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Summary of Higher Education Commission roundtables with disabled students
As part of the primary evidence base for the Disabled Students Inquiry, the Higher Education Commission held two roundtable evidence sessions with disabled students and disability practitioners. These took place on October 29th and November 5th, in the House of Lords and the University of Derby. Different groups of students with a range of impairments attended the roundtables, and discussed their experiences and perspectives on the themes of teaching and learning; living and social experiences; and transitions into and out of university. This document provides a brief initial summary of our findings from the roundtables. At a later date the recordings of the roundtables will be transcribed and coded in order to provide a thorough thematic analysis for the inquiry report.
A number of overarching issues emerged which cut across the three main themes. These issues included the administrative burden on disabled students, which is detailed below; the financial burden of a combination of issues such as more expensive accommodation, having to get medical notes certifying impairments, and contributing to DSA equipment costs; a lack of basic access to teaching and learning, due to reluctance or failure to put in reasonable adjustments; the lack of consistency within and between universities in terms of the support available; and the sometimes poor awareness or care for the existence and needs of disabled students from non-disabled students, academic staff and other staff.
Below is a summary of some of the key points raised within each theme at the sessions. Some examples of good practice were highlighted, but the key concern is that these were on the level of individual institutions rather than widely practiced among higher education institutions. As part of the work of the inquiry we will be seeking out more examples of good practice from universities and practitioners to share in the report.

Teaching and learning
· Many students are still experiencing difficulties with basic access issues such as getting into lecture or seminar buildings/rooms, lectures being recorded, and the provision of note takers when they are required.
· Many students are still experiencing difficulties with accessing the equipment and software provided by the DSA, with the process sometimes taking a long time and the resulting equipment or software sometimes unsuitable for the student’s needs.
· Disabled students face a huge administrative burden, including with trying to get access to the DSA, to access university support, to get reasonable adjustments put in place, to get the requirements of their support plan implemented, to get extensions or alternative assessments.
· There is great inconsistency between and within universities in terms of the support and acceptance by academic staff of the need to provide reasonable adjustments – some students were strongly supported by some academic staff, whereas other staff articulated stigmatising ideas about reasonable adjustments being unnecessary, catering for student ‘laziness’ or giving disabled students ‘an unfair advantage’.

Living and social experiences
· Many disabled students are still unable to find suitable accommodation, having to put up with unsuitable rooms or moving back home as a result, and sometimes excluded from socialising because of being unable to access social spaces in halls.
· There was some best practice highlighted from universities which provided highly adapted rooms for disabled students, and security staff who checked up on students weekly to make sure they were getting on okay or whether they needed more support.
· It was unanimously agreed by students that there is usually no attempt by student societies or clubs to provide accessibility information about their meetings or events, or to consider how they could make their activities accessible to disabled students. When accessibility information is given, it is often a last minute thought and the disabled student is expected to work out how they can access the activity.
· It seems that awareness and understanding needs to be increased among the general student body about disabled students, as sometimes a lack of empathy, respect and care is shown by non-disabled students.

Transitions into university and employment
· Some students had the opportunity to meet academic and support staff in advance of the start of term, which could be helpful.
· Many freshers’ fairs and careers fairs were inaccessible for the students: too busy or loud and crowded, physically difficult to walk through or move through using a wheelchair or with a guide dog, information provided wasn’t accessible, some of the employers in attendance didn’t know anything about accommodating disabled students.  
· However, some university freshers’ fairs and careers fairs had a ‘quiet hour’ at the beginning and/or end of the scheduled time to provide access for students with a range of impairments or needs.
· Some careers advisors didn’t expect the students to have ambitions, or weren’t able to provide them with appropriate advice on how they could access the careers they were interested in. 
· Some students found that their work placements weren’t accessible; however, others found that there was good communication between the people organising the work placements and their disability services support staff.
· There was often no consideration by the relevant staff of whether and how disabled students could take part in study abroad schemes. 
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