of support they 
can expect to access while in HE, as well as 
information about the diferences in terminology 
between school and HE settings. 

• The literature and our fndings suggest that 
transition support that extends into the academic 
year, or is relevant to other parts of the student 
journey, may be more impactful for students. 
Where possible, and to foster a greater sense of 
community, transition support should not be a 
‘one-of’ event. 

• The data suggests that transition support for 
disabled students during an all-student induction 
week can result in an overcrowded schedule for 
disabled students. Where possible, HEPs should 
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endeavour to provide multiple transition support 
approaches: this may include events held during 
the spring/summer to support early engagement, 
as well as during induction weeks to ofer disabled 
students a more varied choice. 
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• As the previous literature suggests, disabled 
students with complex requirements and those 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less 
likely to share their disability with their provider, 
supporting early disclosure from these groups will 
help ensure they can be identifed to participate in 
transition support. 

• The delivery of transition support is perceived 
to be resource-intensive by many HEP staf. It 
is recommended that a more joined-up, cross-
departmental approach is adopted, including 
partnerships between disability services, widening 
participation teams and Student Unions. 

• Novel transition support approaches that engage 
parents and supporters may help to alleviate the 
concerns of these groups around putting support 
in place, particularly when providing information 
around the transition from school to HE. 

• HEPs should endeavour to accurately capture 
the number of disabled students attending each 
transition programme or event, in order to monitor 
engagement and meet increased demand where 
required. 

Reasonable adjustments 

• Findings suggest that there is confusion about 
what support is DSA fundable, what is not DSA 
fundable, and what reasonable adjustments 
should be made available by the HEP as a matter 
of course in order to meet legal requirements 
under the Equality Act. There also appears to be a 
gap between the stated reasonable adjustments 
available to students, and students’ experience of 
receiving those adjustments in a timely manner. We 
recommend that the sector ensures there is clarity 
about sources of funding and provision of support 
for disabled students. 

• To aid clarity and strengthen sector knowledge and 
awareness of which adjustments are DSA fundable 
we recommend that the DfE ensure that guidance 
is accessible and clearly defned, and that this is 
efectively shared within HEPs with all staf tasked 
with delivering adjustments. 

• The delivery of reasonable adjustments is 
inconsistent, varying between individual members 
of staf and academic departments. Increased 
collaboration is needed between academic staf 
and disability services staf. 

• HEPs should consider exploring how systems 
could be streamlined to support the efective 
sharing of information. 

• HEPs should seek to progress, embed and 
evaluate an inclusive approach, such as UDL, 
to reduce eventually the need for so many 
individual adjustments and to improve the timely 
implementation of more complex or specialist 
adjustments. 

• To support this, HEPs should explore the potential 
to ofer comprehensive training to staf, including 
on topics such as inclusive practice and UDL and, 
potentially, on competence standards to increase 
the likelihood of HEPs embedding fexibility in 
forms of assessment. 

• The collection of data at more regular intervals and 
feedback identifying the reasonable adjustments 
that are most efective or most frequently 
implemented would help HEPs to better plan 
which adjustments to standardise or feed into an 
anticipatory approach. 

• Consideration of ways to fund certain reasonable 
adjustments in-house would help provide 
additional or anticipatory support for students who 
are not eligible for DSA funding or are experiencing 
a delay in their support. 

• HEPs should seek to survey and monitor how 
far disabled students experience the process 
and nature of reasonable adjustments. They 
should seek to ensure that most if not all disabled 
students feel confdent and included in how they 
access reasonable adjustments, and in how those 
adjustments are delivered. 

Evaluation methods 

• Approaches to evaluating transition support and 
reasonable adjustments are in their infancy, and 
evidence is still emerging. To support a more 
widespread and robust evaluation, the sector needs 
to improve capacity and training, to help all relevant 
staf to regularly monitor what works for disabled 
students, and which approaches are most efective. 
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• Evidence suggests that HEPs with smaller student 
cohorts, such as small and specialist providers, 
evaluate their support approaches less frequently. 
Representative bodies, such as GuildHE, could 
extend this activity by producing case studies as 
examples of good practice, or by exploring the use 
of TASO’s small n guidance. 

• HEPs have suggested that they are unsure whether 
certain educational outcomes are directly related 
to the implementation of transition support and 
reasonable adjustments. Further support provided 
by the development of enhanced Theories of 
Change, clearly indicating medium- and longer-
term outcomes, would be useful to the sector in 
collecting more causal evidence. The sector should 
also actively promote and share existing evaluation 
frameworks to aid the design and evaluation of 
transition support and reasonable adjustments. 

• Qualitative evaluation, such as gathering feedback 
through interviews, focus groups or case studies, 
is well-suited to understanding the experiences 
of disabled students. HEPs should explore such 
methods further to strengthen and triangulate their 
evaluation practice. 

• Regarding both transition support and reasonable 
adjustments, the evidence suggests that HEPs do 
not disaggregate their data to understand types 
of disability or how disability interacts with other 
equality characteristics, or the impact of disability 
on experiences. Ongoing research is required to 
understand which approaches are most efective, 
and for whom. 

• Building on the previous point, the sector should 
seek to systematically include less frequently 
represented disabled student groups in their 
evaluation approaches, such as postgraduate 
students and students with unseen disabilities. 
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Desk-based review sample 
The desk-based review included 88 unique HEPs: 16 (18%) Russell Group providers, 18 (20%) specialist 
providers and 43 (49%) post-1992 providers. Finally, the sample included two FE colleges ofering HE. Table 4 
gives further detail on each provider’s afliation and mission group status, noting that HEPs can be afliated to 
more than one category. 

Data on each HEP was sourced through HESA. Where data was available, an additional column compares the 
proportions included in the desk-based review sample to the overall English HE sector. 

Table 4: Number and proportion of HEPs included in the desk-based review across identifed afliations 
including mission groups 

Provider afliations Desk-based frequency Frequency in the English HE sector 

N % N 
% represented in 

sample 

Post-1992 43 48% 67 64% 

Specialist 18 20% 128 14% 

FE institution 2 2% 158 1% 

Mission Group 

Cathedrals Group 7 8% 14 50% 

Guild HE 11 12% 56 20% 

Million Plus 16 18% 16 100% 

Russell Group 16 18% 20 80% 

University Alliance 12 15% 14 86% 

Other 6 7% – – 

No mission group 20 22% – – 
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Table 5: Number and proportion of HEPs included in the desk-based review sample across the spread of 
English geographical regions 
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Geographical region Desk-based frequency 

N % 

East Midlands 8 9% 

East of England 7 8% 

London 17 19% 

North East 3 3% 

North West 9 10% 

South East 12 14% 

South West 10 11% 

West Midlands 10 11% 

Yorkshire and the Humber 8 9% 

Nationwide/remote/distance learning 4 5% 

Total 88 100% 

HEP staff survey sample 
The HEP staf survey was targeted at HEP staf members with responsibility for implementing reasonable 
adjustments and/or transition support for disabled students. A total of 37 staf members completed the survey, 
from 32 unique HEPs. The responses were drawn from a convenience sample, as outlined in the body of this report. 

Data on each HEP was sourced through HESA. In total, seven (19%) responses were received from specialist 
providers, 18 (49%) from post-1992 providers and two (5%) from FE providers. These proportions refected 
those in the desk-based review. A detailed breakdown of each provider’s afliation and mission group status is 
shown in Table 6, with the caveat that HEPs can be afliated to more than one category. 

Where data was available, an additional column compares the proportions in the desk-based review sample to 
the overall English HE sector. 

Table 6 also includes a breakdown of student numbers at each HEP: HEPs with fewer than 10,000 students are 
labelled as ‘small and/or specialist’ and those with more than 10,000 students are labelled as ‘larger’ in the body 
of this report. A total of 10 (27%) responses to the HEP staf survey were received from providers with fewer 
than 10,000 students in total, while 26 (70%) were received from providers with more than 10,000 students. 
No information was available on HESA regarding student numbers for one provider, and this provider is therefore 
not included under this categorisation in Table 6. 
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Table 6: Number and proportion of HEP staf survey sample across identifed afliations including 
mission groups 
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Provider afliations/student numbers HEP staf survey frequency Frequency in the England HE sector 

N % N 
% represented in 

sample 

Post-1992 18 49% 67 27% 

Specialist 7 19% 128 4% 

FE institution 2 11 5% 158 1% 

Mission Group 

Cathedrals Group 3 8% 14 21% 

Guild HE 6 16% 56 11% 

Million Plus 3 8% 16 18% 

Russell Group 9 24% 20 45% 

University Alliance 6 16% 14 43% 

Other 2 5% – – 

No mission group 8 22% - – 

Total student numbers 

Fewer than 10,000 students 10 27% – – 

More than 10,000 students 26 70% – – 

Table 7 outlines the distribution of providers included in the HEP staf survey sample across the regions of 
England, including one provider (two respondents) that ofered online/nationwide provision. As in the desk-
based review, the highest proportion of respondents were from HEPs located in London (27%). 

Table 7: Number of providers included in the HEP staf survey sample across the spread of English 
geographical regions 

Geographical region HEP staf survey frequency 

N % 

East Midlands 1 2% 

East of England 0 0% 

London 10 27% 

North East 1 2% 

North West 1 2% 

11 FE institutions have been linked to their degree-awarding university for analysis. 
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Geographical region HEP staf survey frequency 

South East 3 8% 

South West 7 19% 

West Midlands 5 14% 

Yorkshire and the Humber 7 19% 

Nationwide/remote/distance learning 2 5% 

Total 37 100% 

In-depth staff interviews/focus group sample 
A purposive sample of 16 participants took part in HEP staf interviews or focus groups, representing 11 unique 
HEPs. It should be noted that one HEP in the sample is jointly owned by two individual HEPs, but is counted as one 
for the purposes of this report. 

Data on each HEP was sourced through HESA. In total, four (36%) HEPs were specialist, and seven (64%) were 
post-1992. No FE providers were included in the in-depth/focus group sample. There was a higher proportion of 
HEPs with a ‘specialist’ or ‘Guild HE’ afliation than in the HEP staf survey, particularly because one focus group 
focussed on the experiences of small and/or specialist HEPs. A detailed breakdown of each provider’s afliation 
and mission group status is included in Table 8. 

Where data was available, an additional column compares the proportions in the desk-based review sample to 
the English HE sector as a whole. 
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Student focus group sample 
Disabled students were recruited to participate in three separate focus groups. During the recruitment phase, we 
collected data in several categories which were used to defne the make-up of the sample. 

A total of 26 disabled students took part in the focus groups, with a range of or multiple disabilities. Three postgraduate 
students participated, representing 12% of the total sample. A detailed breakdown of the sample is provided in Table 8. 

Table 8: Number and proportion of disabled students in the disabled student focus group sample 

 Demographics Frequency12  

 

Category Sub-category N % 

Gender 

Ethnicity 

Male 9 35% 

Female 15 58% 

Non-binary 1 4% 

Prefer not to say 1 4% 

White 19 73% 

Asian, or Asian British 2 8% 

Black 2 8% 

Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 3 12% 

Level of study 
Undergraduate 23 88% 

Postgraduate 3 12% 

Total 26 100% 

12 Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. 

Project report: Supporting disabled students: Mapping reasonable adjustments and transition support 45 



  
  

 

  

 
  

 

 
 

 

  
 

  
 

 

  
 

  
 

  

 
  

 
 

 

  

   
 

  
 

 

  

A P P E N D I X  B :  R E F E R E N C E S

Advance HE (2010) Managing reasonable 
adjustments in higher education. Available at 
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/ 
managing-reasonable-adjustments-higher-education 

Advance HE (2023) Equality in Higher Education 
Students Statistical Report. Available at https:// 
advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/equality-
higher-education-statistical-reports-2023?_ 
ga=2.192266792.30064482.1702232344-
228905581.1700737196 

Borkin, H. (2023) The experiences of staf working 
within Disability Services in Higher Education. 
Journal of Inclusive Practice in Further and Higher 
Education 15(1), pp. 5–34. 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2019) Refecting on refexive 
thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in Sport, 
Exercise and Health (11) 4, pp. 589–597. DOI: 
10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806 

Carroll, J. & Ryan, J. (2007) Teaching international 
students: Improving learning for all. New York: 
Routledge. 

Department for Education (2022) SEND Review: 
Right support, right place, right time. Government 
consultation on the SEND and alternative provision 
system in England. DOI: https://assets.publishing. 
service.gov.uk/media/624178c68fa8f5277c0168e7/ 
SEND_review_right_support_right_place_right_time_ 
accessible.pdf 

Disabled Students’ Commission (2021) Annual 
Report 2020–2021: Enhancing the disabled student 
experience. Available at https://www.advance-
he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-students-
commission-annual-report-2020-2021-enhancing-
disabled-student 

Disabled Students’ Commission (2023) Disabled 
Student Commitment. Available at 
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-
hub/disabled-student-commitment?_ 
ga=2.183985894.1560187188.1701966697-
228905581.1700737196 

Equality Challenge Unit (2010) Managing Reasonable 
Adjustments in Higher Education. Available at https:// 
s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode. 
advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/ 
managing-reasonable-adjustments-in-higher-
education_1578587125.pdf 

Global Disability Innovation Hub, Snowdon Trust 
(2021) Disabled Students Survey. Available at 
disabilityinnovation.com/news/disabled-students-
survey-1 

Ofce for Students (2021). Assessment practices 
in English higher education providers. Available at 
https://www.ofceforstudents.org.uk/publications/ 
assessment-practices-in-english-higher-education-
providers/ 

QAA (2015) The UK Quality Code for Higher 
Education. Available at https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/ 
qaa/quality-code/quality-code-overview-2015. 
pdf?sfvrsn=d309f781_6 

Rowan, A. (2023) Reasonable adjustments? 
A qualitative study of the experience of disabled 
international students in UK higher education. 
PhD Thesis. Queens University, Belfast. 

TASO (2023) What works to reduce equality gaps for 
disabled students. Available at https://taso.org.uk/ 
wp-content/uploads/TASO-report-what-works-to-
reduce-equality-gaps-for-disabled-students.pdf 

UCAS (2022) Next Steps: What is the experience of 
disabled students in education? Available at https:// 
www.ucas.com/next-steps-what-experience-
disabled-students-education?hash=Khe12QF8sBath 
7P7hVMMpU9lSoJrAtS5f9zaLjf2-MI 

46 Project report: Supporting disabled students: Mapping reasonable adjustments and transition support 

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/managing-reasonable-adjustments-higher-education
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/managing-reasonable-adjustments-higher-education
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/equality-higher-education-statistical-reports-2023?_ga=2.192266792.30064482.1702232344-228905581.1700737196
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/equality-higher-education-statistical-reports-2023?_ga=2.192266792.30064482.1702232344-228905581.1700737196
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/equality-higher-education-statistical-reports-2023?_ga=2.192266792.30064482.1702232344-228905581.1700737196
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/equality-higher-education-statistical-reports-2023?_ga=2.192266792.30064482.1702232344-228905581.1700737196
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/equality-higher-education-statistical-reports-2023?_ga=2.192266792.30064482.1702232344-228905581.1700737196
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/624178c68fa8f5277c0168e7/SEND_review_right_support_right_place_right_time_accessible.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/624178c68fa8f5277c0168e7/SEND_review_right_support_right_place_right_time_accessible.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/624178c68fa8f5277c0168e7/SEND_review_right_support_right_place_right_time_accessible.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/624178c68fa8f5277c0168e7/SEND_review_right_support_right_place_right_time_accessible.pdf
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-students-commission-annual-report-2020-2021-enhancing-disabled-student
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-students-commission-annual-report-2020-2021-enhancing-disabled-student
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-students-commission-annual-report-2020-2021-enhancing-disabled-student
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-students-commission-annual-report-2020-2021-enhancing-disabled-student
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-student-commitment?_ga=2.183985894.1560187188.1701966697-228905581.1700737196
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-student-commitment?_ga=2.183985894.1560187188.1701966697-228905581.1700737196
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-student-commitment?_ga=2.183985894.1560187188.1701966697-228905581.1700737196
https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-student-commitment?_ga=2.183985894.1560187188.1701966697-228905581.1700737196
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/managing-reasonable-adjustments-in-higher-education_1578587125.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/managing-reasonable-adjustments-in-higher-education_1578587125.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/managing-reasonable-adjustments-in-higher-education_1578587125.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/managing-reasonable-adjustments-in-higher-education_1578587125.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/managing-reasonable-adjustments-in-higher-education_1578587125.pdf
https://www.snowdontrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Disabled-Students-Survey_2021.pdf
https://www.snowdontrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Disabled-Students-Survey_2021.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/assessment-practices-in-english-higher-education-providers/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/assessment-practices-in-english-higher-education-providers/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/assessment-practices-in-english-higher-education-providers/
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/quality-code/quality-code-overview-2015.pdf?sfvrsn=d309f781_6
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/quality-code/quality-code-overview-2015.pdf?sfvrsn=d309f781_6
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/quality-code/quality-code-overview-2015.pdf?sfvrsn=d309f781_6
https://taso.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/TASO-report-what-works-to-reduce-equality-gaps-for-disabled-students.pdf
https://taso.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/TASO-report-what-works-to-reduce-equality-gaps-for-disabled-students.pdf
https://taso.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/TASO-report-what-works-to-reduce-equality-gaps-for-disabled-students.pdf
https://www.ucas.com/next-steps-what-experience-disabled-students-education?hash=Khe12QF8sBath7P7hVMMpU9lSoJrAtS5f9zaLjf2-MI
https://www.ucas.com/next-steps-what-experience-disabled-students-education?hash=Khe12QF8sBath7P7hVMMpU9lSoJrAtS5f9zaLjf2-MI
https://www.ucas.com/next-steps-what-experience-disabled-students-education?hash=Khe12QF8sBath7P7hVMMpU9lSoJrAtS5f9zaLjf2-MI
https://www.ucas.com/next-steps-what-experience-disabled-students-education?hash=Khe12QF8sBath7P7hVMMpU9lSoJrAtS5f9zaLjf2-MI


Project report: Supporting disabled students: Mapping reasonable adjustments and transition support

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  

   
  

   
  

   

  
 

   
 

  
 

   
 

 

  
 

  
 

 

  
  

  
  

  

   
 

  

 

 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

 

  
 

  
 

  

A P P E N D I X  C :  D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E S

Student focus group 
Perceptions of transition support 
(up to 20 minutes) 

I’d like to use the frst part of this focus group to 
explore your views and experiences of transition 
support. As a reminder, by transition support, we 
mean any programmes or initiatives that specifcally 
support disabled students entering higher education 
for the frst time. Please don’t worry if you have never 
participated in such programmes or initiatives, as 
your feedback and suggestions are still appreciated. 

1. Can anyone recall any transition support you
may have received as a disabled student
entering your university?

• Prompt: If yes, can you describe this in more
detail? In what way was it targeted at/designed
for disabled students, i.e. by impairment type?

• Prompt: Was it a one-of initiative or did it
extend into the academic year?

• Prompt: How did this transition support, if at all,
meet your requirements as a disabled student
entering HE?

• Prompt: If you cannot recall anything specifc,
what do you envisage transition support for
disabled students might look like?

2. How aware, if at all, were you of the transition
support available to disabled students at your
university?

• Prompt: How was the support communicated
to you, and at what stage in your application
journey? Did you fnd this information online, or
through contact with your disability service?

• Prompt: How easy or difcult was it to get
transition support in place? Was your university
proactive in getting this set up?

• Prompt: Would any other ways be more efective
in informing you about transition support
available?

How important do you consider transition support for 
disabled students to be, and why? 

• Prompt: What sort of impact do you think
transition support programmes might have
for disabled students transitioning into HE?

• Prompt: From a personal perspective, what
impact has it had on you? Consider the short
and longer-term impacts on your (i) study
and, (ii) sense of belonging at university.

3. Are there any gaps in or improvements to
transition support for disabled students that you
can identify/recommend?

• Prompt: Can you recall any successes/what has
worked well in relation to transition support?

Perceptions of reasonable adjustments 
(up to 20 minutes) 

Thank you for your contributions so far. In this next 
section, I am going to ask your views on reasonable 
adjustments while studying at university. 

4. Firstly, are you aware of the types of reasonable
adjustment available to disabled students at your
provider?

• Prompt: Are you aware of what is provided as
standard, versus those interventions available
through funding such as the DSA?

5. If you feel comfortable sharing, please can you
let us know what reasonable adjustments you
currently receive.

• Prompt: What was your experience in accessing
these reasonable adjustments? Was it an easy
or difcult process? What challenges did you
experience?

• Prompt: Have these reasonable adjustments
been tailored to you or your specifc
requirements in any way?

• Prompt: Have you received any reasonable
adjustments that were deemed more complex,
and if so, what was your experience in
accessing these?
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6. In your view, how efective are your reasonable
adjustments in supporting and enhancing your
access to study?

• Prompt: Can you single out any reasonable
adjustments that have been particularly
efective?

7. Are there any gaps in or improvements to
reasonable adjustments that you can identify/
recommend?

• Prompt: Can you recall any successes/what
has worked well in relation to accessing
reasonable adjustments at your university?

Concluding statements (up to 15 minutes) 

In this fnal section, I would like to focus on the 
positive aspects of support provided to you as a 
disabled student at your university. 

8. I’d like each of you to describe one thing that your
university does well in terms of disability support.

• Prompt: This could be either in transition
support or reasonable adjustments, or
support more widely.

9. Are there any other recommendations you
would like to ofer your university in terms of
transition support or reasonable adjustments
that you think would improve your experience
as a disabled student?

Staff interviews/focus groups 
Transition support for disabled students 
(15/20 minutes) 

I would like to start by asking you to think about 
approaches to transition support for disabled 
students. 

• Can you describe any general approaches to
transition support that you currently ofer to
all students entering your university?

• Prompt: Do any of these approaches contain
specifc elements for disabled students?

• Can you describe any novel approaches your
university is taking to support disabled students’
transition into HE?

• Prompt: Can you describe this approach in
more detail?

• Prompt: Is this designed for all disabled students
or tailored to a specifc impairment type?

• Prompt: What led to the implementation of this
approach? Can you describe the background
data or evidence that drove this?

• How do you typically communicate this
transition support to disabled students entering
your provider?

• Prompt: At what point on their application
journey do you typically communicate?

• What are some of the challenges to and
opportunities for providing transition support to
disabled students within your provider?

• Prompt: Are any of these, in your opinion,
unique to your context?

• What, if any, monitoring and/or evaluation
approaches do you take to assess the efectiveness
of transition support for disabled students at
your institution?

• Prompt: Can you outline the methodologies
you use?

• Prompt: Are your monitoring and evaluation
disaggregated in any way to understand the
impact on diferent groups?

• Prompt: To what extent are disabled students
included in the monitoring and evaluation of
transition support?

• Prompt: Can you outline in a little more detail
what your evidence is telling you?

• Prompt: If you have not conducted any
evaluation, what are the reasons for this?

Reasonable adjustment approaches (15/20 minutes) 

I am now going to ask you about your approaches 
to providing reasonable adjustments for disabled 
students. 

• What are some of the reasonable adjustments
you provide as a matter of course for disabled
students?

• Prompt: Are any of these easier or more
difcult to implement within your context?

• Can you describe any novel approaches your
university takes to provide reasonable
adjustments to disabled students?
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• Prompt: What led to this approach? Can you 
describe any of the background data or evidence 
that drove this decision? 

• Prompt: Are any of these approaches tailored 
to individual impairment types? 

• What are some of the successes and challenges 
you have experienced in developing new 
approaches to reasonable adjustments? 

• Prompt: Are any of these, in your opinion, 
unique to your context? 

• What, if any, monitoring and/or evaluation 
approaches do you take to assess the efectiveness 
of reasonable adjustments for disabled students 
at your institution? 

• Prompt: Can you outline the methodologies 
you use? 

• Prompt: To what extent are disabled students 
included in the monitoring and evaluation of 
transition support? 

• Prompt: Is your monitoring and evaluation 
disaggregated in any way to understand the 
impact on diferent groups? 

• Prompt: Can you outline in a little more detail 
what your evidence is telling you? 

• Prompt: If you have not conducted any 
evaluation, what are the reasons for this? 

Concluding statements (5 minutes) 

• Finally, are there any other key learnings you 
wish to share in developing support for disabled 
students? 
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A P P E N D I X  D :  R AW  H E P  S TA F F  S U R V E Y  D ATA  O N  
P R E VA L E N C E  O F  R E A S O N A B L E  A D J U S T M E N T S  

The survey fndings suggest that there is some 
confusion around which reasonable adjustments 
are funded through the DSA and which should be 
provided by the HEP. It is important to state that 
there is no suggestion that HEPs are administering 
DSA funding inappropriately. The point here is that 
staf may be unclear about reasonable adjustment 
provision. In order to demonstrate the confusion we 
have included the raw numbers of providers that ofer 
reasonable adjustments, and their source of funding 
as understood by the person completing the survey. 
The fndings of the survey align with similar research 
fndings, and inform our recommendation that there 
needs to be greater clarity and transparency about 
reasonable adjustments so that disabled students 
have an inclusive, thriving experience in higher 
education. 

For clarification purposes we have indicated where 
the HEP is expected to ensure that the adjustment is in 
place. Please also note that that provision varies in 
the four nations in the UK, and that while we have only 
surveyed English it is possible that, for example, a 
student from Scotland but studying in England will be 
supported by the provisions applicable in Scotland 

Although the numbers may not seem large, inclusivity 
is essential and not receiving the support that they are 
entitled to will have a negative impact on the student 
journey into, through and beyond higher education. 
The risk is that students may be given incorrect 
information about reasonable adjustments, or not be 
directed to the appropriate department or person who 
can help organise support, and so support that should 
be provided as standard may be delayed. 

Table 9. Number of providers that ofer each type of reasonable adjustment related to teaching and learning, 
and source of funding 

Type of adjustment Both DSA funded Standard None 

Assistive technology software 20 12 4 1 

Non-medical help support e.g. specialist mentoring 12 24 

Note takers 12 14 6 5 

Provision of practical equipment 9 3 19 6 

Permission to take occasional breaks in teaching sessions 4 33 

Provision of teaching materials in alternative formats 3 4 27 3 

Lecture capture 3 6 21 7 

Designated classroom seating arrangements 2 2 29 8 

Reasonable adjustments for feld trips and/or placements 2 2 29 4 

Permission to bring food and drink into teaching settings 2 2 25 4 

Provision of teaching materials in advance 1 1 35 

Flexibility in attendance 1 3 21 12 

Accessible timetabling 1 27 9 

Academic terminology guidance 1 1 19 16 
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The adjustments below are expected to be typically 
provided by the HEP, unless specifed: 

• Designated classroom seating arrangements.

• Reasonable adjustments for feld trips and/or
placements.

Table 10. Number of providers who ofered each type of reasonable adjustment related to assessment 

Type of adjustment Both DSA funded Standard None 

Reader and or amanuensis scribe in exams 4 4 26 3 

Use of a PC laptop in exams 3 2 28 4 

Provision of adapted exam materials 2 2 27 6 

Exam rest breaks 2 1 29 5 

Allowing students to bring food, drink and/or medication 
into exams 

2 1 25 9 

Additional exam time 2 2 31 2 

Marking assessments and exams in accordance with 
marking guidelines for individual disabilities/conditions 

1 19 17 

Flexibility with extenuating circumstances 1 25 11 

Flexibility with assessment deadline 1 1 27 8 

Flexibility in the form of assessment 1 3 20 13 

Clarifcation notes: 
• Reader and/or amanuensis scribe in exams. DSA The adjustments below are expected to be typically 

stopped funding these roles for new students provided by the HEP, unless specifed: 
from the 2016/17 academic year, so there will be
vanishingly few students remaining who are
having this support funded through DSA.

• Provision of adapted exam materials.
• Exam rest breaks.
• Allowing students to bring food, drink and/or

medication into exams.
• Allocating students to a suitable room for exams.
• Additional exam time.
• Marking assessments in accordance with guidelines 
• Flexibility with extenuating circumstances.
• Flexibility with assessment deadline.
• Flexibility in the form of assessment.
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Table 11. Number of providers who ofered each type of reasonable adjustment related to physical accessibility 

Type of adjustment Both DSA funded Standard None 

Allocation of specifc accommodation on campus 3 1 25 8 

Adjustments to buildings, teaching venues and/or 
accommodation 

2 2 28 5 

Access to a quiet working space 2 1 26 8 

Individualised emergency evaluation plans 1 2 31 3 

Fridge/freezer on campus 1 2 26 8 

Car parking for blue badge holders 1 1 30 5 

Review of teaching locations with the student 17 27 

Facilities for charging powered wheelchairs 1 9 27 

Clarifcation notes: 
The adjustments below are expected to be typically 
provided by the HEP, unless specifed: 

• Allocation of specifc accommodation on campus –
this is a matter for the HEP. Assuming this refers to
HEP-owned accommodation, DSA is not available
towards the additional costs of accommodation
where the accommodation is provided, managed or
controlled by the HEP or its agent. DSA is available
for the additional costs of accommodation not
provided by the HEP or its agent, but only where the
additional costs are incurred solely because of the
student’s disability.

• Adjustments to buildings, teaching venues and/or
accommodation.

• Access to a quiet working space.

• Individualised emergency evacuation plans.

• Fridge freezer on campus – DSA can fund a
fridge if a student needs it to store medication
and communal facilities are not available, but
this would generally be for the student’s own
accommodation (not a general one on campus).

• Car parking for blue badge holders – generally the
provision of car parking would be a matter for the
HEP, but DSA occasionally funds this in exceptional
circumstances (e.g. where the HEP has no car
parking provision at all).

• Facilities for charging powering wheelchairs.

Table 12. Number of providers who ofered each type of reasonable adjustment related to specialist/complex 
reasonable adjustment 

Type of adjustment Both DSA funded Standard None 

Provision for disabled students with multiple conditions 
15 4 14 4

or complex medical needs 

Sighted guide support 11 12 8 6 

Hearing technology 10 3 18 6 

British Sign Language interpreters 10 16 7 4 

Deaf alerted systems 6 2 17 12 

Assistance dogs on campus 1 2 29 5 

A sensory room 1 2 8 28 
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Clarifcation notes: 

The adjustments below are expected to be typically 
provided by the HEP, unless specifed: 

• Assistance dogs on campus – this is a matter for
the HEP.

• A sensory room – this is a matter for the HEP.
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Evidence Quarter info@taso.org.uk 
Floor 4, Albany House taso.org.uk 
94-96 Petty France
London SW1H 9EA

TASO is an independent charity that aims to improve 
lives through evidence-based practice in higher 
education (HE). We support HE professionals through 
research, toolkits and evaluation guidance on what 
works best to eliminate equality gaps. We inform 
practitioners of the best available evidence and produce 
new evidence on the most efective approaches. 
TASO is an afliate ‘What Works’ centre and is part of 
the UK Government’s What Works Movement. 
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