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Editorial 

Dear Colleagues, 

Welcome to the summer 2021 edition of The Journal of Inclusive Practice in Further 

and Higher Education (JIPFHE), my first as editor which I am proud to have been 

invited to do, and delighted to have undertaken. 

Well congratulations to us all for getting to the end of not just another academic year 

but a year like no other!  Most of us have been working from home supporting 

students, undertaking assessments, providing training and managing colleagues, and 

as challenging as this has been I cannot help but reflect on what a year of opportunity 

we have had.   

The move to remote online learning has presented more flexible ways for all students 

to engage with their studies.  For disabled students this increased accessibility in 

teaching, learning and assessment methods has served to increase their access to 

further and higher education.  It has also presented the opportunity to demonstrate 

their true potential in ways which better suit individual needs.  Many disabled 

students have also benefitted from being able to access support online, something 

that many institutions  are now looking to offer as the default choice going forwards.  

That said, I don’t think you can beat meeting students face to face which I am looking 

forward to getting back to doing in the new academic year. 

Although working on a computer all day moving from Teams meeting to Teams 

meeting can be fatiguing, for staff working from home has afforded opportunities to 

engage in more training with courses and conferences going online.  The recent 

success of the NADP conference is a fine example of this with its mix of pre-recorded 

material, live webinars and pod casts.  Many more people have engaged in 

networking and CPD opportunities as it is easier to dip in and out of conferences 

when they are online, and many have been free so staff have not been constrained 

by CPD budgets.  Furthermore, much like the rewards afforded to disabled students, 

many disabled staff have benefitted from home working as it allows for better 

management of disability related need, with the flexibility to control ones 

environment and work routines. 

Going forward, we need to continue to capitalise on these new opportunities for 

flexible practice.  As disability professionals, we should work together with the sector 
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to ensure disabled staff and students continue to benefit from the mainstreaming of 

reasonable adjustments we have traditionally had to fight for.  The ‘new normal’ 

should incorporate the best of what working from home online, and in person 

teaching and support has to offer; it no longer needs to be one or the other but can 

be either as and when the situation dictates. 

And so to this bumper edition of the journal!  We have some terrific articles which 

demonstrate the wide range of professional practice NADP members are involved in, 

as well as the first class research which is undertaken in the sector. 

In Part 1 we present 8 peer reviewed articles that cover a variety of research 

informed practice, starting with a number of articles that discuss the wider issues of 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and inclusivity for the sector.  We open with 

Martha Kember’s article based on her PhD research which explores how the lived 

experience of disabled people is, and could be, considered in the design and delivery 

of equality and diversity training in UK Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).  Next 

Nicola Martin presents a robust examination of the research literature relating to 

UDL in both the UK and USA, before discussing the findings of her research on UDL 

with staff and students from both countries.  Moving to a more localised discussion 

of the implementation of UDL, Marissa Hill examines the challenges and barriers for 

Sheffield Hallam University in embedding inclusive practice, and the role the 

Disability Support Service can play in this. 

As a reflection of NADPs commitment to supporting the whole student lifecycle, we 

then have three articles which present research into activities designed to support 

entry into, and exit out of, higher education.  Firstly, Cate Neal’s article explores 

common issues faced by students in their transition from school to university, with a 

particular emphasis on student mental health.  She presents an Office for Students 

(OfS) two year funded project at the University of Lincoln designed to support 

students’ mental health and well-being, particularly in relation to the transition 

period.  Next, I am pleased to include an article by myself and my colleague Zyggy 

Banks regarding an online social group we have run this year to support the 

transition of our new autistic students during the restrictions of the Covid pandemic.  

We present student feedback on the initiative, as well as our own reflections on what 

worked well and what we need to address going forward if we are to run the group 

again.  An article by Keren Coney then presents the first part of her PhD research on 

employability support for autistic graduates, and what university academic, careers 
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and support staff can do to better equipment them for the world of work.  All three 

articles include a strong student voice element, and aim to inform the professional 

practice of the sector.  

Part 1 concludes with a couple of articles examining specific disability practitioner 

roles.  Firstly, Suzy Beck’s article based on her PhD research examines the role of the 

specialist study skills tutor and the extent to which they interpret their role, and 

whether this could be explained using Whitchurch’s concept of the ‘Third Space 

Professional’.  Through interviews with tutors she examines to what extent they see 

their role as bounded by the requirements of DSA funded support, or whether as 

professionals they have more to offer wider pedagogical development within an 

institution.  Finally in Part 1, Jan Adams paper discusses the contribution of specialist 

mentoring with autistic students, arguing that the role contributes much to the 

academic success of autistic students and preservation of their positive mental 

wellbeing. 

In part 2 of the journal we present 2 reflection pieces.  Firstly, Kinga Jones reflects on 

what and how we share disability related information with other staff and areas of 

the University.  She considers issues around disclosure, DSA recommendations and 

the implementation of reasonable adjustments, and the systems HEIs might use to 

communicate these.  We then present a piece by Lynn Wilson in which she reflects 

on the importance of intersectionality and how it impacts on her own identity and 

sense of self.  In this very personal piece Lynn shares with us her life journey in 

recognising and accepting her own intersectionalities, and in doing so how this has 

informed her practice as a disability professional. 

Finally, in Part 3 we have two book reviews and an online exhibition review.  

Christina Healey reviews Dyslexia and Success: The Winning Formulas (2020) by 

Karen Cousins, aimed at secondary school pupils but of use to FE and HE practitioners 

as it presents a series of dyslexic role models and strategies for support.  Fiona 

Kolontari then reviews Gaining Knowledge and Skills with Dyslexia and other SpLDs 

(2021) by Ginny Stacey with Sally Fowler.  This is the third book in the series ‘Living 

Confidently with Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLD)’ and is a practical manual for 

practitioners, families and the general public wanting to understand and support 

people with dyslexia.  Finally, Christina Healey again contributes something a little 

different to bring this issue to a close when she presents an interview with Indy 

Bhullar from the LSE on an exhibition they put online last year to mark the 50th 
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anniversary of the passing of the 1970 Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act 

(CSDPA).  The exhibition remains online for the foreseeable future. 

Thanks to all of the contributors who took the opportunity to write something for the 

journal, the sharing of your research, reflection and reviews will do much to support 

the continued development of our sector.  I would further like to encourage the 

readership to consider writing for our next or future editions of the journal.  The 

editorial guidelines can be found on the NADP website, and if you are new to 

publishing help and support are available from the editorial team. 

I would also like to thank the members of the editorial team who took the time to 

peer review these contributions, and the NADP admin team, particularly Lynn Wilson, 

for their help and support in putting this edition of the journal together.  I hope you 

enjoy reading this issue, and find the articles as useful and stimulating as I did.  

With warm regards, 

Sharron Sturgess 

Editor 
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Section 1: Peer Reviewed Section  

From enforcement to engagement: The role of the EHRC and Higher 

Education Institutions in considering the lived experience of disabled 

people  

Martha Kember 

 

Abstract 
This paper is based on the findings of a doctoral participatory research study which 
explored how the lived experience of disabled people is, and could be, considered in 
the design and delivery of equality and diversity training in UK Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs).  The paper considers how, learning from the lived experience of 
disabled staff in HEIs, equality and diversity training can be enhanced to provide 
spaces in which all staff can discuss, and improve, the experience of disabled staff 
and students on University campuses.  The paper will introduce a conceptual map of 
the Affirmative Model of Disability (Kember, 2020) as a lens through which to 
consider the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) and HEIs approach to 
equality and diversity training, and presents the views of disabled staff, working in 
Higher Education.  The paper will suggest that the role of the Equality and Human 
Rights Commission (EHRC) and HEIs is not to ‘enforce’ (2020) fair treatment, as 
announced by the Minister, but is to establish a culture of ‘freedom, choice and 
opportunity’. 

 

Introduction 
Liz Truss, Minister for Women and Equalities (2020,) in her ‘Fight for Fairness’ 
speech, suggested it was ‘appalling’ that ‘some employers overlook the capabilities of 
people with disabilities (sic)’.  Furthermore, the Minister said that, working with a 
new series of commissioners, she would look beyond the ‘narrow focus of protected 
characteristics’, as set out in the Equality Act 2010, in ‘enforcing fair treatment for 
all’.  The speech specifically referenced unconscious bias training with the Minister 
announcing this would no longer be used in the Government and Civil Service as such 
interventions were, she suggested, thought to reinforce ‘stereotypes and 
exacerbating biases’ (2020).  Ben Bradley, Member of Parliament for Mansfield, 
endorsed the approach set out by the Minister, describing participation in 
unconscious bias training as ‘ticking a diversity box’ and calling for such training to be 
‘banned’ (Dixon, 2021: 11).  Each of the five commissioners, appointed by the 
Minister to join the EHRC, have an interest in equality and diversity issues with Su-
Mei Thompson seemingly representing the views of disabled people.  Thompson 
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(2020) opened the ‘Reframing Disability summit, by saying that ‘organisations need 
to be meaningfully engaging with disability charities and disabled people to ensure 
they are taking into account insights and views of people with lived experiences and 
not just their own assumptions of what works for them’. 

 

A conceptual map of the Affirmative Model of Disability 
The Affirmative Model of Disability builds on the invitation from Shakespeare (2006: 
2) that researchers explore the ‘lived realities’ of disabled people.  The model 
provides a lens through which to further explore and research the life style and life 
experience, equal treatment in society and positive social identity of disabled people.  
A conceptual map of the Affirmative Model of Disability, figure 1, is a series of 
concentric circles with affirmation at the centre.  The first circle denotes the life style 
and lived experience of the individual.  The second circle frames the ‘social imaginary’ 
(Taylor, 2004: 23), the way in which disabled people experience themselves in 
relation to others.   The outer enveloping circle provides the political and legal 
context, facilitating ‘full and effective participation and inclusion in society on an 
equal basis with others’ (United Nations, 2006: 5). 

 

Fig. 1 A conceptual map of the Affirmative Model of Disability (©Kember, 2020) 

Martin (2017:5) would support the ‘Fight for Fairness’ approach, having suggested 
that the way in which disability is defined in the Equality Act promotes ableism, being 
‘equated to descriptors of ways in which impaired bodies deviate, inconveniently, 
from assumed normative corporality’.  The comment from Martin is not surprising as 
the Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) were campaigning in 2015 for the Government to 
recognise the role of HEIs in developing ‘equality and diversity expertise’ (2015: 41).  
In the same year the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) admitted 
that the recommendations in the green paper ‘Fulfilling our potential: Teaching 

The Affirmative 
Model

Life style and life 
experience

Positive social 
identities

Human rights and 
equal treatment
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Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice’ were based on an incomplete data 
set which failed to consider the views of disabled people.  

There is some evidence, however, of a shifting discourse. For example, comments 
made by the recent Transport Secretary Chris Grayling Revised Department For 
Transport (DfT) parking guidance for Councils referencing invisible disabilities would, 
Grayling said, ‘make a real difference to people’s lives’ (Swerling, 2019: 1). 

The Index for Inclusion, proposed by Booth and Ainscow as ‘a singular approach to 
development’ (2011: 12), outlines how policy development, when part of an 
integrated process, can be an enabler of cultural change.  Offering a ‘supportive 
process of self-review and development as an alternative to one based on inspection’ 
(Booth and Ainscow, 2011: 19), the index provides a planning framework and a series 
of indicators for designing inclusive learning environments.  While their work 
focusses on developing learning and participation in schools the approach suggested 
by Booth and Ainscow could equally apply to HEIs.  Comprising three dimensions, 
policy, practice and culture, the index invites educators and policy makers to 
consider, while acknowledging the progressive challenge, how policy should support 
evolving practice which enhances the lives of both staff and students and, in turn, 
leads to cultural change.  

 

The role of Higher Education Institutions 
The position of educational institutions, including universities, in informing, or indeed 
influencing public opinion has been a factor in the historical development of 
perceptions of disability.  Contested ideas about industrial progress and the 
betterment of society to the contemporary ‘woke’ (a state of being aware, especially 
of ‘the struggles for recognition led by historically oppressed populations’ (Kanai and 
Gill, 2020:13)) and cultural appropriation narrative, were, and are, initiated, debated 
and theorised in universities, places where, historically, the social elite gathered.  
Kirton and Greene (2016: 238) describe the UK HE sector as minimalist or partial in its 
adoption of equality policy, compliant with legislative requirements yet scant in 
regard to the root causes of discriminatory practice and with ‘no conception of a 
wider social justice concern for equality and diversity’.   

Mindful of the increasingly competitive HE landscape, there is a developing tension 
between quality and equality, leading HEIs to focus on measurable outputs.  One 
such indicator of performance is training by numbers, a term ascribed to HEIs who 
focus solely on measuring the number of people, or percentage of staff, who have 
completed training in order to satisfy audit or legislative requirements.   These 
institutions are described by Johnson Morgan and Finkelstein (2017: 147) as 
‘becoming mired in their own processes’, viewing equality and diversity training as a 
‘progressively tick-box exercise’ (2017: 146). The apparent simplification of, 
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indifference to, and poor engagement with, equality and diversity issues by 
Government and senior HE individuals poses a significant impediment to those 
engaged in translating legislation and policy when designing and facilitating impactful 
Equality and Diversity awareness and training (Everett, 2017).  

 

Exploring the lived experience of disabled people 
At its heart the lived experience could be described as a self-given feeling, a sense of 
being and consciousness of life, which becomes objective only in thought.  In 
considering the lived experience of disabled people, Brown and Brown (2003: 57) 
write simply that disabled people ‘live with their disabilities every moment of their 
lives. It is a personal experience’.  Brown and Brown contend it is not possible for 
non-disabled people to appreciate the experience of disability, regardless of how 
much that individual might learn, read or attempt to understand.  They suggest that 
an appreciation of the lived experience of being a disabled person can ‘dramatically 
affect what happens to people with disabilities (sic)’ (Brown and Brown, 2003: 57).   A 
lived experience (adopted from the French le vecu meaning real life) is, by its very 
nature, unique to every individual, capturing the essence and reality of every 
dimension of life, informed and shaped by the diversity of physical, psychological and 
sociological experience.  The lived experience, informed in part by the social 
imaginary, is how individuals experience life and how they imagine their social 
existence in relation to others.  The images, stories and legends, shared among 
groups, create common understanding, purpose and legitimacy (Rawski and Conroy, 
2020).   

 

Equality and Diversity training in UK HEIs 
The role of the professional staff developer, or trainer, is essentially about facilitating 
a meaningful learning experience; they have a duty of care to their audience of 
learners, a responsibility to do far more than simply inculcate institutional dogma 
through constant repetition.  Their role is to create an environment in which learners 
can question and challenge perceived wisdom, work with complexity, interpret and 
understand social phenomena and assist in the application of new knowledge in their 
own environments.  Cleaver et al. (2014: 28) describe this as a process of ‘contextual 
illumination’, making sense of the world with a desire to make positive contributions 
that will impact on wider society with the aim of transforming socially unjust policies, 
beliefs and practices.  It is fair to state that HEIs employ creative, articulate and 
intelligent individuals from a multiplicity of backgrounds who, if the environment and 
culture permits, can enrich the knowledge base, innovative outputs and experience 
of all who live, study, work in, and benefit from, HE.  The design of ‘readily accessible 
research-informed and evidence-based practice to raise awareness, build confidence, 
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promote engagements and inform future direction’ (Caruana and Ploner, 2010: 2) is 
particularly important in HEIs where a lack of confidence and understanding among 
academic staff promulgate a resistance to change (Equality Challenge Unit (ECU), 
2015).   

In their report of a survey of 557 academic staff the ECU (2015: 1) write of the 
importance of Equality and Diversity training which provides academic staff with the 
confidence to challenge ‘dogmatic views’ while reducing the institutional risk of 
litigation resulting from discrimination.  The ECU (2015: 7) quote one survey 
respondent as saying ‘it is important to reflect on how to behave with respect’, with 
others acknowledging the need for alternative approaches that develop an 
appreciation of equitable treatment of all students.   In contrast the ECU report 
includes the views of some academics for whom ‘equality and diversity was 
irrelevant’ and a ‘distraction for intelligent people from work of value’ (ECU, 2015: 8).  

The challenge to the professional staff developer in HE is, in part, to acknowledge the 
diversity of views when working with both the academic and professional services 
communities, and to challenge hegemonic notions of equality and diversity.  The ECU 
report, moreover, suggests that the dominance of the academic voice in the social 
structure of a University leads to a tendency to view equality and diversity as an issue 
of concern only when working with the student population, creating the opportunity 
to broaden such limited views through training, promoting equality and diversity for 
all.   

 

Participatory study 
This research study, conducted following ethical approval from the University of Hull, 
was medium in scale, with participants drawn from staff development practitioners, 
academics and professional services staff working in Higher Education.  The study, 
figure 2, adopted a multi-method, sequential approach, which comprised a survey of 
staff development practitioners, observations of four equality and diversity training 
workshops and in-depth interviews with members of Disabled and Neuro-diverse 
staff networks.  The survey of 107 HEIs elicited responses from 22 staff development 
forum (SDF) members, 20.5% of the available sample.  Invitations to observe four 
equality and diversity training workshops, hosted by North East Universities, resulted 
from the survey.  Collages, assembled from each observation, provided a partial 
visual representation of the images, text, language, stories and metaphors used by 
both facilitators and participants at the workshops.  Interview participants selected a 
personal object to represent their lived experience of disability.  These objects 
provided an opportunity for hearing valuable personal accounts of each participants’ 
experience of being disabled, creating a useful segue from which to explore the 
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collages.  These interviews, while small in number, were rich in their exploration of 
the lived experience of disabled people and enabled an in-depth analysis of views.  

 

 

Fig. 2 Research phases. 

 

Compliance vs engagement: Research findings 
In considering the rationale for providing equality and diversity training, the study 
found that training is the principal method by which Universities seek to demonstrate 
compliance with the Equality Act (2010).  This is borne out by the majority of survey 
responses, which stated a primary purpose of training was to comply with legislation 
with institutional responsibility for training managed by, among others, Human 
Resources and Governance departments.  Interestingly, while compliance was a key 
factor, not all Universities managed this through mandatory participation, for 
example, two of the workshops were promoted as optional the remainder as 
mandatory.   

The survey revealed a mixed picture about expected levels of participation.  Almost 
half of respondents indicated they had no defined performance target for staff 
completion of training despite having identified achievement as important while six 
were unable to access any completion or participation data.  Furthermore, 
institutions for whom 100% compliance was a target reported a varying proportion of 
staff completing training.  This endorses the suggestion from Kirton and Greene 
(2016), that setting arbitrary targets for training completion is, in itself, the way in 
which HE institutions satisfy external scrutiny.  Interview participants talked about 
how when equality and diversity training was mandatory this, in their experience, 
influenced the engagement with and impact of the activity.  Participants held strong 
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views about the way in which institutions, including HEIs, seemingly take a risk based 
approach to compliance, endorsing the findings of Kendall (2018) that equality and 
diversity training was of little relevance for some academic staff.  Three of the four 
interview participants spoke about the term ‘tick-box’ (Johnson Morgan and 
Finkelstein, 2017: 147) to describe their perception of how equality and diversity 
training is framed: 

Whenever anyone refers to the ticking of boxes you know they are not 
speaking about it in a neutral way. There is never a positive form of box ticking 
but I don’t know another way round it because, if you ask any individual in the 
corridor ‘do you understand what equality and diversity means’ they will 
always say yes. So, if you want it to be the case that all employees in an 
institution have addressed or at least thought about, or at least connected 
with, particular analyses then it’s got to be compulsory. Mandatory training 
can be one thing but there is also something cultural that has to happen, that’s 
deeper, that’s kind of lived (Participant c). 

I think all businesses tend to tick boxes. I think they have to now, I mean 
regulations and laws are so strict now that they [organisations] have to be seen 
to do it [equality and diversity training] (Participant a). 

It’s probably quite frustrating to be obliged to do mandatory training and then 
be told ‘but that’s not it, you’ve not done it yet’ because [equality and] 
diversity is a process, it’s not an end product (Participant c). 

[Staff] see it just as something they have to do, yeah (sic), they just tick a box 
(Participant d). 

There are people who skip through, go straight to the multiple choice 
questions and just try their luck (Participant d).  

In considering mandatory participation, interview participants also reflected on how 
equality and diversity training might support cultural change in HEIs (Booth and 
Ainscow, 2011).  The need to enhance inclusive practice, identified by almost all 
survey respondents as a key purpose of training delivery, is noteworthy.  There is a 
juxtaposition between mandatory participation, which this study suggests is a 
method of satisfying external legislative scrutiny, and the desire to change the 
culture of an institution. 

The study suggested the prevailing purpose of equality and diversity training in HE is 
to comply with legislative requirements.  While a small sample from which to gauge 
this assertion, the defined objectives of each observed workshop provide opportunity 
for further analysis.  Two of the events, C and D, categorised as awareness training 
and both optional, specifically referenced the Equality Act 2010, their objectives 
being to enhance participants understanding of the legislation as it relates to 
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disabled people.  Workshop A had practical objectives while Workshop B was the 
only event, of those observed, whose main objective was to influence cultural 
change.  One function of establishing clear objectives is in order that potential 
participants can make an informed decision about whether to attend a workshop 
described as optional.  It is, therefore, interesting that participation at Workshop C 
was similar to that of the mandatory events.  Although this could be justified by the 
additional attraction of the objective to explore facilitating learning for disabled 
students, it does imply that staff in HE are interested in learning about equality and 
diversity as it relates to their role.  Building on the work of Kendall (2018) and Brown 
and Leigh (2018), the study found that academic staff in UK HEIs are more likely to 
engage in optional equality and diversity training.  Academic staff are motivated to 
learn when training content is practical, rather than that which is generic in nature. 

Evaluation of equality and diversity training provides further evidence to support the 
assertion that HEIs provide training to satisfy external scrutiny.  All bar one survey 
respondent confirmed the preferred indicator of success as being the percentage of 
staff who had completed training, a simple numerical statistic collected to ensure 
HEIs demonstrate compliance.  Furthermore, more than half of respondents noted 
that the number of staff attending equality and diversity training provided data for 
institutional submissions towards external awards including Athena Swan (a charter 
mark awarded to HEIs who demonstrate progress towards gender equality).   

The use of quantitative and qualitative data collection to assess the impact and 
effectiveness of training is of interest.  A quarter of survey respondents did not 
conduct any form of post event evaluation of their equality and diversity training; of 
those who did almost all favoured a post event reaction sheet, the most simplistic 
form of evaluation.  Where institutions are concerned to assess or measure the 
impact training may have had on changing practice or culture one might expect to 
see evaluation in the form of longitudinal studies, impact case studies and interviews 
with staff, none of which were in evidence in this study. 

When it comes to the purpose of equality and diversity training in Higher Education 
the main finding, drawn from the data analysis, is that HEIs provide training as a 
means of demonstrating legislative compliance to external stakeholders.  One school 
of thought might be that, in comparison to other sectors, the reputation and league 
table position of HEIs is determined by a quality assurance regime, not least that 
prescribed by the EHRC.  For example, attainment of the Athena Swan charter, while 
self-audited, is both a public demonstration of compliance and a requirement of 
many HE funding bodies.  While a secondary stated purpose, drawn from the survey 
responses, is to embed inclusive cultures in Higher Education the study has found 
little evidence to support this claim.   
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Enhancing equality and diversity training: Research findings 
There is an array of traditional methods of delivery of equality and diversity training 
in HE, including contextualised simulations, drama-based training, workshops, 
quizzes and online courses, all of which had been experienced by interview 
participants.  The survey presented nine delivery methods from which to select.  Not 
surprisingly, the most frequent method of delivery, used by all but one of the 
respondents, was online courses with workshops offered by three-quarters of HEIs.  
The survey resulted in information about three additional modes of facilitation, 
action-learning sets, coaching and bespoke training, demonstrating HEIs offering a 
broad range of activity with online courses and workshops favoured by the majority.  

In considering the various forms of equality and diversity training interview 
participants discussed experiences that, in their view, were particularly thought 
provoking and engaging.  Two of the activities centred on simulation workshops 
which were participatory, one facilitated by people with specific learning differences 
and the other by a professional services facilitator.  The first involved small group 
activities which required the audience to communicate, both verbally and non-
verbally, with each other, highlighting the difficulties experienced by people for 
whom communication was challenging:  

There is a lot to be said for people together in a workshop exploring ideas in a 
fearless way (Participant c). 

The second was a theatrical group activity in which participants had assumed a 
persona.  Participants had cards on which an identity was described, for example, a 
man with a hearing impairment.  Participants were then tasked with adopting the 
identity and engaging in a range of activities:  

People literally stopped and were looking almost embarrassed, it made you 
really think about the practicalities of inclusion (Participant d). 

It is interesting to note that simulations and drama-based activity involving disabled 
people, described as leading to ‘really deep engagement’ (Participant c), were the 
least frequent modes of delivery, used by only one in ten institutions, yet are those 
which enable a depth of learning.   It is fair to say that drama-based training, in 
particular, may be less frequently utilised in HE given the significant costs associated 
with this form of training.  The format requires specialist design and facilitation, and 
the cost of employing actors skilled in non-scripted activity is significant. 

Inviting disabled people to share their social imaginary at training events may afford 
participants the opportunity to contemplate the lived experience of others.  Such 
activity requires sensitive facilitation, to ensure participants are able to distinguish 
between the individual experience and that of others with similar identities.  
Interview participants endorsed this approach in recommending the inclusion of case 
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studies, live and pre-recorded, suggesting that disabled people speak at equality and 
diversity training events.  Each participant offered a range of creative suggestions and 
spoke with enthusiasm, about how hearing real life experience elevated the impact 
of training, creating legitimacy and prompting significant opportunities for personal 
and organisational reflection and consideration of changes to practice: 

Theatre role play training could be really powerful and have a big impact, 
bringing it [disability] to life.  The way that people react to it shows how such 
things can stop people and make them think.  It puts people into someone 
else’s shoes that they wouldn’t normally step into (Participant b). 

Talking heads videos give other people an insight, humanising it [disability], 
making it real, making it accessible.  What’s fantastic about that is that you are 
including or valuing your staff so for them it’s going to be incredibly powerful 
and affirming (Participant b). 

Case studies would make people understand more because it’s real, it’s what 
someone is living with rather than theoretical (Participant a). 

The dominance of online provision, while logical given the limited resource required 
post development, adds weight to the suggestion that HEIs offer equality and 
diversity training to provide evidence of compliance to stakeholders.   Furthermore,  
the prevalence of online courses in HE ‘marginalise[s] the voices of disabled people’ 
(Kikabhai, 2018: 176).  Hurst contests the view that online courses ‘facilitate learning’ 
(2006: 158).  He suggests online courses be used to complement other forms of 
training delivery.  Interview participants described online courses as helpful 
supplements while acknowledging the limitations and reduced impact of online 
provision as a sole method of equality and diversity training delivery in Higher 
Education.  

Online training will generally incorporate a short test, or assessment, which users 
have to pass in order to be competent.  The passive and mechanical nature of online 
learning was considered by Participant d who described some users as ‘people who 
skip through and ‘just try their luck’ with the end point assessment’.  The exploration 
of the extent to which online equality and diversity training in HE can, or does, 
embody the lived experience of disabled people was peripheral to this study, opening 
up a new line of inquiry for further research.  The study found that online equality 
and diversity training courses, the least effective form of training, are the most 
prevalent in the sector.  Furthermore, the study found that drama-based training and 
contextualised simulations are rarely used in the sector. 
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From enforcement to engagement: Concluding remarks 
In summary, the increasingly competitive and financially challenging HE landscape, 
and EHRC remit to enforce equal treatment, compound the ‘progressively tick-box’ 
(Johnson Morgan and Finkelstein, 2017: 146) nature of equality and diversity 
training.  For the professional practitioner, the most effective forms of equality and 
diversity training delivery are drama-based training, contextualised simulations and 
the inclusion of guest speakers in training events.  These methods are less frequently 
utilised in HE, given their cost and complexity.  This tension between compliance and 
training effectiveness is likely to increase, thus compounding the challenge to embed 
equality of opportunity for all disabled people in the culture of UK HEIs.  

This paper has highlighted the way in which the Government and Higher Education 
Institutions influence debate, in particular discussion about people with a hidden or 
invisible disability (Buitendijk et al., 2019).  If, as suggested, case studies and guest 
speakers are to feature in equality and diversity training in Higher Education then the 
confidence to disclose the nature of a disability by those invited to participate 
becomes a factor.  Brown and Leigh (2018: 987) note that ‘Invisible, less known or 
contested conditions are dismissed as a fabrication, malingering and an act of a 
fundamentally lazy or overwhelmed worker seeking validation’, further highlighting 
the need for consideration of, and appreciation for the lived experience of disabled 
people.   

Despite the scale of this research, the findings raise important questions of relevance 
outside the HE sector and the field of disability studies.  The public sector equality 
duty (Equality Act, 2010) extends beyond Higher Education to all public sector 
organisations having both resonance and applicability with trainers, managers and 
customers in other institutional settings.  Public sector organisations including 
universities, are Government funded, at least in part, by the public, and as such are 
accountable to wider society.  As institutions publically promoting equality and 
inclusion, social responsibility and ethical integrity, through their published mission 
and values statements, universities should be leading the way in terms of inclusion 
and zero tolerance of discrimination in all its forms.   

Acknowledging that disability is a complex, individual, and emotional lived 
experience, this paper contributes to the growing body of work around 
intersectionality.  While confined to the exploration of the lived experience of 
disabled people, the paper raises questions about links between disability, gender, 
age, class or ethnicity, be that from the perspective of research participants, 
facilitators of training or those attending training events.  This paper seeks to open 
up new opportunities, both in research and activism, for further exploration of the 
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lived experience of disability through multiple lenses, and within increasingly diverse 
and complex institutional and social contexts.  
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in Higher Education: A UK, USA 

comparison.  

Nicola Martin 

 

Abstract 
Universal design for learning (UDL) at university, and related ideas similarly involving 
planning for diversity, are discussed here with reference to relevant literature and 
primary research in Britain and America.  Comparison between institutions and 
nations is difficult, partly because of patchy research evidence and lack of sector-
wide UDL baselines.  Self-selecting student and staff from four English and four 
American universities, and members of a professional organisation of university 
disability practitioners, participated in the primary research.  Contributors, like most 
of the authors quoted in the literature review, were self-confessed UDL enthusiasts, 
but generally regarded embedding the practices as complex. Various workable 
suggestions which arose from the primary research were also reflected in other 
published studies. These included: senior level and stakeholder buy-in to planned 
longitudinal cultural change, leaning heavily on equalities legislation, embedding 
accessible technology, equipping students with information about how to access 
support, and building in and evaluating contextualised staff development.  Emerging 
ideas are presented here as a useful checklist to stimulate further discussion and 
action.  

 

Points of Interest 
University UDL is relevant beyond the disabled student population. 

Teaching, learning and students are only part of the UDL story.  

Good UDL practice is cognisant of the idea of belonging. 

Senior leadership buy-in is essential for UDL to work across an institution rather than 
in pockets. 

Comparison of UDL practices across institutions is difficult without benchmarking 
information. 

Some practical solutions are relatively simple, and involve making individualised 
practices aimed at disabled students more broadly available. 

 

Key words 
Universal Design for Learning, Universal Design, Inclusion, Equality, Disability 
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Funding for the UK-based enquiry came from the Society for Research in Higher 
Education (SRHE).  A National Teaching Fellowship (NTF) award financed American 
university visits for the purpose of comparison.  

 

Introduction   
This paper is informed by primary research and published literature. Focussing mainly 
on disabled students, but with an understanding of the wider benefits of UDL, it 
explores the intersections between inclusive practice, individualised student support 
and UDL.  The primary research involved fieldwork with four American and four 
English higher education institutes (HEIs) and university disability services staff from 
The (UK) National Association of Disability Practitioners (NADP-UK.org).  Focus 
groups, interviews and questionnaires  were utilised to elicit views from disabled and 
non-disabled students, academic and professional services (PS) staff, from for 
example, university libraries, disability and wellbeing teams, and  ICT services).  
Participating universities were evenly split between those with traditional exam 
orientated entry requirements and those with more of a widening participation 
ethos.   

Common to contributors was the  idea that UDL  practice could enhance equality of 
opportunity and potentially benefit everyone.   Numerous examples were offered of 
broadly beneficial practices including reliable use of inclusive technology and 
accessible virtual learning environments (VLEs).  Except for participants from a very 
small American university, most staff found high level strategic engagement hard to 
achieve.  Students experienced systems designed to support their development as 
difficult to navigate.  Disabled students commented on not being aware of disability 
services prior to starting university.  Staff acknowledged the need for joined up 
thinking between PS and academic colleagues and senior leaders.  Potentially useful 
tools for benchmarking UDL and comparing practice were viewed as lacking, but not 
impossible to create. Although resulting recommendations are potentially useful 
beyond the original settings, they are not necessarily applicable globally as HE is not 
available universally, particularly to disabled and disadvantaged students.  The paper 
includes a literature review which contextualises the primary research and reveals 
many common threads, a discussion of the primary research and consideration of 
implications for practice presented in a useful checklist format to enable readers to 
take ideas presented here forward in practice. 
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Literature Review 
When looking for literature focussed on UDL and disabled student experience in UK 
and USA universities, search terms such as ‘disability equality, disabled students, 
inclusive practice, universal design for learning (UDL), higher education UK, USA’ 
yielded slim pickings.  Google Scholar and various databases revealed small-scale 
studies generally by researchers broadly in favour of UDL.  Common insight emerged, 
but variations in terminology and methodology made comparison challenging.  
Pockets of UDL informed inclusive pedagogy and delivery were revealed, including 
accessible virtual learning environments (VLEs), effective use of technology, multiple 
means of engagement, approaches to improving access to help from PS, and 
promotion of a culture of belonging.  Studies framed around entitlement positioned 
disability under the broader equalities umbrella and recognised intersectionality, 
cultural sensitivity and multiple oppression.  Examples include: Anderson et al. 
(2019), Bracken and Novak (2019), Leadley-Meade and Goodwin (2019), and Liu 
(2017).  Student voice was viewed as central by many researchers, such as Hastwell 
et al. (2012, 2017), Hughes et al. (2016), and Seale (2009), but were not evident in all 
studies.  

 

Defining and Contextualising UDL 
Terms like UDL, universal design (UD) and inclusion appear interchangeably in much 
of the literature, although UD and inclusion extend beyond education and are 
predicated on planning for universal social inclusion.  UDL is the term used in this 
paper as it relates specifically to educational settings (Al-Azawei et al., 2016; Bracken 
and Novak, 2019; Lawrie et al., 2017; Milton et al., 2016).   

The concept of UDL was described thus by the US Congress (2008): 

UDL provides flexibility in the ways: information is presented…students 
respond or demonstrate knowledge and skills…students are engaged. UDL 
reduces barriers in instruction, provides appropriate accommodations, 
supports and challenges, and maintains high achievement expectations for all.  

The USA based National Center on Universal Design for learning (2011) and UK 
Professional Standards Framework for teaching and supporting learning in HE 
(Advance HE, 2019b) emphasise curriculum planning, design, delivery and evaluation 
aspects of UDL.  Dean et al. (2017), Everett (2017) and Lock et al. (2019) 
conceptualise UDL as dynamically encompassing changing pedagogy and multiple 
formats including accessible e-learning and digital technologies, distance and 
blended approaches and huge lectures.  Interpretations by Anderson et al. (2019),  
Burgstahler (2015), Farrar and Young (2007),  Hockings (2010), Jones (2018), Knight 
et al. (2018), LaRocco and Wilken (2013), Reinhardt et al. (2018) and others 
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encompass a  conception of UDL extending beyond the classroom.  Recognition of ‘all 
students’ entitlement to learning and experience that respects diversity, enables 
participation, removes barriers, anticipates and considers a variety of learning needs 
and preferences without directly or indirectly excluding anyone’ is emphasised by 
Layer (2017, p12).   

While UDL is relevant beyond the disabled student population it particularly 
resonates with the Social Model of Disability (Oliver, 2009) which emphasises 
eradicating the barriers to participation that can disadvantage various marginalised 
citizens.  Examples include policies automatically excluding former prisoners (Custer, 
2018) or denying university access to those with atypical entry qualifications 
(Bathmaker et al., 2016).  Poverty is not covered by UK or USA equalities legislation, 
but is increasingly recognised as a major obstacle to HE study (O’Sulllivan et al., 2019; 
Sá, 2019; Scanlon et al., 2019).  Perelli’s (2020) study provides a salient example of 
Americans of Hispanic origin both under-represented in HE and economically 
disadvantaged. Intersections between disability and poverty are well documented 
(Stewart, 2020). 

UDL acknowledges that students do not all begin HE with equally solid foundations 
(Beardon et al., 2009; Webb et al., 2017).  Bourdieu (1986) contentiously theorises 
this in terms of Social, Cultural and Academic Capital, i.e. that those with ‘the right 
sort of connections and background’ [my italics] have a head start.  The notion of 
‘capital disadvantage’ does not sit well with approaches such as UDL which are based 
on entitlement and flexibility (Donnelly and Evans, 2019; Leadley-Meade and 
Goodwin, 2019).  Drawing on the work of Foucault (1991), Brown et al. (2017) 
contend that students who do not fit easily into existing highly regulated structures 
are troublesome to the ‘market driven’ (p.78) university.  Brown et al. (2017), 
referencing Freire’s (1970) ‘banking concept of education’, suggested that 
‘knowledge is determined by the dominant power structure and students are 
deemed successful when they can draw this information from their courses and 
reproduce it in the way the instructor or institution expects’ (p.79).  These ideas, 
antithetic to UDL, would problematise the inclusion of disabled and other students 
who do not fit in easily to such rigid structures.  In UDL terms, it is the structures 
themselves that are the problem.  

Contrastingly, Sheffield Hallam University’s Teaching Essentials Toolkit (2016) 
outlines the following thinking points for UDL informed inclusive planning:  

being flexible – open to change and versatile;   

being equitable – ensuring consistency and accessibility for all;  

working collaboratively – involving students and stakeholders;  
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supporting personalisation - recognising that successful learning and teaching 
is governed by personal difference;  

embracing diversity – creating opportunities to develop awareness of diversity 
and  global issues. 

 

Disabled Students: Terminology and Legislation Relevant to UK and USA 
Universities 
While UDL is relevant to the whole university community, additional specialist 
provision will continue to be necessary to facilitate fair access for some disabled 
students, and legal protections relevant to higher education are in place in the UK 
and USA around disability equality.  

In the UK Disabled Student Allowance (DSA) is currently under review, partly because 
of spiralling costs, although the arguments are largely framed around promoting 
inclusive practices by creating a more secure UDL platform for all university students.  
DSA currently funds bespoke reasonable adjustments for eligible disabled learners 
(Cameron et al., 2019; Johnson, 2015; Layer, 2017; Willetts, 2014).  Without 
equivalent government funding in the USA, finance comes from institutions (Hadley 
et al., 2020).   Disadvantaged students ineligible for disability services do not 
routinely attract statutory funding for support in the UK or USA, and costs incurred 
by disabled students not deemed to be disability related sit somewhat ambiguously 
within current arrangements.   

Dedicated disability services fulfil comparable roles in both nations, working with 
individuals and endeavouring to influence institutional culture by collaborating with 
other PS staff, academics and strategic planners, and listening to students.  
Legislative compliance is a factor.  The UK Equality Act 2010 (EA 2010) and the 1990 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) (and its subsequent 2008 amendment) provide 
a planning framework based on avoiding discrimination.  Sound knowledge of 
equalities legislation is essential, particularly for disability service heads, but guidance 
on this for staff working on UDL is limited.   

Language used to discuss disability varies between the UK and the USA.  Social Model 
theorists favour ‘disabled person’. ‘People first language’ is common in the USA, 
arguing that ‘disabled person’ rather than ‘person with a disability’ negatively 
foregrounds impairment (Dunn and Andrews, 2015).  The counter argument is that 
‘disabled’ acknowledges disabling barriers external to embodiment (Oliver, 2009; 
Wilson and Martin, 2018).  In the USA ‘Learning disability’ is used to indicate ‘one or 
more of the following conditions’ followed by a list including: ‘“specific learning 
disability [and] visual handicap” (U.S. Department of Education, 2013)’ (Hadley et al., 
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2020, p.2). Whereas ‘Learning disability’ is associated with ‘intellectual impairment’ 
in the UK (Cooper et al., 2016).   

Durham (England) University’s website (2018) quotes the EA 2010 definition of 
disability, which somewhat ambiguously describes impairment, effectively 
deemphasising social constructions of disability: ‘a disabled person as someone with 
a physical or mental impairment that has a substantial and long-term adverse effect 
on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities.’ This is followed by a list of 
impairment labels such as autism spectrum conditions and visual impairment.  
Confusion around terminology is evident in UK university websites.  A random 
selection of ten, for this paper, revealed six using the expression ‘students with 
disabilities’ alongside a narrative about Social Model thinking.  Universities 
purporting to embrace Social Model thinking face something of a dilemma while 
being reliant on Medical Model diagnostic labelling as a gateway to individualised 
adjustments (Minich, 2016; Wilson and Martin, 2017).   

Nine protected characteristics, including disability, gender and age, are encompassed 
by the Equality Act 2010 (EA 2010) which applies to public bodies in the UK, including 
HEIs (Government Equalities Office and Equalities and Human Rights Commission, 
2013).  The act recognises intersectionality and harmonised previous anti-
discrimination legislation including various iterations of the Disability Discrimination 
Act from the 1990s (Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), 2016).  Sections 
7.26, 7.27 of the resulting Public Sector Equality Duty ((EHRC, 2014b, section 149)  
and the Technical Guidance on Further and Higher Education (EHRC, 2014a) demand 
a  proactive anticipatory approach to  inclusion, informed by  action planning and 
evaluation.  Advice and Guidance: Enabling Student Achievement, The UK Quality 
Code for HE (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, 2018) advocates ‘clear, 
accessible and inclusive policies and procedures to enable students and staff to 
identify when support mechanisms may be required for academic and personal 
progression’ (p.3).  It specifies that: ‘Providers should define, coordinate, monitor 
and evaluate staff roles and responsibilities to ensure students have access to the 
support and opportunities required to achieve their personal and academic goals’ 
(p.9).  Under ‘Expectation for Quality’ the Code states that support should be 
‘accessible and inclusive of all students, but not the same for all students’ (p.2).    

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 2008 amendment fulfils a role similar to 
the disability legislation that pre-dated the UK EA2010.   Ruddy (2019) contends that 
‘The ADA, according to President George Bush, was “the world’s first comprehensive 
declaration of equality for people with disabilities.”  The statute forbade disability 
discrimination in employment, public services, transportation and, as relevant 
provision of goods and services.’ (p.83).  In 2008 the amendment was instigated ‘to 
make it easier for an individual seeking protection under the ADA to establish that he 
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or she has a disability within the meaning of the ADA’ (Daddona and Harold, 2018, 
p.50).  This did not negate the requirement for medical proof of eligibility.  Further 
US developments include the 2008 Higher Education Opportunities Act and the 2015 
Every Student Succeeds Act commended by Bracken and Novak (2019). 

The US Congress website (2019) provides information about potential legislative 
changes to harmonise previous aspects of equalities legislation currently under the 
umbrella of The Civil Rights Act and subsequent updates (enacted initially in 1964 
without reference to disability).  On 17 May 2019 the United States House of 
Representatives passed the Equality Bill which references ‘discrimination based on 
the sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, or pregnancy, childbirth, or a related 
medical condition…’; parallels with EA 2010 are obvious.   

A complication in America is variation between federal and state laws.  It is too soon 
to determine the potential impact of an EA 2010-style act on the USA university 
sector.  A random dip into ten American university websites revealed no useful 
information about this.  University websites routinely reference their current 
legislative responsibilities. The following extract is typical: 

The ADA (guidance on) HE 1990 impacts the whole institution including 
activities, programs, and employment…required institutions to provide 
reasonable accommodations for students.  Colleges and universities receiving 
federal financial assistance must not discriminate in recruitment, admission, or 
treatment of students.  Students with documented disabilities may request 
academic adjustments, including auxiliary aids, which will enable them to 
participate in and benefit from all postsecondary educational programs and 
activities.  Postsecondary institutions must make such adjustments to ensure 
that the academic program is accessible to the greatest extent possible by all 
students with disabilities.  

(Ferris State University, 2020) 

The following example, from a UK university website, documents possible reasonable 
adjustments framed as entitlements under the EA 2010. 

We offer a variety of professional support and advice, including: 

• Advice before you arrive at Durham University 

• Contact with a Disability Adviser to determine appropriate support 

arrangements 

• Individual Student Support Plans 

• Liaison with departments and tutors 

https://www.ferris.edu/RSS/disability/terms-concepts.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/admissions/homepage.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/RSS/disability/documentation-guidelines/index.htm
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• Help applying for Disabled Students' Allowances (DSA) or other financial 

support 

• Referral for regular Study Skills or Mental Health support, in accordance 

with funded recommendations 

• Specialist support from qualified Mental Health Advisors 

• Assistive Technology support 

• Loans of equipment, including digital voice recorders, if unavailable from 

other sources 

• Library support, including extended loans and access to assistive software 

in the library 

• Support with examinations, such as extra time if recommended 

• In-house library resources for students 

(Durham University, 2018) 

Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) (2008) emphasises inclusive lifelong learning and recognizes ‘the right of 
persons with disabilities to education…without discrimination and on the basis of 
equal opportunity’.  In reality, many impoverished majority world countries currently 
lack the infrastructure to make inclusive university a reality.  At the time of writing, 
164 countries had ratified the UNCRPD, which is an international treaty rather than a 
piece of national legislation.  Since 2013 the UK has been part of the European Union 
framework aimed at cooperating around operationalising the UNCRPD (European 
Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2020), but there is some ambiguity around this 
arrangement post Brexit.  

Legislative compliance culture potentially disadvantages ‘students who are not 
members of protected classes but who none the less need both accommodations and 
support’ (Brown et al., 2017, p.81).  Poverty has already been highlighted here as a 
potential barrier, Moriña (2017) advises that ‘the legal right to access higher 
education is not enough, there must also be practical mechanisms’ (p.3).  

 

Published Evidence of UDL in HE 

Operational Aspects 
Common examples of UDL from various small-scale studies include: multiple means 

of presentation, variety in assessment, lecture capture, networked inclusive 

technology, accessible virtual learning environments (VLEs) and provision to record 

lectures (Anderson et al., 2019; Bracken and Novak 2019, Dean et al., 2017; Moore et 
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al., 2017; Powell, 2013).  Studies considering UDL beyond disability, but equally 

relevant to disabled students, include: Brown et al.’s (2017) exploration of 

institutional culture, Reinhardt et al.’s (2018) work with refugee learners, Schoepp’s 

(2018) focus on second-language speakers and Rosman et al.’s (2018) work on 

information literacy.  Recommendations arising from research with students from 

non-traditional backgrounds, by Marginson (2016), Sanders and Rose-Adams (2014), 

Richardson (2015) and others, include providing help with acquisition of academic 

skills such as critical reading, utilising technology for study, literature search, 

referencing, and assignment writing.  Common challenges associated with being the 

first person in a family to go to university have also been considered by O’Shea 

(2016), Reay et al. (2010), Wise et al. (2018) and others.  Bourdieu (1986) argues that 

family and community context can be an advantage or otherwise, an idea critiqued 

by Brown et al. (2017) who prefer to question the integrity of a system which 

disadvantages learners without ‘the right sort of background’ [author’s italics].  

Institutional culture and belonging were identified as important aspects of 

postgraduate experience by Parker-Jenkins (2018) and Camacho et al. (2017).  

Belonging further encompasses spaces beyond classrooms (Hanesworth, 2015; 

Madriaga et al., 2008).  

Increasingly accessible technology reduces reliance on bespoke assistive technology, 

although a minority of disabled students will still require specialist resources 

(Anderson et al., 2019; Draffan et al., 2017b; Newman and Beetham, 2018).  Screen 

readers, text-to-speech and other technologies for academic purposes are becoming 

commonplace but access to, for example, mathematical notation in Braille 

(Abrahamson et al., 2019) is rather more specific.  Access to help from people will 

continue to be important for some disabled students.  Sims et al. (2016) argue, for 

example, that some autistic students require a specialist mentor; ideally, UDL would 

lead to ensuring that all staff understood enough about autism, for example, to 

reduce some potential barriers. 

Effective UDL practice demands clear communication about academic demands and 

available resources to support learning.  In a study of four UK universities, Martin et 

al (2019) found signposting to be inconsistent for disabled students and lack of clarity 

about where to turn for particular services does not appear to be limited to 

undergraduates.  Parker-Jenkins (2018), for example, described unrealistic student 

expectations of doctoral supervisors.  In Martin et al. (2019) study some lecturers 

expressed frustration about demands on their time and uncertainty about how to 
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direct students elsewhere for help.   Postgraduate induction activities created by 

Rousseau and Eley (2010) included mapping the range of available services with 

students, whilst building induction around diversity and cultural sensitivity was 

advocated by Loughlin et al. (2010).  A pre-entry first semester self-assessment tool 

which also signposted undergraduates to relevant services was implemented 

successfully by Leadley-Meade and Goodwin (2019) at London South Bank University.  

Aoun et al. (2018) concluded that lecturer feedback couched in unfamiliar, over-

technical language created barriers for students. These studies all advocate for clear 

communication.    

 

Strategy and Culture 
Evidence of operational small-scale nods towards UDL pepper the literature, but 

studies focussing on strategic level engagement are scant.  Moore et al. (2017) argue 

for the value of smaller-scale responses to critical issues which can act as ‘Trojan 

Horses’ (p.43) and nudges towards wider institutional change.  The six faculty 

members who contributed to this study, however, were not really convinced as all 

had difficulty mobilising their Trojan Horse sufficiently to break through walls 

apparently dividing operational activity and institutional strategy. 

Efficacy of staff development to progress organisational change is not consistently 

evaluated. Evaluating long-term impacts of development activities (beyond 

immediate satisfaction with the chocolate biscuits) was recommended by Kneale et 

al. (2016), who concluded that this rarely occurs.  Williams et al. (2017) found that 

despite almost ubiquitous compulsory online equalities training, practical UDL 

focussed professional development appeared to be patchy and not necessarily 

embedded in broader strategy and policy.  Draffan et al. (2017b) well-received 

Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) on Digital Accessibility and Inclusive Teaching 

and Learning Environments attracted over seven thousand participants.  The License 

to Learn Erasmus+ project (Draffan et al., 2017b) focussed on collaboration, 

institutional structures, key players and student involvement to support institutional 

progress towards greater inclusion.  Online learning presents limited opportunities, 

however, for networking, although the pandemic has arguably accelerated creativity 

in this regard.  NADP runs highly acclaimed inclusion-focussed international 

conferences, where PS staff are well represented, but lecturers and senior leaders 

rarely attend.  Including all personnel who have an impact on student experience is 
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complicated when some workers are contracted by external agencies, and access to 

continuous professional development is not equitable.  Milton et al. (2017) expressed 

disquiet, for example, about basic training, preparedness and supervision of DSA 

funded mentors employed by agencies to work with autistic students.    

External scrutiny, contextual sensitivity, strategic alignment with institutional 

priorities and senior buy-in (including by governors) are identified as important 

factors in cultural change by various scholars, including Brown et al. (2017), Guskey 

(2000), Layer (2017), Wise et al. (2018).   As HE operates within a neoliberal business 

culture, Moore et al. (2017) suggest that, strategically, a business case for UDL might 

carry more weight than social justice arguments, particularly with financial planners.  

Factoring student voice into change management is advocated by Advance HE 

(2019a), Everett, (2017), Mitchell, (2014) and others, but representation is complex.  

There is no such thing as ‘the typical student’ or ‘the typical person with x 

impairment label’ (Chown et al., 2015; Seale, 2009).  Findings from full-time, 

financially supported undergraduates may not translate, for example, to part-time 

doctoral students on low incomes.  

Assessing efficacy of developments is challenging without effective tools, such as 

uniform baseline documents that lay out tangible UDL standards to inform planning 

and facilitate evaluation and comparison (Draffan et al., 2017a).  Despite the lack of 

statutory protocols, some useful resources exist, a representative sample of which is 

discussed in the next section. 

 

Tools for Baselining and Comparison  
Examples of checklists and protocols for assessing and action planning for UDL are 

available from the UK and the USA.  These tend to focus on individual universities, 

particularly in the USA, although some are designed to be adaptable for use in other 

settings.  In 2013, for example, Burgstahler, who was based at The University of 

Washington, edited a volume entitled. ‘Universal design in higher education: 

Promising practices’. The work contains numerous examples of questions which 

could be used to interrogate the extent to which UDL is embedded at course or 

institution level.  Burgstahler’s continued research on UDL in HE is influential, but the 

USA is a large and complex place, with state-by-state variation in policy and practice, 

which makes the idea of any sort of statutory protocols which could operate 

nationally seem somewhat naïve.  A review of online course design in Higher 
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Education in the USA by Baldwin et al. (2018) identified six online course evaluation 

instruments used nationally or in state-wide systems and produced a useful tool for 

evaluation.  It included the following summary statements:    

Objectives are available: navigation is intuitive; technology is used to promote 

learner engagement/facilitate learning; student-to-student interaction is 

supported; communication and activities are used to build community; 

instructor contact information is stated; expectations regarding quality of 

communication/participation are provided; assessment rubrics for graded 

assignments are provided; assessments align with objectives; links to 

institutional services are provided; course has accommodations for disabilities; 

course policies are stated for behavior expectations.  

                                                                                                                    (p.14) 

Follow up research has not yet been reported.  Having spent one year as an 

international student in Virginia and undertaken study visits to four universities in the 

USA, my understanding is somewhat superficial. The preceding examples are 

illustrative.  

Despite devolution, I have a firmer grasp on the UK landscape, which also points to a 

lack of sector-wide baselining tools for comparison of UDL practices.  Standards with 

sectoral currency in the UK include: The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) 

(Department for Education, 2017; Wood and Su, 2017), Access and Participation 

Statement (APS) (UK Office for Students, 2018), and reporting demanded by 

equalities legislation.  Eighty-nine HEI Programme Directors contributed to Massie’s 

(2018) study, which concluded that pivotal staff were inadequately prepared to 

understand TEF in relation to student experience, APS is not detailed about post-

admission strategies, and equalities reporting is often vague.  

‘Licence to Learn’ (UDLL Partnership, 2017) guidelines were developed by a European 

initiative involving stakeholders in creating an instrument to underpin ‘a sustainable 

and coherent policy through clear visions and strategies’ (ibid.).  The following series 

of generic questions was included to enable comparison within and between 

universities: 

• Do you have an over-arching institutional policy for inclusive teaching and 

learning? 

• Are you using the expert knowledge of the diverse learner? 
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• Is a clear and challenging vision for UDL understood by all? 

• Have sustainable strategies at all levels been implemented? 

• Have you developed action plans for implementation coherent with budgets 

and other important plans? 

• Have you used/developed a system for evaluation and quality assurance?  

• Can your policies, procedures and systems for evaluation with outcomes be 

internally and externally scrutinised?’   

(UDLL Partnership, 2017).  

Baseline standards for inclusion, open to public scrutiny, already exist in UK schools, 

and may have something to offer HE.  Key documents include; Teachers’ Standards: 

Guidance for School Leaders, School Staff and Governing Bodies (Department for 

Education, 2011), School inspection handbook (Ofsted, 2018), Special Educational 

Needs and Disability Code of Practice (Department for Education, 2015) and Children 

and Families Act (2014), which includes arrangements for transition beyond school.   

‘Quality First Teaching’ and a ‘Graduated Approach’ describe common principles to 

ensure that all learners are factored into school culture, strategy and planning 

(NASEN, 2015).    

A Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) developed by DSA-QAG (2018b) applied until 

recently to staff contracted to support individual disabled students.  DSA-QAG ceased 

to be in 2019 (Patoss, 2019) and sector-wide quality assurance arrangements became 

less clear.  UK professional bodies have collaborated on guidance about reasonable 

adjustments on specific vocational courses (Advance HE [previously Equality 

Challenge Unit] 2015).  These initiatives are a small part of a bigger jigsaw, but 

potentially facilitate specific aspects of comparison.   

Distinguishing between evaluating high-level institutional goals and specific micro-

level initiatives is advocated by Bromley (2009), who devised a levels system with 

question sets which differentiate between strategic and small-scale project specific 

goals. General guidance around evaluation is provided within TEF protocols and The 

UK Quality Code for Higher Education (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher 

Education, 2018).  Guskey (2000) advocates defining purpose, aims and context of 

any evaluation before determining approach and participation.  Longitudinal 

methods in order to understand sustained impact are emphasised by Kneale et al. 

(2016) in their study of effective evaluation of staff development.  
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York St John’s Inclusive Learning, Teaching and Assessment Framework (Wray, 2016) 

and Anglia Ruskin’s (2017) Inclusive Teaching Checklist provide institutional specific 

benchmarks.  Wray’s (2016) developmental model proposes four dimensions against 

which to assess progress towards UDL and facilitates self-assessment, identification 

of good practice, action planning and collaboration within and beyond single HEIs.  A 

template covering the whole student journey from pre-entry to post-exit was also 

developed by NADP (Martin, 2008).  It focussed on autistic students, with the 

understanding that good autism practice is closely aligned to UDL and potentially 

benefits everyone.  Departmental initiatives include the UK Institute of Physics’ (IoP) 

(2017) exploration of inclusive teaching and learning within physics departments.  IoP 

reported over-reliance on individualised reasonable adjustments and limited lecturer 

familiarity with UDL; in response, inclusion-focussed development activities were 

initiated for academic and PS staff.  

In response to Layer’s (2017) review of the DSA, Draffan et al. (2017a) proposed the 

following as a framework for developing UDL informed inclusive practice across HE:  

• Successful inclusive teaching and learning practices involve planning, design, 

delivery and evaluation of curricula outcomes as part of a UDL agenda. 

• Sector-wide agreement about minimum expectations for inclusive teaching 

and learning practices that adhere to the EA 2010 is required.  

• Strategic leadership, student voice and stakeholder engagement are essential. 

• Outcomes must be open to longitudinal public inspection.   

• Staff development is vital. 

• Effective implementation and training in use of technologies is required. 

• Students need clear pathways to support.  

• Sharing of expertise is necessary to support research into evidence of good 

practice. 

• Personalised support will be needed for some students, alongside being 

flexible, equitable and proactive in the provision of multiple means of curricula 

presentation and assessment modes.   

The literature review informed the direction of primary research which sought to 

understand ways in which UDL was conceptualised and enacted in a small number of 

American and British settings. 
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Primary Research 
The primary qualitative research was conducted pre-pandemic and focussed on the 
views of staff and students from four English and four American universities, and 
members of the UK-based National Association of Disability Practitioners (NADP).  
Ethical clearances were obtained, and participants were assured of anonymity and 
the right to withdraw.  Common themes were explored with research questions 
focussed on student experience, staff challenges, and opportunities around 
embedding UDL. 

Three participating universities were in the capital cities of America and Britain.  One 
was in an English inner-city location, three in smaller American and English cities and 
one in a rural American setting.  They included elite institutions with rigorous 
admission requirements, contexts which articulated a clear focus on the participation 
of learners with a wider variety of entry qualifications, and those falling somewhere 
between.  Two of the USA settings strongly identified with a particular faith; in the 
UK this would be unusual.  

In response to an email call to target universities and NADP members, academic and 
PS staff, and undergraduate and postgraduate disabled and non-disabled students 
participated via focus groups, interviews and questionnaires.  In one English setting 
296 participants responded to a questionnaire (4 academic and 6 PS staff, 151 UG 
and 135 PG students).  Disability services staff were the main PS contributors, but 
librarians, technologists, academic developers and counsellors also contributed.  
Academics came mainly from programmes related to Critical Disability Studies in six 
of the settings, and computer science in another.  Involvement conformed to the 
‘assigned but informed’ method (Fajerman & Treseder, 2000; Radermacher, 2006).  

Eleven focus groups of between two and twelve volunteers took place, as well as 
one-to-one interviews with six staff members and three students (one of whom was 
a British international postgraduate studying in America).  Balanced numbers 
between settings were not achieved and this is a limitation, alongside inadequate 
representation of international students.   In total, face-to-face discussions took place 
in England with seventeen academics, thirty-two PS staff, two undergraduate 
students and nine postgraduates.  In America twelve academics participated along 
with ten PS staff, fourteen undergraduate students, four postgraduate students and 
one senior leader.   

Semi-structured interviews were used to elicit feelings, attitudes and perceptions 
(Puchta and Potter, 2004).  Broad headings covered specific aspects of UDL including: 
multiple means of representation, action and expression, and engagement.  A 
comparative case study approach (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2017) was used alongside 
thematic analysis, which enabled comparisons between institutions, staff in different 
roles, and undergraduate and postgraduate students (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  



35 
 

Key findings and discussion 
Thematic analysis illuminated areas of commonality and divergence and revealed 
useful ideas for embedding of UDL beyond participating universities.  Staff 
contributors identified as UDL enthusiasts not claiming to represent their institutions.  
Findings cannot be over generalised, but may contribute to a discussion 
characterised by patchy research evidence and limited processes for comparison.  
Although the discussion has moved on somewhat as the pandemic accelerated 
institutional change out of necessity, the study still offers useful foundations on 
which to progress towards UDL.  Unless otherwise stated, points highlighted in the 
next section were common to the UK and the USA. 

 

Strategy and Collaboration: 
1. Staff advocated collaborative, stakeholder informed, longitudinal approaches 

to change management championed at senior level and embedded into 

institutional priorities.  Tools to operationalise, assess and benchmark UDL 

developments were perceived to be lacking. Students were clear that future 

developments would not impact on their experience.  Only in the small 

American faith-based rural university did senior leaders engage alongside 

colleagues and students in multi-disciplinary planning for UDL.  PS staff felt 

disempowered despite being knowledgeable. 

2. Staff regarded equalities legislation as an important hook on which to hang 

UDL, but they also acknowledged that financial arguments might carry more 

weight with business planners.  Disabled students expressed a sense of their 

legislative entitlements. 

3. Academics and PS staff influenced by Critical Disability Studies (CDS) evidenced 

a meeting of minds but rarely researched together alongside students.  One 

CDS scholar suggested that psychologists, health educators, sociologists and 

education academics viewed disability from slightly different angles, but UDL 

represented common ground.  Computer science academics and technical PS 

staff were particularly interested in technological solutions, but again rarely 

collaborated.     

4. UDL was viewed as creating a cost-effective widely beneficial infrastructure 

which could reduce reliance on individual adjustments, but was not a universal 

panacea.  Staff acknowledged that limited bespoke input would always be 

necessary. 
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5. Staff described pockets of inclusive practice not necessarily permeating the 

wider HEI, and difficulty evaluating longitudinal impacts.  PS colleagues had 

more of an institutional overview than lecturers.  Students felt that some 

academics understood and operationalised UDL better than others.  Practical 

staff development was identified as a requirement. 

6. Institutional enablers include NADP-UK’s increasingly internationalised 

network for developing inclusive practices.  AHEAD fulfils a similar function in 

America but participation is more expensive.  Few academics and senior 

leaders participate.  

7. Staff were conflicted about the Medical Model diagnosis necessary to access 

disability services and felt others who could benefit from similar arrangements 

were missing out.  Paying for diagnostic assessment to evidence entitlement to 

disability accommodations was more of an issue in America than the UK. 

8. Finance to help non-disabled marginalised learners was problematic.  Despite 

having no equivalent to DSA funding in the US, UK colleagues were generally 

more concerned about money, especially as DSA is under review at the time of 

writing.  American PS staff said that funding accommodations for disabled 

students was not always simple.  American students discussed tensions 

between the university and a private sorority house about funding ramped 

access.  Despite insurance, one disabled British student studying in the United 

States was worried about the lack of a National Health Service and resolved 

never to call an ambulance because of cost.  

 

Practicalities and People 
9. Except for participants from the small rural American university, which 

particularly emphasised community and pastoral care, academics, especially 

from WP contexts, expressed frustration about student demands exceeding 

capacity.  Learners from WP settings expected support but were unclear how 

to access it.  Lecturers did not necessarily know either.   

10.Students and staff acknowledged that services had to respond to course 

structure.  Part-time evening students found access to PS limited and induction 

imprecise about support mechanisms.  American athletic scholarship students 

tended to have access to bespoke arrangements.  Ambiguous vocational 

‘fitness to practise’ policies were a concern. 
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11.Students from elite universities generally exhibited more academic 

preparedness and learner autonomy than their WP counterparts. Their 

concerns were mainly around managing workloads and they found 

interventions such as prioritised reading lists beneficial.  Those from WP 

contexts, and the small rural American university, expected staff to nurture 

their scholarly development.  Orientating students towards support for their 

academic development was identified as good practice.  

12.Poverty and pressure of working while studying was more prevalent in WP 

settings. Equalities legislation did not seem to help.  Adjustments included 

lecture recording and remote VLE access, but some academics feared negative 

impact on attendance.  Disabled students in the United States faced 

disadvantage around having to fund medical evidence to access 

accommodations.  Occasionally this happens in the UK, but the cost is less. 

13.Evidence of increasing student mental health concerns was common to 

settings other than the small rural American university.  Contributors from elite 

institutions cited challenging expectations as a factor while social disadvantage 

was the primary consideration in WP contexts.  One British PS practitioner was 

concerned about external agencies signposting towards university because of 

the lack of less pressured community education.  

14.UG and PG learners found absence of clear signposting to PS services 

frustrating.  UK students experienced DSA as ‘over-bureaucratic’.  Students 

from the small rural American university described embarrassment about 

accessing support.  Staff responded by resolving to make seeking help feel 

more ordinary. 

15.International students studying in the USA did not recall disability being 

mentioned during induction. UK staff felt conflicted about meeting the 

requirements of disabled international students and those not entitled to DSA.  

16.Students felt UDL could improve their university experience in and beyond the 

classroom.  Examples included: captioning, lecture capture, notes in advance 

via the VLE, joined up information about PS, physical access and quiet spaces 

to reduce sensory overload.  Feelings of belonging and reliability of systems 

and staff were identified as important.  Learners commented that lecturers 

sometimes chose to put notes on to the VLE after classes and this felt like 

unequal treatment. 
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Technology 
17. Staff and students felt that technology was rapidly improving, with accessibility 

features increasingly widely and cheaply available and use of smart phones 

becoming commonplace.  Computer science lecturers were particularly keen 

but did not necessarily collaborate with assistive technologists.   Staff 

acknowledged that although modern accessibility features reduced 

requirements for bespoke solutions, there would always be some students 

needing specialist provision.   

18. Some lecturers, although philosophically on board with technology, felt their 

ICT training requirements were unsupported.  Students found apparently 

technologically ineffective lecturers somewhat irritating.  Some focussed on 

customer entitlement.    

19. VLEs were universally viewed as useful, but PS staff with an institutional 

overview observed inconsistent practice.  Students emphasised reliability and 

commented that notes posted after lectures and lack of captioning reduced 

accessibility.   

20. Students liked audio recording and lecture capture. Some resented asking 

permission as mobile phone technology has rendered the practice ordinary.  

Lecturers discussed initial reluctance around all forms of recording which 

subsided with familiarity.  Lecture capture did not usually extend to seminars. 

Academics and students agreed that doing so might inhibit discussion. 

 

Concluding Remarks 
Limitations are acknowledged and this contribution only claims to make small inroads 
into stakeholder understanding of UDL in HE from strategic and practical angles.  
Tentative conclusions are proposed, but further research is essential, and post 
pandemic the landscape is somewhat altered.  Differences in terminology and 
research methodology, and lack of national or international baseline standards, 
makes comparison between nations and studies difficult.  Pre and post pandemic 
comparison is a challenge for future research.   

This study begins to compare American and British HE and has found more 
similarities than differences.  Contributors were committed to UDL to extend equality 
of opportunity.  Their ontological congruence may have skewed the findings.  In a 
neoliberal environment, business planners may well be swayed most effectively by 
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financial arguments.  Equalities legislation did not appear to provide a safety net for 
students without identified protected characteristics, despite disadvantages including 
poverty or weak academic foundations.  Disabled students found that their non-
disability related disadvantages fell through holes in the disability safety net.  Lack of 
a medical model diagnosis (which could be for financial reasons) could also close the 
disability support door.  

While some students will continue to require additional specialist support, the 
university experience of everyone is likely to be enhanced substantially by UDL.  
Cultural change involves effective strategic planning, senior buy-in, alignment with 
institutional objectives, stakeholder engagement, staff development and a 
longitudinal approach to implementation and evaluation. 

Quick wins are possible, including equipping staff with the knowledge they need to 
respond to technological advances and ensure students know about their 
entitlement to support and how to access relevant services. The advantages of 
collaboration are clear, but silo working is all too common (although PS staff often 
have more of an overview of the institution than academics).   

Belonging underscores UDL, which applies to every facet of university life, not just 
the stuff that happens in classrooms.  This work pre-dates the massive shift to online 
learning forced upon the sector by the pandemic, but future research could usefully 
be framed around lessons learned about UDL when pandemic necessity precipitated 
rapid change. 
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Exploring the challenges of Inclusive Practice at Sheffield Hallam 

University  

Marissa Hill 

Abstract 
Inclusive practice is not a new concept; however, it has not been largely adopted in 
higher education.  In a challenging landscape, economically, politically and with the 
recent impacts of Covid-19, the drivers to move towards wider adoption of inclusive 
practice have never been stronger.   This study explores the challenges, and barriers 
of implementation of inclusive practice in the blended learning context for Sheffield 
Hallam University (SHU), during a pandemic which has impacted university pedagogy 
and digital adoption.  Through the lens of the social model of disability, the role of 
Disabled Student support (DSS) is explored, to promote, contribute and influence the 
adoption of inclusive practices in this new and challenging landscape.  Analysis of 
sector data, reports, and literature and using focus group findings this study 
highlights the needs for greater awareness of disability-related impacts and makes 
recommendations to meet these in blended learning delivery through the promotion 
of inclusive practices.  The significance of this study highlights how the Covid-19 
pandemic is an opportunity to change and harness the positives, as well as raising 
awareness of the benefits of inclusive practice, to meet the needs of an increasing 
number of disabled students entering higher education, reducing individual 
adaptations, improving access and participation to all students and the experiences 
of staff.   

 

Introduction 
Inclusive practice is not a new concept; however, it is yet to become embedded in 
society and our culture in higher education.  Ten years on from the introduction the 
Equality Act 2010, which requires universities to be anticipatory in meeting the needs 
of stakeholders, it is not clear how embedded inclusive practice is and there are still 
barriers to strategic implementation.  Although inclusive practice is not exclusive to 
disabled students, this research is predominantly viewed through a disabled student 
support lens.  This research provides insight, guidance, knowledge, and 
recommendations to promote a more inclusive university and an exploration of the 
role of disabled student support in achieving that goal.   

There is still some stigma around disability and this may negatively impact the 
numbers of students that make a declaration or seek support (Office for Students 
[OfS], 2019).  Also, not all students that disclose a disability wish to be supported by 
the disabled student support team.  Over recent years there has been an increasing 
number of students experiencing mental health issues (YouGov, 2016).  To meet the 
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Equality Act 2010 anticipatory duty, considerations must be made to support these 
students.  One way this can be achieved is through the adoption and implementation 
of Inclusive Practice (IP) and Universal Design for Learning (UDL), by removing 
barriers and enabling choice and flexibility.   

The numbers of disabled students entering higher education is growing year on year, 
as shown in the UCAS application figures in the table below, whilst the total number 
of students has dropped.   

 

Figure 1 – UCAS UK Disabled Applicants figures 

Disabled students studying in higher education is considerable, as outlined by the 
Office of Students report, the graph below shows that 14.3% of students disclose a 
disability and that this should be considered an under-representation.   

 

Figure 2- Proportion of students studying in England who declared a disability by 

impairment, 2018-19 Data from OfS, (2020) p.2. 
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Additionally, there are large numbers of students who disclose cognitive, learning 
difficulties and mental health conditions, these could also be seen in the multiple 
impairment category.  The number of students disclosing at SHU has increased by 4% 
from 2016/17 to 2018/19.   

Disabled Students Allowances (DSA) support is individualised; however, since the 
review of DSAs by Willets (2014) significant cuts to support and reduced budgets 
within universities, as well as the increase in numbers of students, the pressure on 
disabled student support teams has increased.  The speed that individual reasonable 
adjustments can be discussed and implemented is challenging to sustain, and new 
models of delivery need to be explored to ensure disabled students can access 
courses (Williams, et al, 2017).  While the expectation from government is that 
universities move to more inclusive practice, which is likely to increase in the coming 
years (Williams, et al, 2017, (OfS), 2020), the extent of the progress and success of 
this is mixed across the sector (Martin, et al, 2019).  The evidence that more disabled 
students are disclosing is evident, however, the amount of support that has been 
provided by the government has reduced leaving a gap in support.   

In this new educational environment, and the increase in online learning, further 
challenges are becoming evident.  Although online learning will have advantages for 
some students there will be barriers for other students as outlined in reports from 
the National Association of Disability Practitioners (NADP) and the Non-Medical 
Helper’s Association (NMHA) which have identified issues for disabled students 
during this period (Wilson et al, 2020), (NMH Association, 2020).  Understanding the 
barriers to access and engagement can help to understand how to design and build a 
curriculum and support inclusively.  It is important to embed inclusive approaches 
strategically and sustainably (Office for Students (OfS), 2019).  It is important that 
everyone understands their role in creating an inclusive environment, without this a 
policy or culture will never truly be embedded.  In this research study the concept 
and perceptions of inclusive practice will include accessibility, design and delivery of 
teaching and learning at SHU, and the role of DSS in supporting this, with a particular 
exploration of a blended learning approach.   

The most frequently cited definitions of blended learning (also referred to as BL) are 
“Blended learning systems combine face-to-face instruction with computer-mediated 
instruction” (Graham, 2006, p. 5) and “the thoughtful integration of classroom face-
to-face learning experiences with online learning experiences” (Garrison & Kanuka, 
2004, p. 96). SHU describes BL as “a combination of any proportion of face-to-face 
and online learning activities as part of a coherent course offer.” (2020).   

Although some literature suggests that blended learning can result in better 
outcomes for lower-income students and more equality (Dziuban, et al, 2004) as well 
as improve student satisfaction and success (Dziuban & Moskal, 2011) it is not clear 
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whether this is or will be the case at SHU or across the sector during the pandemic.  
Due to Covid-19, teaching pedagogy, like all aspects of work, life, and study, is likely 
to be impacted both positively and negatively.  However, it has opened opportunities 
to see things differently through both the opportunities and the inequalities.  For 
example, hearing or visually impaired students may struggle to access sessions as 
teaching and learning have moved online (Office for Students (OfS), 2019), though 
some students might have better access through minimising the impact of travelling, 
which for some students can be physically and mentally exhausting.  Although, 
adversely, many students will be required to self-isolate potentially impacting mental 
health and motivation.   

Technology is important to access a blended learning environment; however, it is 
also crucial that alongside the digital skills, information management, critical thinking 
skills, and conducting appropriate online behaviour (Tang & Chaw, 2016) are 
available to access and for success in a blended learning environment.  SHU set up an 
Access to Remote learning (ARL) fund to ensure students from lower-income 
backgrounds and disabled students have access to their learning through technology 
and to mitigate against digital poverty.  However, the staff and student skills required 
to access a blended curriculum and develop inclusive practice are not as 
straightforward due to peoples digital skills and confidence which are varied.   

In 2017, the Disabled Student Sector Leadership Group (DSSLG) produced a report 
which consider how Higher Education Providers (HEPs) can support and offer the best 
environment for disabled students. The Department of Education wanted to ensure 
that higher education providers were meeting the Equality Act, 2010 and the 
anticipatory duty, following changes to funding through DSA (Department of 
Education, 2019).   

It outlines the drivers for change adoption of inclusive practice as: 

• Remediating key issues around differential outcomes for students from different 

backgrounds. 

• Changes in DSA and the gap to address the full expectations of the Public Sector 

Equality Duty and Equality Act 2010. 

• Cost-saving as thriving students will progress and attain good grades. 

• Reputational enhancement through improved standards and quality (Layer, 2017). 

The report was aimed at those in strategic positions, the principles and suggestions 
are practical and still relevant.  However, it could be argued that the implementation 
of inclusive practice is driven by leadership and institutional culture which as David 
and David (2015) argues is "the unique way an organisation does business. It is the 
human dimension that creates solidarity and meaning, and it inspires commitment 
and productivity in an organisation when strategy changes are made. " (p. 208).  
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Change is complex and unpredictable (Hayes, 2014) and the environment, culture, 
and communication (Senior & Swailes, 2016) need to be managed.   

Further research into the implementation of Inclusive practice in HE, following the 
report identified considerations for success which included: 

• Senior leadership buy-in and joined-up thinking  

• Staff development as compulsory with sustained impact, particularly, in relation to 

technology. 

• The development of a benchmarking tool to evaluate and map existing provision.  

(Martin et al, 2019) 

The report outlined that the limitations of the data, partly due to a small-scale 
sample, and included case studies from four universities.  However, the findings 
reported in the Office for Students (OfS) report supported many of the 
recommendations; in particular, a whole institution approach and senior 
management commitment to inclusive practice as well as a culture change (Office for 
Students, 2019).   

With further legislation, (Web Accessibility, 2018) and new challenges with Covid-19 
and associated activities, time constraints, understanding of learners, decision 
making, training and support needs, the inclusive practice agenda has the potential 
to be accelerated and this could be an excellent opportunity to embed ways of 
working for the future. However, it is important that the new approaches, 
particularly digital resources, bring opportunities to staff and students whilst avoiding 
“unforeseen and unquantified barriers” (Pearson, 2019, p. 1) for students and further 
work for staff to retrofit activities later.   

More recently, an inquiry and subsequent government report, Arriving at Thriving 
(Higher Education Commission, 2020), reviewed evidence submitted across the 
sector and from over 500 disabled students which outlines twelve recommendations 
for the government and university leaders to consider.  The report heavily features 
the student voice and consideration of the student journey from application to 
graduation and entering the workplace.   

Considering change models such as Kotter (2012), the impact of the pandemic on HE 
to provide education through blended learning has been implemented at speed and 
scale in unprecedented conditions.  This could be an opportunity for a cultural 
change and implementation of new ways of working which are more inclusive; there 
is thus an opportunity for SHU to build in inclusive practice at design and embed in 
ways of working.   
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Barriers to Implementation 
It is important to understand the barriers to implementation to address them.  When 
the Equality Act (2010) was introduced, research into inclusive practice in higher 
education and guidance was produced, through the Higher Education Academy, 
(Hockings, 2010, May & Bridger, 2010) and at SHU (Smith, 2010).  This research 
identified challenges and barriers for students.  The research identified the barriers 
to implementation such as time and resource, this was reiterated in later research 
although the leadership was seen as a greater barrier and senior buy-in was required 
for effective implementation at an institutional level (Layer, 2017, Martin, 2019, 
Higher Education Commission, 2020).  This research identifies the benefits of 
inclusive practice for students, staff and institutionally, and offers practical advice for 
successful implementation.  However this was not set in the context of a pandemic 
and a blended learning environment.   

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, a blended learning approach has been scaled up at 
speed across the world (Ali, 2020) as sessions were moved from on-campus delivery 
to being delivered remotely due to a national lockdown.  The impact of the lockdown 
continued uncertainty and shielding for disabled and non-disabled students alongside 
the seismic shift in pedagogy, the demand for technology to deliver and support 
teaching has been unprecedented.  Issues and challenges in the delivery such as WIFI 
connection, storage, digital capacity, and confidence has been extra-ordinary and 
must be considered in the current climate.  This way of teaching and delivery was 
thrust upon staff and students in difficult and challenging circumstances, as an 
emergent and unplanned change.  However, it is likely to impact the future delivery 
of HE, as well as most aspects of life.   

Through the adaption to a changing environment and implementation of inclusive 
practice as a strategic capability could contribute to a competitive advantage 
(Johnson, et al,  2017) by improving reputation and becoming a unique selling point.  
In addition to the legal and moral obligations it can save time, money and improve 
the staff and student experience, and this could be the opportunity to make a 
stronger strategic move towards inclusive practice.   

 

Leadership and Change 
The strongest recommendation within the existing literature is the requirement for 
leadership (Martin et al. 2019, Higher Education Commission, 2020, Wilson et al. 
2020).  In some cases that a senior leader in the institution ‘must take on 
responsibility and accountability for the experiences of disabled students, making this 
a personal and institutional priority’ (Higher Education Commission, 2020, p. 4).  This 
should lead to significant improvements in disabled students’ experiences of higher 
education and attainment, continuation, and graduate outcomes.  However, there is 
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no mention of Disabled Student Support services, or a bottom-up change process, in 
promoting inclusive practice.  Research has highlighted that when employees are 
involved and have a participatory role through open dialogue and engagement, 
change is more successful and less stressful for employees (Oreg, 2018, Senior & 
Swailes, 2016, McCalman & Potter, 2015). 

The current global world pandemic highlights the volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous (VUCA) environment, and although it can be a culture shock, the sense of 
urgency and implementing quick change can be beneficial in the delivery of change 
(Kotter, 2012).  Additionally, it is important that negative bias does not allow an 
expectation of failure (Tasler, 2017) in the future of inclusive blended learning.  It will 
require consideration from leaders, participation and knowledge sharing to ensure 
that the best changes stick, and good practice is shared in this new landscape.   

 

Summary 
In summary, although research on the perceptions of academic staff at SHU towards 
IP has been conducted (Smith, 2010, Hockings, 2010) this was undertaken 10 years 
ago, and since that time there has continued to be rapid changes in the internal and 
external landscape.  It is evident that inclusive practice is not fully embedded within 
higher education across the country (Layer, 2017, Martin, 2019, OFS 2019, 2020) and 
that stakeholder and senior leadership engagement is required for buy-in, 
particularly for strategic implementation.   

This study explores some of these headlines as well as understanding the perceptions 
of inclusive practice during a pandemic and the role of stakeholders in the promotion 
of good practice.  Through seizing the opportunities of change and adapting to a 
blended learning environment, this research considers the role of DSS in a 
challenging landscape, considering the principles for inclusive practice and blended 
teaching and offers recommendations to promote inclusive practice to ultimately 
improve the staff and student experience.  While being conducted during a world-
wide pandemic brought challenges, the study’s findings can inform the future 
research planned in the sector and bring benefits to SHU in the short and long term.   

 

Research Design 
It was determined, due to the short time scale of the project, that focus groups 
rather than semi-structured interviews would be used as this would allow for the 
most efficient and value-laden rich data, gaining an understanding of participants 
beliefs and experience.  Also, the interactions of the participants would help raise 
awareness of inclusive practice and stimulate conversation within the groups.  This 
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design offers flexibility and promotion but is limited to the group; though it produced 
rich data that allowed trends and patterns to emerge, it does not represent all views.   

The collection of data through focus groups using an inductive approach for analysis 
can help to identify patterns, make sense of the findings, to construct theory and 
make recommendations.  Using focus groups allows for rich data collection and 
captures experiences, perceptions, and current thinking consideration (Krueger, 
2014).  All participants had an active interest in inclusive practice and disabled 
student support and were recruited through the Community of Inclusive Practice 
mailing list.  Embedding inclusive practice is not a simple project; however, this 
research will raise awareness and promote the aim simply by being on the agenda 
and by giving participants a unique opportunity to contribute their current thoughts 
and feelings.   

Due to Covid-19 the focus groups were conducted online through Zoom.  Two groups 
with 12 SHU staff (including academic and disability practitioners)  were held in total; 
the sample set was small for the size and breadth of the university and the views will 
not reflect all staff.  It is also worth noting that the research was conducted during 
the Covid-19 pandemic, a particularly stressful time for staff and this too might have 
influenced the research.  Conducting focus groups online whilst people were working 
from home due to the pandemic led to some technical and environmental issues.  
However, this research offers a snapshot of the issues and challenges at an 
unprecedented time, and the perceptions of staff and students of their role in the 
promotion and implementation of inclusive practice at SHU during that period.   

The topic areas covered in the focus groups included; what inclusion means, current 
challenges for disabled students, challenges for Disabled Student Support, impact of 
Covid on current inclusive practice, how successfully SHU is in meeting inclusive 
practice principles, how we support disabled students access a blended learning 
environment, and individual roles in promoting and enhancing inclusive practice at 
the university.   

Ethical approval and Covid-19 risk assessments were submitted before any research 
was undertaken, and informed consent was highlighted and promoted throughout 
the research process.  It was important to highlight this as a researcher conducting 
the study in my organisation, or ‘backyard’, as there are ethical issues (Malone, 2003) 
and it was important for the research that the participants were able to be honest 
and frank.  As an ethical researcher it was important to ensure that the participants 
felt valued and had the opportunity to share their perceptions, thoughts, and feelings 
in a safe environment, particularly during these challenging times and on an online 
platform.   
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Results 
The main themes that emerged from the data were: 

• Understanding of inclusion 

• Barriers and Challenges with communication and awareness 

• Change and Opportunity 

• Principles and Promotion of Inclusive Practice.  

Understanding of inclusion 
In the sessions, the concept of inclusion was addressed through the participation of 
word clouds and comment boxes; however, the theme occurred in other areas of the 
sessions and was not limited only to disability but considered Covid vulnerability, age 
and race.  The words in the word cloud that are most identifiable relate to equality, 
though accessibility and fairness were also raised.  The role of DSS is to ensure that 
students have access to services and support the university’s legal obligations to 
access and participation through reasonable adjustments and the promotion of 
inclusive practices (Equality Act, 2010).  The duty to implement inclusive practice is 
the responsibility of all staff and services to ensure access for all.   

A participant summed up an understanding of inclusion as:  

“Inclusion means that all people and ways of being are accepted, thought 
about and included in the design of ‘systems/institutions’.  

 And another:  

“All people can take part on an equal footing. Equity, not Equality.” 

Inclusive practice is required to ensure that services and systems are designed for all 
and are accessible (The British Standards Institute, 2015), and inclusive practice 
ensures equality and accessibility for all.   

Whilst this study predominantly looked through a disability lens, there was also 
mention of wider issues of inclusion and the attainment gap of other equity groups 
described by participants as BAME and African Asian minority groups (AAMG).  
Inclusive practice benefits all (Hockings, 2010), and participants shared an 
understanding, perception, and a shared responsibility to implement and promote 
inclusive behaviours.   

 

Barriers and challenges in a challenging landscape 
In terms of understanding the challenges and barriers for the participants and in the 
research, there was strong evidence that the current Covid-19 pandemic change was 
causing issues with delivery of teaching and learning (Wilson et al. 2020).  Practical 
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implications were highlighted such as the use of face masks when teaching hearing-
impaired students was a:  

“nightmare… losing all their visual cues…[the] sense of isolation is even worse” 

The access to learning, both physical and remote, was impacted with the use of 
different platforms, captioning and transcripts.  Alongside the challenges, there was 
also some evidence that there had been a catalyst for positive change (Whitney & 
Trosten-Bloom, 2010) through the adoption of inclusive practice, recording sessions, 
the implementation of lecture capture, and the use of captions and transcripts which 
had not been universally implemented before.   

The current situation was reported by several participants as overwhelming, the 
amount of information through emails had led to information overload (Jacoby, 
1984, Edmunds & Morris, 2000) whilst people were trying to “figure everything out”.  
Isolation was mentioned for students, but the impact of remote working was also 
highlighted for academic staff with a perceived lack of support, little cohesion and 
losing links to people.  Isolation, a reduced sense of belonging and community could 
have long term impacts on organisational identity (Albert & Whetten, 2004, Balmer & 
Burghausen, 2015) as well as academic impacts on students progression and 
attainment.   

There was a perception of a lack of understanding of accessibility (Lopes & Carriço, 
2010), one participant suggested that there was a: 

“lack of understanding of accessibility in general even more so now when all 
online and understanding what the needs are of an individual to be able to 
access things”   

…and how to communicate on different platforms or with disabled learners. This was 
echoed by another participant who suggested that:   

“students with…hearing impairments [staff] might not think automatically that 
they might need to communicate in a different way on platforms”.   

As Covid-19 brought about new issues and emergent change, there seemed to be a 
further lack of understanding or awareness and no clear line of communication or 
sharing of this knowledge, other than using e-mail which was described by the 
participants as overwhelming.   

A lack of digital and inclusive leadership could be indicated as a gap in this situation.  
As Northouse (2016) suggests, the leadership approach to the communication of 
technological innovation, cultural acceptance and implementation will determine the 
success of the change initiative.  This links back to the literature and suggests that 
strong leadership is required, (Martin et al. 2019, Higher Education Commission, 
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2020, Wilson, et al. 2020) it could be argued that this is particularly required during 
emergent change (Van der Voet, et al. 2014).   

Understanding what is working or not, was identified as important in  

“figuring out what new practices … are working.”   

Also,  

“communication and feedback about what works, what isn't.”  

Therefore, although information overload was mentioned, there is a desire for 
meaningful, timely communication about what is working and sharing of best 
practice.  However, the discussion did not include when, how or by whom that 
should be done, but that links had been lost and previous methods of communication 
may now not be in place.  Communication is perhaps the most important factor in an 
organisation, particularly during change (Senior & Swailes, 2016) by communicating 
the vision, purpose and outcomes early, there is more chance that the change will 
stick and be successful (Kotter, 1996, Lewin, 1952, Hayes, 2014).   

This could be an example of the lack of awareness of inclusive practice, 
understanding of digital engagement and ability to respond to change.  Also, 
indicating that the influence of DSS was not strong and there was a lack of direction, 
existing networks, or processes to implement guidance quickly and effectively.  As 
mentioned in Oreg’s (2018) research, participants respond better to change when 
they are involved with it.  This is further supported by McCalman and Potter (2015) 
who argue that leaders should encourage organisational engagement and dialogue in 
and within the organisation.   

 

Change and Opportunity  
The research focused on the challenges and barriers to the implementation of 
Inclusive Practice (Martin, 2019), although the groups recognised and highlighted the 
positive opportunities for change.  One participant reflected on the implementation 
of inclusive practices within the DSS service delivery:   

“Our disability service [is] more inclusive to students well for SRAC  [Sheffield 
Regional Assessment Centre] we've introduced online booking form which 
really helps students who don't like using the telephone [we are now] allowed 
to do video appointments…so hopefully, it's made our service more 
accessible.”   

There was also discussion about how to adapt our service to meet the needs of our 
students:   
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“This is a really good opportunity with everything that's gone on with the 
pandemic for us to check in with the disabled students”.   

There was an opportunity for the service to make positive improvements and to think 
about service delivery in a different more accessible and less restrictive way, which 
encouraged more inclusive practices and was able to cut out some of the “red tape” 
or administrative burden (Higher Education Commission, 2020).   

The participants expressed a desire not to return to the previous way of working and 
to make positive changes stick.  There is an “opportunity to remold and rebuild” our 
approach to inclusive practice, through re-defining the barriers and challenges and 
considering the adjustments needed in a blended learning environment.  Although 
there was discussion about how the impact of the pandemic had created an 
opportunity for reflection there was a concern that:  

“we've lost an opportunity or [are] losing an opportunity”,  

“In a way, we've kind of missed an opportunity as well, or I feel like we're going 
to miss an opportunity”.   

This could be linked to Kotter’s (2012) model of change; as a sense of urgency or 
seizing an opportunity a participant recognised:   

“more willingness to try new things and a lot more discussion about these 
techniques and a lot bigger awareness, I think.”    

There is another model of change which is reflected in the findings from the 
research, the Kubler-Ross change curve (1969) (fig 6), which identifies the stages of 
grief.   

 

Figure 6 - Kubler-Ross Change Curve (1969) 



62 
 

Emotive language is evidenced throughout the data sets and could be reflected in the 
model as frustration, anger and anxiety, but is also evident in the model through 
‘experimentation’ as new ways of working are developed.    

Anxiety was mentioned in the research several times, predominantly about the 
impact on students and the support they would receive in blended learning delivery: 

“Students can't prepare, that's gonna cause a massive amount of anxiety for 
students that don't like change. They want to know what's happening. We 
…can't tell them what's happening at the minute or how things are likely to 
change”   

This was also evidenced by participants responses in the sessions through the current 
lived experience of staff, the lack of certainty about the future, and responding to the 
pandemic.  Fear was mentioned several times about Covid-19 “fear and stress around 
Covid” and change.  Participants in both groups highlighted that there may be 
opportunities through:  

“a chance to engage and conduct more global initiatives around learning.”   

Fear was also used to describe inclusive practice (IP), concerning the perception of 
implementation by academics who were then reported as saying:   

“My fears weren't realised this [IP] is really good.”   

However, promoters of inclusive practice within the group also expressed:   

“Fear it [IP] won’t be fully implemented”, and services might be cut with a 

“policy, not practice” culture.   

The pandemic and consequently new ways of working due to emergent and rapid 
change, with little planning or existing frameworks, highlighted the gaps in inclusive 
practice but also an opportunity to start again (Fullan, 2007) with inclusivity built in.  
There was evidence of supportive networks in the disability sector with NADP and 
ANMH reports (NMH Association, 2020, Wilson, et al. 2020) sharing knowledge.  It 
would be beneficial for the continued collaborative practice between academics, 
teaching and learning leads, and disabled student support advisers in the awareness, 
understanding and promotion of Inclusive Practice.  An opportunity, through change 
is possible in a complex and ever-changing environment (HBR, 2018), but change 
needs shared understanding.  

  

Principles and Promotion of Inclusive Practice  
The SHU Inclusive Practice principles (Sheffield Hallam University, 2012) were 
discussed in the sessions, and whilst participants agreed that they were good 
principles and hoped that they were meeting them, they commented that they were 
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not sure how consistently they were applied in the university, an issue that arose in 
the literature (Martin, 2019).  The issue of the definition of terms such as 
personalisation, flexibility and working collaboratively was also explored through 
discussion of the principles of inclusive practice and applications of blended learning 
(Disabled Students UK, 2020, NMH Association, 2020), and this was considered as not 
being consistent across SHU. A participant suggested that at SHU:   

“We are very inconsistent in how effective we are at these.”   

There was even a comment that they were not “effective at all” as they need to be 
embedded in “curriculum design”.   

An example of this is the lecture capture system and a cultural shift to more recorded 
sessions, implementing good practice and application of inclusive practice as: 

“lecture capture [is] available…that's amazing and that's adopting inclusive 

practice principles being able to record lectures”.    

Also, to “be able to include everyone to be able to have captions, to be able to 
do a transcript, to be able to record.”   

To support disabled students, minimising the impact of ableism, and supporting the 
social model of disability (Barnes, 2007):   

“We could support inclusive practice, we can support everyone to have the 

same adjustments without singling one person out just because they've got 

some medical evidence.”   

Moving away from a deficit model to a more inclusive one.   

There was further discussion about how inclusive practice could be implemented 
through “recruitment or onboarding” and:  

“Making sure that people working towards them in PDR (Professional 

Development Plan) [and] …in your day-to-day role.”   

The evidence here highlights that it is part of everyone’s role to promote and 
implement inclusive practices, but that there is some accountability required, in this 
example through Human Resources (HR) processes, but could also be extended by 
training and development opportunities.  Not all participants were fully aware of the 
SHU inclusive practice principles, but there was the support of them and the 
recognition of the need for further development and promotion.  Examples were 
given which included being promoted more widely across different areas of the 
university such as HR, and in curriculum design.   

In summary, the key findings from the research highlights:   
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• There is a requirement for increased awareness-raising, through training and 

development opportunities, and further promotion and support for 

implementing, accessible and inclusive practice is required.   

• DSS need to be more involved in decision making in the delivery and 

implementation of new technology and ways of practice, as well as the 

promotion of inclusive practice, working more collaboratively with 

stakeholders, staff and students and supported by active feedback loops on 

what is and is not working.   

• Covid-19 was evidenced as a barrier and challenge for many aspects of life, 

work, and study for students, staff, and promotion of inclusive practice.  

However, it was also considered an opportunity to view things differently and 

an opportunity for positive change.   

 

Understanding challenges in DSS at SHU 
The evidence that more students are disclosing a disability when entering higher 
education (UCAS), the funding constraints through the reduction of Disabled 
Students Allowances (Willet’s 2014) and the increasing expectation of embedding 
inclusive practice (Higher Education Commission, 2020) require consideration of how 
to support disabled students to retain, progress, and achieve in higher education.  
The evidence from the focus group discussions shows that there is a requirement to 
increase awareness of inclusion and accessibility, and desire by those in DSS to be 
involved in the promotion of inclusive practice, working more collaboratively with 
stakeholders, staff, and students (Da Fonte & Capizzi, 2015).  Also, there was a call for 
the role of disabled student support to be more involved in decision making (Oreg, 
2018, Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016), in the delivery and implementation of new 
technology and ways of practice, as well as active feedback on what is and isn’t 
working (Jonsson, 2013).   

 

Analysis of Inclusive Practice Principles at SHU 
Although there are definitions and principles of inclusive practice within the 
literature (Hockings, 2010, Layer, 2017) and at SHU (Sheffield Hallam University, 
2020), how well these are understood or communicated is difficult to determine.  
There was little prior knowledge of the principles, although participant felt they met 
them individually there was doubt that these were applied consistently across SHU.  
Both groups felt that further development, promotion, and support in implementing 
inclusive principles would be beneficial (Antonacopoulou & Chiva, 2007).  The group 
with disabled student practitioners recognised that working with students would be 
beneficial for the promotion of inclusive practice and the role of the team in 
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supporting disabled students in higher education, and wanted to engage more 
regularly with staff and students. 

   

Conclusion - Barriers and challenges to the promotion of Inclusive Practice  
During this period, Covid-19 was evidenced as a barrier and challenge for many 
aspects of life, work, and study for students, staff, and promotion of inclusive 
practice, but it was also considered an opportunity to view things differently - an 
opportunity for change.   In addition to Covid-19, the barriers and challenges were 
described as: a lack of awareness of inclusive practices and accessibility, 
overwhelming information and communication (Jacoby, 1984), the introduction of - 
but little understanding or time to learn - new technologies and ways of working 
(Lopes & Carriço, 2010); all within a complex and stressful environment (Quinn, 
2020).   

The evidence of the impact on staff of the recent shift to blended learning as a result 
of the Covid-19 pandemic suggests that the DSS team needs to take a proactive and 
effective role in the promotion and support with the delivery of IP.  Also, access to 
information, feedback on the delivery of teaching and learning, as well as sharing 
knowledge (Cummings, 2003, Soulejman, 2016) and expertise for both staff and 
students, requires consideration, and methods of measuring the effectiveness of 
communication (Muszyńska, 2018) are required.  Consideration of a holistic approach 
to embedding inclusive practice will enable professional services and academic 
colleagues to work together to achieve this.   

A limitation of this study is the voice of the student, it is acknowledged that this 
research did not include direct participation from disabled students which, from a 
disability studies context, is against the notion of “nothing about us, without us” 
(Charlton, 1998).  Therefore, it is recommended that focus groups are held to 
understand disabled students’ experiences of, and perception of, inclusion and 
inclusive practices.  Student focus groups and user experience activities and tools 
could measure impact (Tullis & Albert. 2013).  In a world where student expectations 
are high it is assumed that feedback would be requested, given, and acted upon 
(Ghobadian et al. 1994).  User experience is perhaps more relevant in this context 
and should be part of the planning process, not just the evaluation, in particular it 
would be worth considering the barriers and challenges experienced in specific areas 
e.g. online learning, group work, presentations, course design.   

It is also recommended that DSS implement a communication plan, to include the 
promotion of inclusive practice with stakeholders, exploring methods and ways of 
measuring effectiveness.  There is a requirement for robust reporting to support 
decision-making as currently this is high-level and needs to be more reactive based 
on real-time data.   
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Marissa Hill: m.hill@shu.ac.uk is the Head of Disabled Student Support at Sheffield 
Hallam University. 

 

Bibliography 

Albert, S., & Whetten, D. A. (2004). Organizational identity. Organizational identity: A 
reader. 89-118. 

Ali, W. (2020). Online and remote learning in higher education institutes: A necessity 
in light of COVID-19 pandemic. Higher education studies, 16-25. 

Andrews, K. (2018, March 13). How Prof Stephanie Creary works towards inclusion 
research teaching wharton culture. Wharton, Pensilvania, USA. Retrieved April 07, 
2020, from https://www.wharton.upenn.edu/story/prof-stephanie-creary-works-
towards-inclusion-research-teaching-wharton-culture 

Antonacopoulou, E., & Chiva, R. (2007). The Social Complexity of Organizational 
Learning: The Dynamics of Learning and Organizing. Managament Learning, Vol. 
38(3): 277–295. 

Bagga, T., & Srivastava, S. (2014). SHRM: alignment of HR function with business 
strategy. Strategic HR Review. 

Balmer, J. M., & Burghausen, M. (2015). Introducing organisational heritage: Linking 
corporate heritage, organisational identity and organisational memory. Journal of 
Brand Management, 385-411. 

Barnes, C. (2007). Disability, higher eduction and inclusive society. British Journal of 
Sociology. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 
research in psychology, 77-101. 

Brower, T. (2020, March 31). Why Working From Home Is So Exhausting—And How 
To Reinvigorate. Forbes, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tracybrower/2020/03/30/why-working-from-home-is-
so-exhausting-and-how-to-reinvigorate/#65b81d8955ab. 

Bunbury, S. (2018). Disability in higher education – do reasonable adjustments 
contribute to an inclusive curriculum? International Journal of Inclusive Education. 

Burnes, B. (2017). Managing Change. Harlow: Pearson. 

By, R. T. (2005). Organisational change management: A critical review. Journal of 
change management, 369-380. 

mailto:m.hill@shu.ac.uk


67 
 

Charlton, J. I. (1998). Nothing About Us Without Us. California: University of California 
Press. 

Cummings, J. (2003). Knowledge sharing: A review of the literature. World Bank. 

CWUR. (2019, November 21). CWUR - World University Rankings 2019-2020. 
Retrieved from CWUR: https://cwur.org/2019-2020.php)  

Da Fonte, M. A., & Capizzi, A. M. (2015). Working with teaching assistants and other 
support staff for inclusive education. International Perspectives on Inclusive Practice , 
195-218. 

David, F. D., & David, F. (2015). Strategic Managment Concepts and Cases. London: 
Pearson Education. 

Department of Education. (2019). Evaluation of Disabled Students’ Allowances 
(DSAs). London: Department of Education. 

Disabled Students UK. (2020, July). Disabledstudents.co.uk covid-19. Retrieved from 
Disabled Students UK: https://disabledstudents.co.uk/DSUK_Report_Update.pdf 

Dziuban, C. D., Hartman, J. L., & Moskal, P. D. (2004). Blended learning. EDUCAUSE 
Research Bulletin, 7, 1–12. 

Dziuban, C., & Moskal, P. (2011). A course is a course is a course: Factor invariance in 
student evaluation of online, blended and face-to-face learning environments. The 
Internet and Higher Education., 236–241. 

Easterby-Smith, M., Thorpe, R., & Jackson, P. R. (2012). Management research. Sage. 

Edmunds, A., & Morris, A. (2000). The problem of information overload in business 
organisations: a review of the literature. International journal of information 
management, 17-28. 

Fullan, M. (2007). Leading in a culture of change. John Wiley & Sons. 

Garrison, D. R., & Kanuka, H. (2004). Blended learning: Uncovering its transformative 
potential in higher education. Internet and Higher Education, 95–105. 

Ghobadian, A., Speller, S., & Jones, M. (1994). Service Quality: Concepts and Models. 
International Journal of Quality & Reliability Management, 43-66. 

Graham, C. R. (2006). Blended learning systems: Definition, current trends and future 
directions. In :. C. C. J. Bonk, The handbook of blended learning: Global perspectives, 
local designs (pp. 3–21). San Francisco: Pfeiffer. 

Greenberg, J. (2002). Managing behavior in organizations. Upper Saddle River: 
Prentice Hall. 

Harvard Business Review. (2018). What VUCA really means for you. Harvard Business 
Review. 



68 
 

Hayes, J. (2014). Theory and Practice of Change Management, 4th Edition. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillian. 

Hiatt, J. (2019, June 18). adkar-model. Retrieved from https://www.prosci.com: 
https://www.prosci.com/adkar/adkar-model 

Higher Education Commission. (2020). Arriving at Thriving Learning Disabled students 
ensure access all. London: Policy Connect. 

Hill, F. M. (1995). Managing service quality in higher education: the role of the 
student as primary consumer. Quality Assurance in Education, 10-21. 

Hochanadel, A., & Finamore, D. (2015). Fixed and growth mindset in education and 
how grit helps students persist in the face of adversity. Journal of International 
Education Research (JIER), 47-50. 

Hockings, C. (2010). Inclusive learning and teaching in higher education: A synthesis 
of research. York: Higher Education Academy. York: Higher Education Academy. 

Hrastinski, S. (2019). What Do We Mean by Blended Learning? TechTrends , 63, 564–
569. 

Jacoby, J. (1984). Perspectives on information overload. Journal of consumer 
research, 10(4), 432-435. 

Johnson, G., Whittington, R., Scholes, K., Angwin, D., & Regner, P. (2017). Exploring 
Strategy: Texts and cases. Harlow: Pearson. 

Jonsson, A. (2013). Facilitating productive use of feedback in higher education. . 
Active learning in higher education, 63-76. 

Kotter, J. (2012). Leading Change. Boston: Harvard Business Review Press. 

Krueger, R. A. (2014). Focus groups: A practical guide for applied research. Sage 
publications. 

Kubler-Ross, E. (1969). Of Death and Dying . New York: Macmillian. 

Lawrie, G., Marquis, E., Fuller, E., Newman, T., Qiu, M., Nomikoudis, M., . . . van Dam, 
L. (2017). Moving Towards Inclusive Learning and Teaching: A Synthesis of Recent 
Literature. Teaching & Learning Inquiry, 5(1), 1-13. 

Layer, G. D. (2017). Inclusive teaching and learning in higher education as a route to 
excellence. London: Department of Education. 

Lopes, R. V., & Carriço, L. (2010). Redefining assumptions: accessibility and its 
stakeholders. In International Conference on Computers for Handicapped Persons (pp. 
561-568). Berlin: Springer. 

Mack, N. (2005). Qualitative research methods: A data collector’s field guide. Family 
Health International. 



69 
 

Malone, S. (2003). Ethics at home: Informed consent in your own backyard. 
Qualitative Studies in Education, 797-815. 

Martin, N., Wray, M., James, A., Draffan, E., & Krupa, J. &. (2019). Implementing 
Inclusive Teaching and Learning in UK Higher Education – Utilising Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) as a Route to Excellence. 
https://www.srhe.ac.uk/downloads/reports-2017/Nicola-Martin-SRHE-Research-
Report.pdf: Society for Research into Higher Education. 

Martin, P. Y., & Turner, B. A. (1986). Grounded Theory and Organizational Research. 
The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 22(2), 141–157. 

May, H., & Bridger, K. (2010). Developing and embedding inclusive policy and practice 
in higher education. York: Higher Education Academy. 

McCalman, J., & Potter, D. (2015). Leading cultural change: the theory and practice of 
successful organizational transformation. London: Kogan Page. 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded 
sourcebook. Sage. 

Morgan, D. L. (1998). The focus group guide book. London: Sage Publications. 

Moriña, A. (2017). Inclusive education in higher education: challenges and 
opportunities. European Journal of Special Needs Education, 3-17. 

Muszyńska, K. (2018). A concept for measuring effectiveness of communication in 
project teams. Journal of Economics & Management, 63-79. 

Nanjundeswaraswamy, T. S., & Swamy, D. R. (2014). Leadership styles.  Advances in 
management, 57. 

Nawaz, Z. A., & Khan, I. (2016). Leadership theories and styles: A literature review. 
Leadership, 1-7. 

NMH Association. (2020). Your DSA support and Covid-19 - Student and NMH 
Provider Survey 12.5.2020 .  

Office for Students (OfS). (2020, March 9th). New independent commission aims to 
boost support for disabled students. Retrieved from Office for Students: 
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/press-and-media/new-
independent-commission-aims-to-boost-support-for-disabled-students/ 

Office for Students (OfS). (2019). Beyond the bare minimum: Are universities and 
colleges doing enough for disabled students? Insight. 

Oliver, M. (2013). The social model of disability: thirty years on. Disability & Society, 
28(7), 1024-1026. 



70 
 

Oreg, S. (2018 ). Disentangling the Complexity of Recipients’ Responses to Change. In: 
The Palgrave Handbook of Organizational Change Thinkers. Cham : Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

Pearson, V. L. (2019). Embedding and Sustaining Inclusive Practice to Support 
Disabled Students in Online and Blended Learning. Journal of Interactive Media in 
Education, 1–10. 

Pearson, V., Lister, K., McPherson, E., Gallen, A. M., Davies, G., Colwell, C., & Collins, 
T. (2019). Embedding and Sustaining Inclusive Practice to Support Disabled Students 
in Online and Blended Learning. ournal of Interactive Media in Education, 1. 

Price, J. H., & Murnan, J. (2004). Research Limitations and the Necessity of Reporting 
Them. American Journal of Health Education 35, 66-67. 

Quinn, A. (2020, April 20th). COVID-19 and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs: How Is Our 
Motivation Changing? Retrieved from Goodtherapy.org: 
https://www.goodtherapy.org/blog/covid19-maslows-hierarchy-of-needs-how-is-
our-motivation-changing-0420204 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2016). Research Methods for Business 
Students. Harlow: Pearson. 

Scarlett, H. (2017). Neuroscience for Organizational Change: An evidence-based 
practical guide to change. London, England: KoganPage. 

Schön, D. (1983). The Reflective Practitioner: How professionals think in action. 
London: Temple Smith. London: Temple Smith. 

SCOPE. (2020, December 1). Disability facts and figures. Retrieved from SCOPE: 
https://www.scope.org.uk/media/disability-facts-figures/ 

Senior, B., & Swailes, S. (2016). Organisational Change. Harlow, England: Person 
Education. 

Shapiro, J. P., & Stefkovich, J. A. (2016). Ethical leadership and decision making in 
education: Applying theoretical perspectives to complex dilemmas. Routledge. 

Sheffield Hallam University. (2012, 05). Inclusive Practice Principles. Retrieved from 
Inclusive Practice: https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/ip/inclusive-learning-
principles/?doing_wp_cron=1606729859.9821670055389404296875 

Sheffield Hallam University. (2019). Access and Participation Plan 2019-20.  

Sheffield Hallam University. (2019, 04 09). Transforming Lives. Retrieved from 
SHU.ac.uk: https://staff.shu.ac.uk/Documents/Strategy%20-%20final.pdf 

Sheffield Hallam University. (2020, October 13). Blended Learning Space. Retrieved 
from Teaching and Assessment Essentials: 



71 
 

https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/learningspaces/enhancing-practice/developing-your-
practice/blended-learning-
space/?doing_wp_cron=1602594746.7133939266204833984375 

Sheffield Hallam University. (2020, October 13). how-you-study. Retrieved from 
www.shu.ac.uk: https://www.shu.ac.uk/study-here/options/health-and-social-
care/how-you-study 

Sheffield Hallam University. (2020, December 03). Sheffield Hallam University (n.d.) 
Principles of Inclusive Practice. [Online] Available at:. Retrieved from SHU Inclusive 
Practice: https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/ip/inclusive-learning-
principles/?doing_wp_cron=1498060436.0092589855194091796875 

Smith, M. (2010). Lecturers' Attitudes to Inclusive Teaching Practice at a UK 
University: Will staff “resistance” hinder implementation? Tertiary Education and 
Management, 16:3, 211-227. 

Soulejman, J. (2016). Becoming a Knowledge-Sharing Organization : A Handbook for 
Scaling Up Solutions through Knowledge Capturing and Sharing. World Bank.  

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of Qualitative Research, Techniques and 
Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks: CA Sage 
Publication. 

Tang, C. M., & Chaw, L. Y. (2016). Digital Literacy: A Prerequisite for Effective Learning 
in a Blended Learning Environment? Electronic Journal of E-learning, 14(1), 54-65. 

Tasler, N. (2017, July 18/05/19). Retrieved from Harvard Business Review: 
http;//hbr.org/topic/change-management 

Teece, D. J., Pisano, G., & Shuen, A. (1997). Dynamic Capabilities and Strategic 
Management. Strategic Management Journal, 509-533. 

The British Standards Institute. (2015). BS 7000-6:2005:. Design management 
systems - Managing inclusive design. 

Thomas, D. (2006). A general inductive approach for analyzing qualitative evaluation 
data. American journal of evaluation, 237-246. 

Thomas, L. (2012). Building student engagement and belonging in Higher Education 
at a time of change. London: Paul Hamlyn Foundation. 

Thomas, L. (2016). Developing Inclusive Learning to Improve the Engagement, 
Belonging, Retention, and Success of Students from Diverse Groups. In A. B. Editor(s): 
Mahsood Shah, Widening Higher Education Participation. A global perspective (pp. 
135-159). Oxford: Chandos Publishing. 

Tullis, T., & Albert., B. (2013). Measuring the user experience; collecting, analyzing, 
and presenting usability metrics, 2d Edition. Portland: Morgan Kaufmann Pub., Inc. 



72 
 

Turner, B. A. (1983). The use of grounded theory for the qualitative analysis of 
organizational behaviour. Journal of management studies, 20(3), 333-348. 

Van der Voet, J., Groeneveld, S., & Kuipers, B. S. (2014). Talking the talk or walking 
the walk? The leadership of planned and emergent change in a public organization. 
Journal of Change Management, 14(2),, 171-191. 

Whitney, D. D., & Trosten-Bloom, A. (2010). The power of appreciative inquiry: A 
practical guide to positive change. Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 

Williams, M., Pollard, E., Houghton, A. M., & Zozimo, J. (2017, Williams, M., Pollard, 
E., Houghton, A. M., & Zozimo, J. (2017). Models of support for students with 
disabilities. Institute for Employment Studies,[online] Available at: https://www. 
employment-studies. co. uk/resource/models-support-students-disabilities 

Wilson, L., Conway, J., Martin, N., & Turner, P. (2020). Covid-19: Disabled Students in 
Higher Education: Student Concerns and Institutional Challenges. NADP. 

YouGov. (2016, August 06). One in four students suffer from mental health problems. 
(S. Aronin, Editor) Retrieved from YouGov: 
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2016/08/09/quarter-britains-students-are-afflicted-
mental-hea/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



73 
 

The importance of supporting student wellbeing during transition into 

Higher Education  

Cate Neal 

Project Manager 

Lincoln Higher Education Research Institute 

 

Abstract 
Student wellbeing can be particularly changeable during the transitional period from 
school and college to university, and the provision of appropriate targeted support at 
this stage can pave the way for a good university experience.  The University of 
Lincoln is currently leading a two-year project funded by The Office for Students (OfS) 
designed to support students’ mental health and well-being, particularly in relation 
to the transition period.  As well as providing outreach support for those planning to 
go to university, the project has developed a range of digital tools and resources to 
enable students to self-manage.  

This article explores the impact of the most common challenges facing students 
during the transition from school or college into university, including homesickness, 
isolation and financial difficulties, and the ways in which the University of Lincoln 
project aims to support these challenges.  While mental health issues in students 
have received growing attention in recent years, the Covid-19 pandemic has also 
highlighted the prevalence of common issues such as loneliness, isolation and anxiety 
which requires special consideration. 

 

Introduction  
The increase in young people experiencing mental health issues has been well-
documented over recent years, with those aged 16-24 identified as being particularly 
vulnerable.  83% of the entire undergraduate population falls within this age bracket, 
making it inevitable that a significant proportion of the student population may 
experience mental health issues at some point during their studies.  However, 
research suggests that symptoms of depression, anxiety and distress are also more 
common among undergraduates than their age-matched peers and this can lead to 
impaired academic performance (Winzer, 2018), with those suffering mental health 
problems tending to worry more about academic performance (Brown, 2018).   

The sharp rise in student mental health issues has meant that many university 
support services are struggling to cope, with almost all reporting an increase in 
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demand for counselling and over half reporting an increase of at least 25% or more in 
terms of demand (Thorley, 2017).  Aggravating factors identified in recent years 
include problems with availability and continuity of NHS care for students with a 
mental health diagnosis during the transition period (Student Minds, 2014).  

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on student mental health cannot be under-
estimated, with Zhai and Du (2020) identifying some of the main stressors upon 
students as loneliness, disconnection from friends, uncertainty, and missing the 
familiarity of campus surroundings, leading to ‘intense feelings such as frustration, 
anxiety, and betrayal’.  The move to remote learning, as well as increasing feelings of 
isolation, may also lead to aggravated mental health difficulties due to the disruption 
of an academic routine (Agnew et al, 2019).  It is estimated that around three-
quarters of UK students experienced worsening mental health during periods of 
national ‘lockdown’, (Mind, 2020) increasing the demand for university-based 
wellbeing support and further straining already stretched services (n=1,131). 

Current challenges to the wellbeing of the student population makes the need for 
universities to provide support for students starting university even more vital. 
Successful transition from school or college into university can facilitate a good 
student experience, whilst difficult transitions can be characterised by a negative 
disposition brought on by uncertainty and adjustment (Gibson, 2016).  However, 
despite the headline statistics, and our knowledge of the additional pressures 
students face due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the vast majority of students, both 
those with a mental health diagnosis and those with none, are not in crisis and are 
simply experiencing normal dips in mental wellbeing which could be supported 
outside of first-line interventions such as counselling and medication (Barrable, 
Papadatou-Pastou and Tzotzoli, 2018).   

The introduction of student-led therapies such as peer support, identified by 
students themselves as a first choice intervention (Byrom, 2018), and digital support 
tools, used alongside early intervention, afford opportunities to not only motivate 
and empower students to take responsibility for their own mental wellbeing, but also 
to free up resources for those students who are experiencing more critical problems 
(Batchelor, Pitman, Sharpington, Stock and Cage, 2019).  Digital interventions also 
offer unique opportunities to support student mental health during periods of social 
distancing and government restrictions, helping students to connect at times when 
isolation is most prevalent.  

Early intervention at the transitional stage, and the provision of relevant information 
pre-entry, is key, as existing anxiety and other mental health issues can be 
exacerbated by an inability to cope with change, or experienced for the first time in 
non-sufferers who are ill-prepared for the challenges they face.  Familiarizing 
students with typical transitional challenges and giving them the tools to self-manage 
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can help mitigate negative impacts on wellbeing.  A study carried out by Knoesen and 
Naude (2018) looked at the ‘flourishing and languishing’ experiences of students 
during their first year at university.  The study found that as students were ill-
prepared at the transitional stage, the ratio of negative to positive experiences 
reported during the very early stages of the first year leaned towards the negative.  
However, as students became more familiar with the challenges of university they 
developed resilience and self-regulation, leading to an upward trend in the reporting 
of more positive experiences.  The promotion of resources to support mental 
wellbeing was identified as particularly important during the transitional period, to 
provide students with the skills and tools to self-manage emotions.  

 

The project: Transitioning Students Effectively: a student led approach to mental 
health support 
The University of Lincoln’s OfS funded mental health project focuses on supporting 
the mental wellbeing of students transitioning from school or college into university.  
The project aims to identify the specific needs and challenges of all students - those 
with declared disabilities and mental health conditions, and those without a 
diagnosis - and offer tailored support packages.  Support includes transitional 
outreach support sessions, on-campus workshops and drop-ins, and student-led 
digital support in the form of podcasts, social media content and a free to access 
wellbeing support app. This article discusses three key aspects of the University of 
Lincoln’s work: 

• The importance of pre-entry support in supporting transitional wellbeing 

• The importance of the student led/peer to peer approach 

• The role of digital tools in supporting student mental health# 

 

The importance of pre-entry support in managing transitional challenges to 
wellbeing 

‘Points of transition are associated with increased risk of developing mental 
health problems, due to the stress of adapting to new circumstances’ (Brown, 
2016) 

Transition from school or college to university is a challenging time, with thematic 
analysis of the available literature identifying the most common transitional 
challenges experienced by students as homesickness, difficulties with 
accommodation, financial concerns, struggling with the course and making friends.  
Described by Krause and Coates (2008, pp.494) as ‘a complex and difficult time in a 
young student’s life’, issues such as living away from home for the first time, 
managing finances and juggling study and paid employment can have a significant 
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impact on both wellbeing and attainment (Laidlaw et al., 2015).  Those students who 
enter higher education with a pre-existing mental health condition may find 
transition particularly difficult, with transfer of care further complicating matters 
(Brown, 2016).  In addition, those who have not previously suffered mental ill health 
may experience problems for the first time due to elevated levels of stress during this 
period.  

The research literature also offers insights into factors which have the greatest 
impact on student wellbeing.  Figure 1 summarises the common issues students 
worry about when transitioning from school and college to university, ranked by 
students from 1-10 with 1 being least important and 10 being most important. 

 

 

 

 

As the table demonstrates, problems with accommodation rank highly as causing 
particular concern for new students, second only to being a victim of crime.  
Homesickness, struggling with the course and making friends were all also repeatedly 
identified in thematic analysis, but one of the main recurring themes related to 
financial difficulties.  Cooke et al. (2004), studying the relationship between student 
debt and mental wellbeing, found that students with high financial concerns felt 
more ‘tense, anxious or nervous’.  Similarly, Jessop, Herberts and Solomon (2005), 
comparing the impact of financial concerns on British and Finnish students, found 
that British students had more debt and also reported worse mental health.   More 
recently, of 3,161 students surveyed by Save the Student (2020), 71% reported that 
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they worried about making ends meet, with 58% reporting that financial difficulties 
had a negative impact on their mental health.  

Another factor during transition is the potential for students to neglect their health – 
mental and physical – without a parent or caregiver to prompt them to make healthy 
choices and seek help when needed.  Gibson et al. (2016) noted that anxiety in young 
people was significantly heightened during entry into higher education.  One of the 
recommendations arising from Gibson’s study of health behaviours in first year 
students was ‘Signposting students to the relevant support services upon entry to 
university is recommended to assist students during this transitional period.’  

The expectations of university life versus the reality can also be a problem for 
students.  Previous research has found that students whose expectations have not 
been met tend to be less satisfied and may feel alienated, unwelcome or not part of 
the HEI community.  Parker et al. (2017) studied the challenges faced by students of 
different ethnicities transitioning into university.  The study found that, pre university 
entry, 65.2% of BAME and 58.6% of White students would seek advice on what to 
expect from university life through their school or college.  Of those already at 
university, 61.9% of BAME students and 62.8% of White students stated that their 
expectations matched up to advice they received pre entry from their school or 
college (n=316).  The information from this study therefore further highlights the 
importance of universities engaging with secondary and further education providers 
to offer information on the realities of student life and the support available to 
students during their transition into university, which will help minimise the impact 
of any ‘culture shock’ on transitional student mental health.   

A holistic approach, which aims to prepare students for all the new experiences 
university presents, can be a significant factor in mitigating mental health problems 
at the transitional stage.  A WHO Model of support for university students identified 
‘readiness for university’ as one of five essential levels of support (World Health 
Organisation, 2014).  ‘Readiness’ was identified by WHO as covering all aspects of 
university life - such as emotional coping skills, budgeting and academic demands - 
and was effective in reducing stress and anxiety in students with varying levels of 
distress. 

Drawing on the research, it is apparent that many student mental health issues at the 
transitional stage occur because students can be ill prepared for common stresses 
such as problems with accommodation, loneliness, homesickness, cooking and caring 
for themselves.  Addressing the gap in practical skills and embedding coping 
strategies for common challenges at the pre-entry stage can go a long way to 
increasing preparedness and reducing anxiety.  The University of Lincoln’s project 
delivers workshops and presentations to schools and colleges pre-entry to raise 
awareness of a range of challenges facing students at the transitional stage which 
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have the potential to impact upon wellbeing (during the pandemic outreach sessions 
have continued by remote means).  Evaluation of outreach work, through the 
collation of both quantitative and qualitative data has been continuous throughout 
the project, and it is clear from the available evaluation data that transitional 
outreach sessions are valued by schools and positively viewed by many of the 
student participants: 

• 64% of students surveyed stated that they felt more confident in their ability to 

manage stress and emotions (n=239 students across 3 settings, Years 11-13). 

• 53% of students surveyed stated that they felt better prepared to manage 

change and be independent (n=239 students across 3 settings, Years 11-13). 

• 75% of free text responses gathered across all transitional outreach sessions 

stated that the sessions were ‘good’, ‘helpful’ or ‘informative’ in some way. 

To complement outreach work, written and online support materials are 
disseminated pre-entry.  Student focus groups strongly support the notion that pre-
entry support is vital, with thematic analysis of qualitative data collected 
demonstrating a strong desire for resources to be available at as an early a stage as 
possible.  Students highlighted that the longer they have to prepare for university the 
better: 

‘I would really have valued being given these (resources) between getting the 
acceptance and then moving in. It would have made me feel a lot more 
comfortable about the transition.’  

Students also felt that early access to relevant support would reduce the common 
stresses experienced during transition: 

‘…I think the earlier the information is released the better…less stress and 
anxious for coming to uni as you have time to prepare.’ 

The project’s interventions also aim to reduce the worsening of symptoms due to the 
challenges of transition in students with pre-existing mental health diagnoses or 
disabilities.  A key project activity is the Wellbeing Orientation Welcome (WOW) 
summer school, which introduces the most vulnerable students (those with 
disabilities or mental health conditions for example) to university life pre-entry, 
signposting them to advisors and support services and encouraging self-care.  
Evaluation of the two summer schools held as part of the project so far demonstrate 
a significant impact on the wellbeing of students, with participants reporting a 
reduction in anxiety post intervention; the average score for anxiety being 7/10 pre-
intervention and 4/10 post-intervention, n=42 students.  

Participants also reported an increase in their confidence to manage change post-
intervention, with the average confidence level score being 5/10 pre-intervention 
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and 7/10 post-intervention (n=42 students).  Further evidence of the summer 
school’s impact can be drawn from the qualitative data, with thematic analysis 
identifying four key trends: 

• Participants reported feeling nervous at first, particularly with regards to 

meeting new people, but these feelings were quickly dispelled. 

• Participants enjoyed the range of activities on offer, particularly as these 

provided opportunities to work with and get to know their peers. 

• Participants reflected that as the summer school had eased some of their 

anxieties regarding transition they now able to feel more excited about the 

start of their university experience. 

• Participants reported that meeting others was reassuring; as was the value of 

realising others were experiencing the same challenges. 

Qualitative data also demonstrated that students felt that the summer school had 
helped them address their anxieties about starting: 

‘If you’re anxious about the school…or the big step up from college to 
university…then this is definitely the place to come.’ 

‘If you’re anxious of coming to university these three days have personally 
given me a lot.’ 

‘…before I came today I was really nervous about moving in and meeting new 
people…I’m not really a very social person…it stressed me out that I didn’t 
know anyone…now I feel a bit more comfortable…I now have my small group 
of friends that if needed I can go straight to.’  

 

The student led approach, why student co-production and the peer to peer 
approach is vital 

‘Formal peer support programmes bring together people with similar 
experiences to share knowledge for mutual benefit, building social connection 
and reducing loneliness’ (Solomon, 2004). 

Peer support is commonly regarded as a new therapy, however, it was first described 
informally by Jean Baptiste Pussin in 1793!  Pussin wrote of his pre-disposition to hire 
recovered patients at the asylum he managed due to the fact that they were 
‘disposed to kindness towards the patients in their care’ (Pinel, 1806).  Whilst the 
seismic shift in the treatment of those experiencing mental health difficulties means 
the idea of confining sufferers to asylums is inherently shocking to a modern 
audience, Pussin was correct in his assessment that those with lived experience were 
particularly adept at supporting those experiencing similar difficulties.  The backbone 
of modern peer support is based upon this ‘disposition to kindness’ characterised by 
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empathy, normalising of experiences, sharing of coping strategies and the building of 
a support community, which are just some of the reported benefits.  Figure 2 below 
summarises the key benefits of peer support for the different stakeholders. 

 

Supported Supporters Support/clinical 

services 

• Perceived 

empathy 

• Openness and 

trust 

• Empowerment 

• Development of 

self-efficacy 

• Increased self-

esteem 

• Sense of hope 

through shared 

experiences 

• Reduced stigma 

• Increased control 

• Decreased 

isolation 

 

• Increased self-

esteem and self-

confidence 

• Feeling valued 

• Increased ability to 

cope with own 

mental health 

problems 

• Acquisition of new 

skills 

• Increased 

employment  

opportunities 

• Community 

building 

 

• Less demand on 

services 

• Reduction in crisis 

cases 

• Engagement with 

hard to reach 

service users 

• Reduced hospital 

admissions 

• Increased 

community  

involvement 

• Reduced pressure 

on frontline staff 

• Cost effective 

Figure 2 The key benefits of peer support for the different stakeholders, Lawton-Smith 

(2013). 

In addition to the proven and perceived benefits for all those involved in peer 
support programmes, peer support is also a desirable and desired intervention for 
young people in particular.  Rickwood et al. (2005) identified that ‘young people 
prefer to talk to friends and family and people they know rather than professionals’.  
These behaviours can be observed in even quite young adolescents.  Bartoli et al. 
(2018), in an evaluation of peer-led interventions in school-aged children, quoted 
previous research as demonstrating that ‘peer-led programmes focusing on mental 
health have demonstrated positive outcomes with regard to increasing knowledge, 
reducing stigma and an increase in perception of self-efficacy and autonomy, which 
relate strongly to the idea of resilience’.   

Students who have benefited from naturally occurring or school-based support 
systems through established peer and familial relationships may lose their support 
network once they move away from home and school to attend university.  Evidence 
suggests that university-based support programmes which aim to replicate these 
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‘lost’ support networks, such as a course of peer support facilitated by the students 
themselves, can have a measurable impact on mental wellbeing.  A study of 65 
participant students across 8 universities resulted in a statistically significant increase 
in mental wellbeing as measured using the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing 
Scale (Byrom, 2018).  

A review of UK trends in peer support conducted by Lawton-Smith (2013) 
acknowledged that whilst peer support programmes differ hugely in their design and 
implementation, there are several defining factors which determine the success and 
longevity of interventions.  These were identified as; clear role definition; access to 
appropriate training and support; and integration into wider teams.  

Recent developments in the field have also concentrated on more innovative ways of 
delivering peer support, namely through digitally facilitated peer intervention.  Whilst 
this is an emerging field, and there is therefore a paucity of research, the limited 
available evidence offers some promising trends.  A survey of young adults with 
mental illness found that they were more likely to connect with peers online than 
their ‘well’ counterparts (Gowen, 2012).  This may be due to the fact that sufferers of 
anxiety in particular can find real-world interaction challenging.  Connecting digitally 
offers all the advantages of more traditional peer support - community building, 
decreased isolation, sharing of experiences and coping mechanisms - whilst removing 
some of the barriers sufferers can experience around face to face interventions.  
Those engaging in digital peer interactions also appeared to enjoy increased capacity 
to challenge stigma and negative attitudes towards mental illness, with the 
knowledge that others are facing similar difficulties offering empowerment and 
providing hope (Lawlor, 2014).  

Seeking help can be daunting for those with mental health issues, and face-to-face 
interactions can be difficult, especially for students at the transitional stage who are 
entering an unfamiliar environment and already facing a range of challenges.  To 
combat barriers to help-seeking behaviour, the University of Lincoln’s project has 
produced a range of digital tools to support and ease peer interaction for those 
students for whom engaging in face-to-face peer networks causes anxiety. Tools, 
such as the apps developed for the project, offer a range of content to ease peer 
interaction, such as conversation starters and interactive tasks readily available via all 
mobile devices.  Connecting both via the app and through social media offers 
students the opportunity to build virtual support networks.  One student in a focus 
group highlighted that this was a preferred way for them to connect with their peers: 

‘Social media or other ‘non face-to-face’ contact, I think this helps as it is less 
intimidating.’ 

Another prevalent issue is that students who benefit from existing support networks 
and an established community at home may lose these when moving away to 
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university.  For students seeking to develop new support networks, offering the 
digital means to do so can take away the awkward first steps in seeking out others 
with similar lived experience.   

The project also offers numerous opportunities for students interacting virtually to 
become involved in co-production of project resources.  A natural step up from peer 
support, co-production allows students to shape and influence the support 
community created through digital peer interactions through a range of student led 
initiatives.  The Student Minds’ model of student co-production, which recommends 
that universities should invest in student co-production to improve mental health 
outcomes, lists one of the benefits of co-production as community building.  
‘Involvement in this kind of activity can increase students’ capacity to value and build 
community…’  and can positively affect mental wellbeing ‘hearing from others can 
reduce isolation and strengthen peer networks’ (Student Minds, 2019).  Students are 
offered the opportunity to work on the project, in a paid role, creating content which 
is aimed at supporting others and hosted on the app with easy access for all.  

One of the most successful peer-led initiatives is the ‘Fresher Take’ podcast, hosted 
by students and covering a range of transitional wellbeing topics from the 
perspective of students with lived experience.  This student led approach is 
appreciated by the target audience, with many students in a focus group stating that 
personal stories and student-hosted content was a format they preferred: 

‘I like the content with multiple people in so more of these…’ 

‘I…loved the podcast as it was by students and covered a range of topics…’ 

           ‘Good knowing peoples personal experiences and advice.’ 

           ‘It’s interesting to hear about their experiences…’ 

 

The role of digital tools in supporting student mental health 
‘Online interventions have been identified as cost-effective and efficient ways 
to provide inclusive support to HE students, removing many of the barriers to 
help-seeking as well as promoting mental health and wellbeing.’ (Barrable, 
2018) 

The prevalence of apps and digital tools to support both mental and physical health 
have surged in popularity in recent years, with the vast majority of the population 
having at least one ‘wellness’ app downloaded to their smartphones.  Despite this, 
age-targeted apps and tools are a comparatively new phenomena, with the research 
into the benefits of digital interventions in young people, and students in particular, 
being relatively scarce.  However, as Barrable outlines in the quote above, there are 
some immediately obvious advantages to online intervention, such as cost-



83 
 

effectiveness, the ability to reach a large cohort, accessibility to students from all 
backgrounds with a wide range of issues.   

Digital interventions are also unique in that they can potentially remove a number of 
barriers to help-seeking.  Waiting times, lack of understanding of symptoms, lack of 
awareness of services offered, the impact upon education and the removal of both 
public and self-stigma have all been identified as influential in the failure of students 
to seek help (Laidlaw, McLellan and Ozakinci, 2015).  Self-stigma in particular has 
been quoted as a compelling factor; a study by Cage et al. (2018) found that ‘self-
stigma was a significant predictor of a lack of help-seeking intentions and actual help-
seeking behaviour.’  Given that digital interventions offer discreet access to a range 
of services, those feeling self-conscious or even ashamed of seeking help can choose 
to retain anonymity, only disclosing their mental health issues should they opt to do 
so.  This also offers the individual a larger locus of control over their treatment, 
identified as an important factor in recovery, with The Mental Health Foundation 
highlighting that ‘Research has shown that it can help boost the self-esteem of 
people….and lower the risk that they will consider suicide’ (Mental Health 
Foundation, 2019). 

Another common factor that affects help-seeking behaviour, and which digital 
intervention may help counteract, is internal conflict in the individual as to whether 
their mental health is ‘bad enough’ to require intervention.  Students in particular are 
familiar with the concept that stress is a ‘normal student experience’ and may feel 
that they should simply ‘put up’ with the effects (Laidlaw, 2015) rather than seeking 
help at an early stage and before they reach crisis point.  As previously identified 
through Gibson’s study of transitional students, signposting to enable early 
intervention and prevention are key, and the answer may lie in providing digital tools 
focusing on prevention as well as intervention to the entire student community from 
the point of entry into university, or ideally pre-entry.  Blanket provision of digital 
tools and content also offers opportunities for a high uptake of support among 
students, with a study by Carpenter-Song (2018) suggesting that those with mental 
illness are already highly engaged in the use of technology, and would welcome the 
opportunity to utilise their existing technology provision to address their mental 
health needs. 

As well as enabling users to assert control over their wellbeing as an individual, digital 
interventions can also help facilitate formal and informal opportunities for peer 
connection and community building already identified as important.  A study by 
Naslund et al. (2014) found that those suffering with mental illness ‘are often highly 
motivated to seek others with the same condition, something that social media can 
enable.’  There are some obvious concerns regarding vulnerable individuals sharing 
their experiences of mental illness online, however in reality Naslund found that 
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comments on YouTube videos featuring individuals talking about their personal 
experiences of mental health were overwhelmingly positive.  Furthermore, once 
connections are formed, those engaged in online support communities benefited 
from all the traditional benefits of peer support, such as sharing coping strategies, 
engendering hope through sharing stories of personal triumphs and the normalising 
of difficult experiences.  In addition, members seemed to grow in resilience, 
becoming protective of their online community and challenging negative comments 
made by others.  

The positive effects of online peer support also appear to be sustainable.  A study by 
Kathina et al. (2015) into online peer support in young people found a reduction in 
symptoms of those suffering with both depression and anxiety continued post-
intervention.  The results for the reduction of anxiety were particularly promising, 
being statistically significant. 

Digital interventions should also concentrate on a shift in focus from medicalisation 
to ‘wellness’.  One study found that apps and content which avoid clinicalisation are 
more likely to increase engagement and attrition, and that the design of content is 
key to engaging and retaining student use (Barrable, 2018).  Figure 3 summarises 
features of digital content which Barrable identified as important if students are to 
engage fully with digital interventions. 

 

Feature Benefit 

Online access Anonymity, ease of access, removal of 

stigma 

Visual appearance, layout, language 

aimed at students 

High uptake and engagement, 

inclusiveness, usability 

Ability to personalise apps, pages 

etc. 

Strengthens ‘emotional bond’ with apps, 

affords students ownership 

Multimedia, animation Enhances learning 

Evidence based techniques such as 

problem solving 

Increases self-efficacy 

 

Figure 3 Key features of digital content aimed at supporting student wellbeing and 
their associated benefits (Barrable 2018) 

The University of Lincoln’s project meets the key requirements for successful digital 
support in a number of ways.  Offering digital content which is available to the entire 
student population aims to increase the normalcy of using digital tools to enhance 
mental wellbeing, potentially increasing the wellbeing of the general student 
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population not just those with a diagnosable mental health condition.  The 
availability of digital content to the entire student population aims to reduce stigma 
through the avoidance of targeting specific students or groups of students to receive 
support, with the awareness that peers are also accessing and using digital content 
increasing the willingness of students to talk about their mental wellbeing: 

‘It’s an important discussion…to spread awareness.’ 

‘Hearing that people do have the same problems and challenges makes it 
easier for us.’ 

‘…all students experience similar things from settling in and that you shouldn’t 
be afraid to talk about it.’  

‘(I learnt) to not be scared to make friends because everyone’s going through 
the same thing.’ 

The Student Life app, a key project output which is available to all students free of 
charge, is non-clinical in design and is constructed in such a way as to encourage daily 
interaction with its content to manage wellbeing as the user is very much in control 
of how they use the content.  Daily exercises are designed to encourage a positive 
mind-set, and specific ‘packs’ are available for students to access support with a 
range of issues.  This approach has proved to be highly successful, with active user 
rates at Lincoln double those at other universities using a comparative app.  Students 
are also engaging on average with thirteen different elements of the app a day, 
demonstrating that they are exploring the whole package available.  In focus groups, 
respondents were very positive about using the app as a means to both connect and 
access support: 

‘I definitely think the app format is great! I would be much more likely to use it 
personally.’ 

‘...where has this been!’ 

‘I particularly like the challenges section of the app; I feel like this could help 
more people feel involved with other students.’ 

The ability of students to choose and control how they use digital tools, as well as 
having a role in influencing their design is important in encouraging self-efficacy 
which can be vital for both prevention and recovery.  Students at Lincoln are heavily 
involved in the design of digital resources and interventions, with Student Content 
Creators recruited from the entire student population to create vox-pop videos, vlogs 
and video diaries for distribution on the university’s social media channels.  Student 
cohorts have also been involved throughout the project in feeding back on the 
effectiveness of all interventions.  
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Conclusions 
The transitional period, as students start university, can be key in building emotional 
fitness, fostering resilience and establishing good self-help habits in students.  The 
transitional period can also present challenges which have a negative impact on 
student mental health, with the provision of support for these challenges being vital 
in ensuring a successful transitional period and providing the building blocks for a 
good overall university experience.  There is, therefore, a great deal of emphasis on 
preparedness for university and early intervention, or better still prevention, to avoid 
mental health issues in students escalating.  

Through early intervention, both pre-entry and at the point of entry, the University of 
Lincoln project aims to empower students to support their own wellbeing and that of 
their peers, ultimately reducing the numbers of students who experience mental 
health crises.  Current research also highlights the need for mental health 
programmes within modern HEI settings to be student-led, student-focused and 
accessible to all as far as possible.  The student co-production model, a key 
component of the project, offers students opportunities to design, lead and evaluate 
the initiatives to support them, in turn increasing ownership and reducing 
helplessness.  In addition, to normalise self-care for mental health the University of 
Lincoln project also aims to embed support, both digital and face-to-face, in the 
curriculum, ensuring the tools to self-manage are made available to the entire 
student population.   

Promoting emotional development as a natural part of the university experience and 
embedding coping strategies which will be effective for those students suffering with 
mild to moderate mental health issues, and those who are experiencing temporary 
dips in mental wellbeing, fosters good habits which can aid in a lifelong ability to 
cope with change.  Harnessing this ability is particularly pertinent now in the wake of 
the global pandemic, and the skills that students have acquired through the project 
will help them manage change, foster resilience and self-manage their emotions 
throughout the transitional period, throughout university and potentially post 
university during students’ next transition into employment or further study. 
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“More More – continue to run this!” Reflections on an online social 

group for autistic students: a pilot project as a response to the social 

restrictions of Covid-19. 
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Abstract: 
With the 2020 lockdown restrictions that the Covid-19 outbreak presented, students 
access to social interaction at university was curtailed.  The reduction in face to face 
teaching and social events in halls limited the opportunity to meet people and make 
friends, potentially leading to isolation and loneliness amongst students. 

As autism practitioners, the authors were keen to provide autistic students with 
opportunities to meet each other in a structured way with the hope that friendships 
would form beyond the initial organised sessions.  For the winter term of the 2020-21 
academic year we ran a weekly 2 hour online session for new autistic students based 
around game playing to provide structure whilst facilitating social interaction. 

Run by one of the University’s autism specialist mentors, these online social group 
sessions helped to facilitate a social outlet for autistic students who may otherwise 
have been isolated.  Based on weekly staff reflections and student evaluation 
feedback this article considers what worked well and what did not, and reflects on 
best practice in facilitating social groups with autistic students.  

 

Introduction 
Higher education institutions have historically provided much more than just an 
opportunity to study for a degree.  They offer a supported environment for young 
people to move away and leave home, develop their independent living skills and 
make lifelong friends (Hector 2020, Bailey et al. 2020).  University provides a variety 
of opportunities to meet new people, which can be particularly valuable to disabled 
students who may have been stigmatised, faced bullying and thus felt excluded at 
school.  Many see university as an opportunity to start over and make new friends 
with shared interests and open minds, from whom they get can emotional support 
and social learning (Bailey et al. 2020, Alsubaie et al. 2019, Hastwell et al. 2017, 
Brooks 2007).  

However, the recently published Arriving at Thriving report found that 26% of 
disabled students “always or often feel excluded from social activities, societies and 
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clubs because of a lack of disability awareness” (Hector 2020, p54).  The 2021 
Disabled Student Survey by the Snowdon Trust further found that 30% of students 
wanted to join a club or society but didn’t feel that they were accessible, which in 
turn led to a lack of respect and inclusion (Snowdon Trust 2021, p29).  It would 
appear then that universities need to do more to address the social needs of disabled 
students. 

As autism specialists in higher education we regularly support autistic students to 
navigate the social side of university.  “Student life is not all academic study and the 
person with Asperger’s syndrome will probably want to make friends and participate 
in student social activities” (Attwood 2007, p294).  A vibrant social life is arguably just 
as important for students as achieving their academic potential, but due to the social 
and communication difficulties experienced by autistic people it can be difficult to 
traverse this area of university life.   

Generally autistic students want to make friends, join in activities, and form 
relationships, but can find these things difficult and can thus find themselves 
stigmatised, isolated and lonely (Bailey et al. 2020, Van Hees et al. 2015, Gurbuz et al. 
2019, Adreon and Durocher 2007, Gelbar et al. 2014, Hastwell et al. 2017).  Free time 
and unstructured activities can be difficult to manage, and the unpredictability of 
typical student social events can be overwhelming (Gurbuz et al. 2019).  Sensory 
sensitivities can further make the spaces where you meet people difficult to navigate 
and so have a negative impact on the motivation to socialise (Madriaga 2010, Van 
Hees et al. 2015, Gurbuz et al. 2019, Sarrett 2018).   

Autistic students have also reported increased levels of stress and anxiety in initiating 
contact in social situations, issues with managing their emotions, and difficulties with 
self-advocacy (Gurbuz et al. 2019, Hastwell et al. 2017).  “Thus, many autistic 
students face social challenges at college, including difficulty with social interaction, 
making and maintaining relationships, developing social supports, and the stress of 
having to navigate a new social environment” (Bailey et al. 2020, p1082). 

Although many autistic students can struggle with social interaction others are better 
able to develop and manage their own social life.  Furthermore, there is also a need 
to respect the right not to have friends; the neurotypical need to have a wide social 
group is often not the same for autistic people and as such they may be content with 
a more discreet social life, online social interaction, or their own company (Jackson et 
al. 2018, Gurbuz et al. 2019). 

That said, having a social outlet can improve wellbeing and academic outcomes, and 
universities and Students Unions (SU) are generally good at providing this for 
students through Freshers week activities, clubs and societies, and on campus social 
spaces within SU buildings (Hastwell et al. 2017).  It is arguable that a discreet autistic 
social provision would provide predictability and scaffold social interaction for 
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students who might find what is currently on offer inaccessible to them (Sarrett 
2018).  Furthermore, we argue that ”providing activities with more structure and a 
more diverse range of activities may facilitate higher engagement levels and reduce 
the potential for social isolation;” (Gurbuz 2019, p627).   

 

Limited opportunities to meet people due to the Covid-19 pandemic restrictions 
At a workshop held on the running of our project we asked participants to contribute 
to a word cloud with words or phrases that described where they had met their 
friends at University.  As shown in the image below we had a variety of interesting 
answers including in class, the pub and crying in the library!  However, many of these 
opportunities to meet people would not have been possible during the last academic 
year due to Covid-19 restrictions already in place at the start of the year, which were 
further strengthened by the second national lockdown at the end of October 2020 
(Finnis 2021). 

 

Fig. 1 Word cloud depicting where participants at an on line workshop 

met their friends when they were at university. 

In our workshop, the majority of people responded with phrases around meeting 
people on their course, being in class, during small group teaching or after taught 
sessions.  In the last academic year the opportunity to make friends on your course 
has been greatly reduced as large group teaching moved online, and on campus 
activities at British universities were largely suspended by the tier system and 
resulting second national lockdown announced at the end of October 2020 (Institute 
for Government Analysis 2021).   

Student accommodation/halls of residence provide further opportunities to make 
friends at university.  At the beginning of the year students did move into halls and so 
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had the chance to make friends with people in their flats and on their corridors, but 
again the chance to do this was restricted by the need to stay in household bubbles.  
At our own institution they further reduced the number of people students physically 
mixed with by setting up ‘live and learn bubbles’ with flats of students from the same 
course (University of Leicester 2020).  In early December 2020 for the majority of 
students on campus teaching was cancelled so many went home for Christmas early 
and did not return to their accommodation; as such the opportunity to continue to 
develop friendships in halls was further limited. 

Joining clubs and societies provides further openings for social interaction, and is 
arguably particularly valuable for autistic students as meeting others with a shared 
interest gives context to the social experience (Jamieson and Jamieson 2004, Ridout 
2018).  Again, in the last academic year, there has been fewer occasions to do this as 
most social groups moved online, and the national lockdown closed sports and social 
facilities, further reducing face-to-face contact amongst students.  

Workshop participants also identified the pub as a place they made friends at 
university, along with incidental meetings on campus and on a night out; these were 
also closed from the end of October onwards (Finnis 2021).  A final way to meet 
people you might go on to socialise with is through paid work, but the service sector, 
which tends to employ students, has been another casualty of the Covid-19 
lockdown.  As such many people lost their jobs or were furloughed further limiting 
the chance to meet new people, establish social connections and make friends 

A recognition of the social difficulties autistic students can experience in higher 
education, along with the restrictions that the national Covid-19 pandemic lockdown 
imposed upon universities, gave us the impetus to investigate the provision of an on 
line social offer for autistic students.   

 
Development of the social group 

Despite the pandemic and the inevitable move to online learning, we had a high 
number of new starters who we knew would have more limited social opportunities, 
not least because of the city of Leicester’s prolonged local lockdown (Woodfield 
2020).  We set up an online social group as a way to aid the process of transition to 
university for our new autistic students.  By providing an opportunity to meet others 
in a supportive, structured way, we hoped that friendships would form beyond the 
initial organised sessions.  Longer-term, we aimed to facilitate a student led 
opportunity to make friends and give students a regular social outlet to help combat 
loneliness which might be exacerbated by the restrictions of the pandemic. 

We also wanted to explore what part we as specialist staff could play in facilitating a 
social space for autistic students (Van Hees et al 2015).  We were aware of a number 
of other universities which successfully run social support groups and transition 
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activities for autistic students, including our neighbours at De Montfort who ran a 
Minecraft group for their new starters (De Montfort University 2020).  Social support 
is also something we are often asked about pre-entry by parents and prospective 
students alike.  By the end of September it was evident that universities would not be 
opening in the usual way, and as other social opportunities went online so we felt the 
time was right to follow suit. 

We were given a limited budget to pay a specialist mentor to facilitate the group for 
a term, but not to finance activities so we investigated free options to give structure 
to group meetings.  We decided to use MS Teams as this was already the officially 
sanctioned University online meeting tool that students were used to using for their 
studies, and the chat function could be utilised in between meetings too.   

The group met online from 6-8pm every Thursday evening through the winter term.  
An autism specialist mentor (who is himself autistic) was recruited to facilitate the 
sessions as he was much closer in age to the students than the autism study adviser.  
We also invited some current students along to help lead sessions and talk about 
their experience in the hope that the sessions would be less formal and staff led. The 
first meeting was an induction session for new students led by the study adviser, and 
the specialist mentor facilitated a further 10 sessions.  The sessions involved different 
social activities such as playing Among Us a free online app game (Innersloth 2020), 
role-play, and online Pictionary. 

Attendance fluctuated, but across the term of the 30 or so students invited 13 
engaged with the group at one time or another, with an average weekly attendance 
of 6 students which included a core who attended each week (Hastwell et al 2017). 

 

Student evaluation of the project: 
Guided by the ethical principles of anonymity, non-coercion and usefulness, in order 
to evaluate the project and report our findings at the end of term we invited students 
to feedback on their experience of engaging with the group.  Of the 13 students who 
took part in the sessions, 9 filled in evaluation questionnaire (n=9), 6 new students 
and 3 current students, and all attended between 5 and 11 sessions in total. 

Students gave a number of reasons for attending the group, the most popular being 
‘to have something to do’ (n=8), ‘because I enjoyed the activities on offer’ (n=7), and 
‘because I got an invite’ (n=7).  When asked what their favourite activity was by far 
the most popular answer was ‘playing Among Us’ (n=5), closely followed by ‘role-
play’ (n=3).   

There was a more even spread of choice for least favourite activity, but it is 
interesting to note that almost half (n=4) of those that answered disliked general 
group discussion most, perhaps a reflection of both social communication difficulties 
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associated with autism, and the difficulty of group online interaction (Cai and 
Richdale 2016, Vincent et al. 2017). 

We then asked students to tell us what they enjoyed most about the sessions to 
which the replies were mostly around having fun and the opportunity to socialise: 

 “Simply being able to have fun and not worry about other things.” 

“I loved the interaction with people and I looked forward to joining as it really 
lifted my mood.” 

 “It was the only real socialising I have done over this semester.” 

When asked what they least enjoyed the answers again fell into two areas, technical 
issues and the behaviour of some of the other group members: 

“Sometimes teams wasn't working as it should, so I would recommend going 
with Discord in the future for both functionality and stability.” 

“Some members of the group were very noisy and talked too much, distracting 
from playing the games.” 

We only had initial funding for this pilot, but when we asked if we were to run the 
sessions again if they would take part they all said yes, and most said they’d like a mix 
of online and in person meetings. 

“I'd love to join again. I've really enjoyed it this term and was sad to see it 
come to an end. It really helped with the loneliness as well.” 

“It help me maintain a routine.” 

 

What we learned 
As part of the supervision of the project the facilitator and study adviser held a 
weekly review of how the group was developing, noting what was going well and any 
issues they encountered.  This developed into a reflective weekly diary from which 
we were able to identify a number of things that were working well, and a number of 
areas that we would need to address further if we were to run the group in the 
future. 

What worked  
5/6 as the ‘magic’ number: 

As the weeks went on, we found that having around 5 or 6 people in the group 
tended to be the optimum number for decent, and more importantly, self-sustaining 
interactions.  More than this number, the conversations would be much shorter with 
less spontaneous elaboration with the various “nuclei” of the group just talking to 
each other and moving things along too quickly.  With fewer people the 
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conversations tended to slow down or devolved into a monologue by one of the 
group. 

Informality is essential: 
In the first mentor led session to ensure that the students knew that it was a safe 
space for them to be themselves it became apparent how important it was to 
remove the barrier of formality inherent in the student/staff dynamic.  Despite 
efforts to engage and interact, conversations between the new students and the 
facilitator were quite stilted, until one of the current students joined and interacted 
in a more relaxed manner by, for instance, cracking jokes.  This lead to the other 
students sharing jokes furthering engagement with each other and the facilitator. 

Involvement of current students: 
We found that involving current students was useful both for the enrichment of the 
social group and as a way of increasing peer engagement with the wider “fresher” 
cohort.  For instance, if a question came up about halls, or lectures, we were able to 
direct the question towards one of the current students “oh, living in halls are you? 
Well X can tell you all about that…the lecture experience, well shall we just have a 
quick straw poll of students to see…” and so forth, which again lead to greater 
interactions between the group. 

Structure – games as a focus point: 
The results of the feedback survey showed that general group discussion was the 
least popular activity, whereas Among Us and the role-play were the two favourite 
activities.  Among Us offered an activity to perform alongside an opportunity to 
interact, as well as contextualising the social interactions around the game.  People 
who would otherwise struggle with initiating conversation were encouraged to 
contribute by the collaborative nature of the game.  No one needed to think of 
something to say because in the game players have to discuss what has happened, 
what might happen, and future strategy.   

Role-play also offered a context to interactions as individuals were able to focus on 
exchanges with the storyteller and their peers rather than thinking of things to say. 

Conversation nuclei: 
During the term we observed a ‘conversation nuclei’ develop where certain people 
acted as an energy force for interactions.  We found if there were two people acting 
as conversation nuclei then interactions would be rich and free flowing, with the 
other participants - who we might call ‘members with a higher communication 
support need’ (MHCSN) - being pulled into the conversation.  The MHCSN acted as 
fuel in allowing the conversation to be self-sustaining through the social energy, or 
heat, being expended by the nuclei.  
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When we think about what made conversations work well we might consider the 
analogy of the fire triangle with structure, conversational nuclei and MHCSN 
replacing oxygen, heat and fuel (Fire Action 2017).  Take away one of these elements 
and you will not have a fire or the fire is extinguished.  When one of our social group 
elements was missing we found that conversation was stilted and not self-sustaining: 

• Without structure, the nuclei and MHCSN would struggle to get conversation 

flowing as the nucleus would flit between disparate topics too quickly to allow 

things to develop.   

• Without MHCSN the nucleus would clash leading to friction as the 

conversation would have too much energy leading things to move along too 

quickly, or people fighting to debate the topics they wished to discuss.   

• Without the conversational nuclei the discussion would not be self-sustaining 

as the MHCSN would be less likely to elaborate or question, but rather just 

respond to input from others.  

 

 

 

    

 STRUCTURE (oxygen)        MHCSN (fuel) 

   

 

            CONVERSATIONAL NUCLE (heat)   

Figure 2. The ‘Fire Triangle’ of Social Interaction 

‘Netiquette’ was followed: 

By and large netiquette, or communication etiquette on the Internet (James and 
Busher 2012), was followed.  As the weeks went on it emerged that most people 
almost exclusively used the internet for their social interactions, which meant that 
the students were familiar with how to behave in a virtual group setting.   

What we need to address further 
Higher numbers did not correlate to better interactions:  

Over that magic number of 5 or 6 there was less chatting and interaction between 
the people present was not as rich.  The weeks we had higher numbers conversation 
could be monopolised.  This led to frustration and friction as some students found it 

Social 

Interaction  
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uncomfortable to feel singled out as opposed to the more passive joining in found 
with smaller numbers. 

Behaviour: 
On several occasions the meetings were marred by behaviour which made one or 
more group members upset or uncomfortable. This was usually innocent and autism 
related, such as unusual social approach, focussing on special interests despite lack of 
reciprocation, and generally lacking the “back and forth” in turn taking (Qian and 
Lipkin 2011).  However, on one or two occasions student conversation or comments 
that were detrimental to the functioning of the group occurred, which affected the 
fun of the game being played.  Such behaviour was typically handled by self-
moderation of the group in requesting the offending party cease the offending 
conduct. 

Judging the levels of moderation of a University sanctioned group: 
An aspect we were mindful of was the level of moderation to give the group, 
especially as we did not have a set of rules or code of conduct to follow.  A lack of 
formality was important for allowing people to relax, and not wishing to dampen 
those conversation nuclei’s who were vital to the self-sustaining flow of 
conversation.   

After initial guidance from the facilitator about what was and was not acceptable 
behaviour was mostly group moderated.  The group needed that first instance of 
someone being advised to moderate their conduct to see what was acceptable which 
might be a way of forming some kind of moderation policy in the future.  This is not 
to say that the group was without supervision for, whilst not overtly specified, as a 
matter of course the group was subject to the University student code of conduct.  

 

Further reflections from keeping a weekly diary  

Would the group keep going afterwards?   
Whilst there was some movement to meeting independently of the social group, with 
some of the members adding each other on Discord, to date we are only aware of 
one instance of members continuing to talk after a session.  While several members 
of the group expressed an interest in continuing to interact with each other after the 
social project had ended this does not appear to have materialised.  For instance, a 
request from a few people during the holiday in the group chat if anyone wanted to 
play a game was, unfortunately, met with silence. 

Did we need a code of conduct to help address some issues with student behaviour?  
The topic of a code of conduct came up during weekly debriefs and on reflection we 
feel that it would have potentially taken away more than it would have added.  On 
occasion, those who caused disruption were not receptive to peoples requests to 
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stop so it is likely they would not have followed any code of conduct put into place. 
Indeed, when you consider that the disruption was caused by behaviours such as 
excessive talking about special interests, not managing turn taking in conversations, 
or inappropriate topics of conversation then we would run the risk of pathologising 
characteristic autistic behaviours in what we wanted to be a safe space for autistic 
people.  

Additionally we wanted to avoid anything which would stop young adults acting as 
young adults would when engaged in a social setting such as a university society.  It 
would be counterproductive to have rules against blue humour, or rules which 
require people to stick to the activity at hand.  For example playing Among Us, while 
light-hearted, the player verses player element of the game occasionally led to good-
natured, albeit unsportsmanlike, behaviour from all.  This was arguably an example 
of some of the best interactions between the group members, which would have 
been stifled had there been any sort of regulations regarding behaviour.   

Alternatively, if we run the group again we could invite those who participate to 
develop their own rules or code of conduct as the Cambridge project did with their 
social group (Hastwell et al. 2017).  Participants might more easily follow these as 
they have invested time in agreeing them amongst themselves. 

Should we explore platforms other than MS Teams, specifically Discord, as MS Teams 
is limited in its features?   
Students undertook most of their social interactions online so were already familiar 
with a variety of different platforms to facilitate this, with most using the online 
social platform ‘Discord’.  As this was something we are unfamiliar with in the 
timeframe we were working to it was not an option we were able to explore.  
However, as it offers functionality above that of Zoom or MS Teams (Ravenscraft 
2020), in future we felt it would be useful to have an understanding of the system 
and how it could be utilised within a university-sanctioned group.  Students increased 
familiarity with the platform would also likely contextualise the interaction better 
leading to increased engagement, akin to meeting a stranger in a cafe that you 
already frequent whose familiarity might offer a certain degree of comfort.    

Should we artificially introduce a topic for discussion so as to steer conversation 
towards the interests of those who are not engaging?   
We were mindful of trying to include everyone in conversations and this was often 
achieved by asking questions about the academic subjects they were studying or 
specific interests that they had previously mentioned. This was successful when there 
was an intersection with another student, for instance if a subject were shared by an 
existing student and a fresher.  However, this was often met with limited success as 
those who required support in engaging in conversations were those who would be 
unable to steer it, or have the social energy required to render it self-sustaining.   
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We were further mindful that it is fine not to contribute as not everyone wishes to 
speak in groups.  However, we found it was not always easy to judge whether we 
were driving students to contribute, or supporting them to join in the conversation. 

Issues with the limitation in the variety of activities on offer.   
Participants stated they wanted a diversity of activities but suggested the same 
things each week.  New activities were seldom proposed, and those that were 
suggested were often dismissed by the group.  We found that the only time new 
activities were successful was when they were ‘imposed’ on the group.  We 
concluded that if we were to run the group again we would need to have an array of 
activities prepared, rather than relying on the group to suggest them.  Having a 
variety of activities to hand allows you to switch from one thing to another without 
relying on suggestions from the group.  It also has the added convenience factor for 
the facilitator as they are able to troubleshoot any issues that may arise and are by 
default familiar with the activities at hand.   

Upon reflection, the variety of activities might not be as essential for enjoyment as 
the makeup of the group was, as some sessions which had the same activities ran 
better with a good mix of nuclei and MHCSN than when this was skewed in one 
direction or another.  

A need for multiple, smaller groups running simultaneously? 
Role-play was an activity the facilitator was able to offer, although somewhat 
nervous about running as it relies heavily on a group getting on with each other, with 
good communications back and forth, and a considerable time investment 
beforehand on the facilitators part.   

We ran a role-play for five students who had expressed an interest as this was the 
number we felt would interact best and the facilitator felt comfortable leading.  It 
exceeded our expectations!  Students who had to date been quite withdrawn put on 
the voices of battle-scarred mercenaries, religious fanatics and laudanum addled 
elves, interacting well with each other both in character planning their next moves, 
and out of character enjoying jokes with each other.  

However, role-play works best with fewer people and so would only work with a 
team of facilitators working with small groups.  These facilitators would have to be 
familiar with the concept of role-play, as well as running the games, and managing 
non-attendance, which requires fast thinking storytelling to explain why a party 
member has vanished in the game.  

Again, we had hoped that those who were involved in the role-play would set up 
their own as several of them had experience of running these and expressed an 
interest in doing so.  To date this has not happened, likely because those who already 
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take part in role-play have established groups that they play with so did not need to 
engage with new people to meet this interest. 

 

Did the project meet its aims? 
We asked students for their final thoughts on the social group we had run and we 
received very positive feedback: 

“I think the social group was a fantastic idea and the fact it was connected with 
members of AccessAbility1 helped draw things together and almost strengthen 
the community more holistically.” 

“Just want to say thank you mostly! It made a massive difference to me this 
term.” 

“More more! Continue to run this!” 

Although accessed by a relatively small number we felt that those who did engage 
got a lot out of it.  The induction session, attended by 12 students, helped with 
transition as the activities on offer, such as ‘checklist bingo’ and the opportunity to 
talk with current students, supported our new starters to settle in.  Having a regular 
weekly session in diaries also helped to combat loneliness and isolation and establish 
routines (Hastwell et al. 2017).   

Finally, although we have little evidence of students independently keeping in touch, 
they all expressed a willingness to attend future social groups.  We plan to facilitate a 
blend of online and in person social opportunities to aid the development of 
independent friendships, as well as providing the chance to build up the skills and 
confidence to develop a student led self-sustaining social group. 

 

Conclusion 
It is evident that universities can do more to support the social needs of their autistic 
students (Sarrett 2018, Gurbuz et al. 2019).  Spurred on by the restrictions to social 
opportunities because of the Coivd-19 pandemic we attempted to provide a social 
outlet for our new cohort which, judging by the positive feedback we received, we 
feel was a great success.   

Reflecting on the pilot we established that the optimum number for online 
interaction was 5/6, informality was important to setting the scene, and any future 
group for new starters would benefit from the involvement of current students.  We 
further identified a ‘fire triangle of social interaction’ where the elements of 

 
1 AccessAbility is the University’s disability service which funded the project. 
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structure, conversational nuclei and MHCSN were all required to facilitate self-
sustaining quality social interaction.   

Having reflected on what needs to be addressed, if we are to run the group again we 
concluded we need to consider to what extent staff facilitators might need to 
moderate the group without taking away from the social element of it.  We also need 
to explore other online platforms and activities we can organise each week.  As face-
to-face interactions become the norm again we might take the best elements from 
online and in person meetings and, if resources permit, provide a mixed offering to 
meet the needs of a diverse group of students. 

However, although this is a discreet offering for autistic students we are mindful of 
not creating a space that would ‘other’ or stigmatise them, or separate them from 
their peers (Sarrett 2018).  We have strived to provide a safe space where 
participants can be themselves without fear of feeling different or the exhaustion of 
trying to remember how to be neurotypical. 

 

Final Comment 
Following on from our weekly diary we undertook a review interview of the project 
as a whole, and when considering whether the project was a success came to the 
following conclusions:  

Specialist mentor facilitator: 

“Yes (it was a success) but in the form of it being a very good pilot study in that 
we’ve got lots of good ideas that have come from it, but we don’t have an 
answer.  It’s something that will get refined over time.” 

Study adviser: 

“Yes it has been a good social pilot definitely…there’s a lot to reflect on…but 
what we do next year I don’t know…You know this group of students needed 
this this year because of the restrictions of Covid, next years students 
might…need something completely different…So is there just one way to 
support (autistic) students socially?  Well probably not.” 

 

Sharron Sturgess is an autism specialist currently working as the Study Adviser for 
Autistic Students at the University of Leicester.  sjs97@leicester.ac.uk  

Zyggy Banks is an autistic researcher currently working as an autism Specialist 
Mentor at the University of Leicester.  zb41@leicester.ac.uk  
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What should be done to ensure autistic graduates succeed in the 

workplace? 

Keren Coney   

 

Abstract 

Of all disabled graduates leaving university, autistic individuals are the most likely to 

experience challenges when seeking to enter employment.  Few studies have sought to 

explore the experiences and understanding of autistic graduates as a method of 

establishing what university-based practitioners can do to better support autistic students to 

develop their employability and readiness for the workplace.  This article describes the 

perspectives of eleven recent autistic graduates and their experiences of obtaining work, 

becoming self-employed or struggling to find work.  A thematic analysis of data collected 

from semi-structured interviews and questions by email was conducted.  Results indicate 

themes relating to challenges encountered, effective strategies for success and 

suggestions for employers.  Recommendations are made for both universities and the 

workplace.  Key messages are the need for greater collaboration between university 

departments such as disability and careers services, and the requirement for autism 

awareness training for employers. 

 

Introduction and literature review 

A recent study of the first destinations of disabled graduates in the UK found that at all 

qualification levels (first degree, post graduate taught and post graduate research), those 

most likely to be unemployed were autistic graduates (Allen & Coney, 2021).  This concurs 

with other research, which overwhelmingly demonstrates that autistic individuals have 

disappointing employment outcomes (Vincent 2020; Remington & Pellicano 2019; Nicholas 

et al. 2017; Bublitz et al. 2017; NAS, 2016).  Unemployment has been shown to result in 

adverse effects on the mental health and life prospects of autistic people (Remington & 

Pellicano 2019; Howlin and Moss 2012).  Conversely, employment has been found to have 

a positive effect on quality of life and as Walsh et al. (2014) note, provides autistic 

individuals with a means of social inclusion and the opportunity to contribute to society.  

Chen et al. (2014) assert that employment is fundamental to the wellbeing of all individuals, 

including those who are autistic.  Hedley (2017) notes that the basic economic needs of an 

individual are met through employment, in addition to self-actualisation and the opportunity 

to build social networks.  Nicholas et al. (2019, p4) affirm that there are many indications 

that autistic youth and adults ‘face substantial socioeconomic adversity’ and that some 

studies in the UK indicate that homelessness levels may be higher for autistic individuals 

than non-autistic people. 

The number of autistic students in UK universities is increasing year-on-year (Vincent & 

Fabri 2020; Gurbuz et al. 2018).  Given these rising numbers and the challenges many 
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autistic graduates are known to face when seeking employment, it is important that 

research is conducted regarding the specific challenges in order to develop appropriate 

support to help prepare these students for success in the workplace (Bublitz et al. 2017).  

Employment-related challenges that have been identified include social communication 

difficulties and mental health conditions, particularly stress and anxiety (Hurlbutt & 

Chalmers 2004).  Nicholas et al. (2017) suggest that the social context of the workplace can 

cause barriers to optimal performance, especially where the context does not 

accommodate needs (such as heightened sensory awareness).  Remington and Pellicano 

(2018) assert that the ‘double empathy’ issue (Milton 2012) causes challenges for autistic 

individuals, where misapprehension and misinterpretation is bi-directional and non-autistic 

managers and colleagues may lack understanding of the needs of autistic individuals.  In 

additional to lack of understanding, Vincent & Fabri (2020) identify one of the obstacles for 

autistic graduates as being industry professionals’ negative attitudes; they add that given 

the low levels of understanding, recruitment processes (which are largely designed with 

non-autistic candidates in mind) can cause real barriers for autistic graduates.  Wong et al. 

(2018) argue that autistic behavioural characteristics should be regarded as differences 

rather than deficits and that there should be a strength-based employment approach; they 

describe typical autistic strengths under four categories: intense focus, cognitive/visual 

thinking, personality-behavioural pattern and hyper/hypo-reactivity to sensory input.  

Nicholas et al. (2019) concur with this concept of focusing on assets and strengths and 

suggest that employment studies and programmes should look at traits associated with 

positive psychology. 

In the past few years, some universities have developed employability-related activities to 

support autistic students in preparing for the workplace; provision that has emerged 

includes supported work placement programmes (e.g. Remington and Pellicano 2018) and 

mentoring programmes (Lucas & James 2018).  However, Vincent et al. (2021) and Bublitz 

et al. (2017) report that there is much less evidence of support for transitioning out of 

university than there is for the move into higher education.  Vincent et al. (2021) 

recommend that the sector must address the uneven distribution of provision that currently 

exists to ensure that all autistic students experience the same outcomes as the rest of the 

student body.  Nicholas et al. (2019) state that there is a lack of the perspectives of autistic 

people in research related to autism and employment and urge that this is needed in order 

to learn first-hand from experiences and successes and to drive improved outcomes.  This 

last point regarding gaining insights and understanding from experts by experience is of 

particular relevance to this article, which seeks to describe the perspectives of recent 

autistic graduates, their experiences of employment and their recommendations for those in 

universities seeking to support autistic students to prepare for the workplace. 

There are a number of models which endeavour to provide a basis for defining disability 

and a framework for creating strategies on how best to meet the needs of individuals.  The 

World Health Organization International Classification of Functioning Disability and Health 

(ICF) utilises a biopsychosocial framework to describe health-related functioning (Black et 

al. 2019; World Health Organisation 2002).  The biopsychosocial model in autism studies 

captures the biological factors of autism that will in turn have an impact on how an 
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individual processes the world (psychological factors), whilst their experiences will also be 

influenced by their environment and context (social factors).  Guldberg (2020, p16) adds to 

this, stating that the biopsychosocial-insider model in autism studies: 

‘emphasises the need to understand the interrelationship between the biological, 

psychological and social whilst ensuring that individuals and subjective experiences 

are also taken into account when developing understandings of autism and autistic 

people’. 

This article seeks to acknowledge the biopsychosocial-insider model and explores the 

experiences and views of autistic graduates as a way of understanding what can be done to 

support autistic individuals to successfully progress to employment when they graduate. 

 

Methodology 

This paper describes the findings of one element of the first cycle in a PhD action research 

study that is seeking to explore what could be done by careers practitioners like myself to 

support autistic students to successfully progress to employment when they graduate.  As a 

practitioner, action research appeals as a methodology: Elliott (1991) notes, ‘the 

fundamental aim of action research is to improve practice’ (p.49).  Kemmis (2009 p. 463) 

develops this by stating that action research seeks to transform ‘practitioners’ practices, 

their understandings of their practices and the conditions in which they practice’.  At the 

start of this research study, I was aware that my practice could be improved and this 

concept of transforming not just practice, but also my understanding of my practice and the 

context in which I operates was of real interest. 

This research study is underpinned by the philosophical stance I take towards social 

research: an emancipatory, critical educational paradigm.  With this paradigm, there is a 

particular focus: ‘to emancipate the disempowered, to redress inequality and to promote 

individual freedoms within a democratic society’ (Cohen et al., 2018, p.51).  This concern 

with promoting social justice and stimulating positive change through research resonated 

deeply with my reasons for choosing the research topic. 

Action research commonly takes the form of self-reflective cycles, where researchers plan a 

change, act on this change, reflect on the processes and consequences of the change and 

then re-plan (Kemmis et al. 2014).  As a practitioner seeking to improve the way I supported 

autistic students in an HE setting, I thought that an important element of my first cycle 

should be to seek to explore the views and lived experiences of recent autistic graduates, 

who had completed a university course within the past five years.  To recruit autistic 

graduate participants, invitations were sent out through my professional networks, a 

network based in the university department, and to existing individual contacts I had.  

Eleven autistic graduates responded to this call for participants; details of these can be 

seen in the table below.   
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Pseudonym 

Gender Age 

Employment 

status 

 

Studied at 

postgraduate 

level (Y/N) 

University type 

(undergraduate 

course) 

 

University 

type 

(postgraduate 

course) 

Mark M 35 Unemployed Y New New 

 

 

Julia 

F 40 

Employed PT 

& also a 

postgraduate 

student 

 

 

Y 

New 

 

 

New 

Kevin M 25 Employed FT N 1960s N/A 

Emma 

F 22 

Self-

employed 

N 

New 

N/A 

George M 46 Employed FT Y 1960s 1960s 

Gill F 35 Employed PT Y Unique New 

Amir M 25 Employed FT Y 1960s Ancient 

 

Gabriella F 25 Employed FT 

Y Ancient/Russell 

Group 

Russell 

 

 

Stacey 

F 49 

Employed PT 

& also a 

postgraduate 

student 

 

 

Y 

New 

 

 

1960s 

 

 

Philip 

M 25 Unemployed 

 

 

Y 

Constituent 

college of a 

large city 

university 

Constituent 

college of a 

large city 

university 

 

Andrew M 22 

Employed in 

two PT roles 

 

N New 

 

N/A 

 

Participants were invited to provide their views on their experiences of employment 

(including self-employment and unemployment) and on the support they received (if any) 

whilst at university to prepare them for the workplace.  Participants were also asked to 

share ideas on what would have been helpful for preparing them for work and succeeding 

in the recruitment and selection process.  Individuals were asked how they would like to 

contribute (to allow for different preferences in types of communication); of the eleven, one 

participated in a face-to-face interview, one in a virtual interview, three via telephone 

interview and six contributed via email.  The six participating via email were sent a digital 

copy of the interview questions and were asked to email their responses.  Ethical consent 

was sought from the university where my PhD study is based.  All participants were 

assured that their responses would be stored confidentially and that they would be given 

anonymity, in accordance with good practice (Robson & McCartan 2016, p25) and BERA’s 

ethical guidelines (BERA 2018, p21). 

Once all interviews had been conducted, the recordings of these were transcribed; 

transcriptions, along with email responses were then analysed using NVivo.  A thematic 

analysis was performed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approach to coding and theme 
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development (Clarke, Braun & Hayfield 2015, p230), which involved familiarization with the 

data, coding, identifying themes, reviewing these themes, defining the themes before 

writing up the findings.  This led to the identification of three overriding themes.  The first 

concerns the key areas of challenge experienced when seeking to enter and succeed in the 

workplace.  The second theme relates to effective strategies employed by some of the 

participants and the third is suggestions the autistic graduates had for resolving some of the 

challenges they had experienced. 

 

Results and discussion 

In this section, the three key themes are described and discussed in turn. 

1. Key areas of challenge 

Job Interviews 

Interviews for employment were highlighted as an area graduates felt they struggled in;  

‘I primarily struggled with interviews…due to a multitude of factors that relate directly to 

my symptoms.  These included: not being able to read body cues, struggling with my 

tone of voice…and quite intense anxiety which made me stumble in the flow of my 

answers.’ (Andrew)   

This same graduate described how he had developed approaches to enable him to 

succeed:  

‘Since I tended to overthink and get extremely anxious for interviews, I employed 

strategies before each interview to help me relax before walking in front of a panel.  Even 

something as simple as controlled breathing and positive thinking can really help.’ 

(Andrew) 

Chen (2015) notes that a number of papers highlight the challenges for autistic individuals 

in an interview situation and points to the concept that practitioners could provide training 

for autistic individuals to assist them with the social challenges presented in these 

situations. McKnight-Lizotte (2018) concurs with this, suggesting that support with job 

interview communication skills should be a priority area for those seeking to support autistic 

individuals to enter the labour market.  However, Sarrett (2017, online) suggests that rather 

than seeking to train autistic individuals to navigate the interview process, if employers 

modified social aspects of job interviews to make them more accessible, there could be 

‘vast diversity benefits for any workplace’.  Indeed, in a recent study, Maras et al. (2021) 

found that simple adaptations to job interview questioning made by employers had a 

positive impact on the interview performance of autistic individuals. 

Employer responses to disclosure* 

* Although disclosure is commonly used to describe the process of an applicant or employee informing an employer about 

their disability, it is noted that this term can have negative connotations and so the neutral term ‘informing employers that 

they are autistic’, will be used for the rest of this article (except where ‘disclosing’ forms part of a research participant’s 

quote). 
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Several participants described instances where informing employers that they were autistic 

had not led to any change in behaviour to them, or to suitable adjustments.  One, when 

asked about workplace adjustments he had been offered stated:  

‘Literally none, and this is the kind of the problem because everyone kind of nods their 

heads in an interview and says ‘Yeah, that's fine’. But then in reality with my current job 

when I started...I said to someone in the interview, ‘you know, I'd really appreciate it if you 

could please let my line manager know’, just so they are aware...and that didn't happen 

although they said it would.’ (Kevin)   

Another participant had a similar experience:  

‘The most frustrating thing was despite disclosing my autism at this point in the 

application & receiving the support (from a member of the careers team, to prepare for 

the interview), I felt the employers were not making slight adjustments to make my 

experience of interviewing slightly easier’. (Andrew)  

Lindsay et al. (2021) describe concerns some autistic individuals have about informing 

employers that they are autistic, which includes worries about being judged and 

experiencing discrimination; they assert that this discrimination is often the outcome of a 

lack of knowledge and experience in working with disabled people.  Bublitz et al. (2017) 

notes that misconceptions about autism amongst employers are common and that many 

individuals still experience discrimination in hiring processes. 

Relational issues and isolation 

Participants described employment-related social challenges they had experienced.  One 

stated,  

‘I struggle with getting to know people deeper and forming those sort of relationships, 

friendships, it’s like…tough…but I think that’s why I seek fixed-term contracts, because 

the idea of being in a nine till five forever, if you like, for the foreseeable future without 

an end to it, …it’s very daunting.’ (Kevin)   

Another participant stated that avoiding the social element of work had been a key criterion 

when choosing a particular career; he described why he has chosen archiving:  

‘this is fitting due to my liking of history and the fact it is work which does not involve an 

overt amount of socialisation.’ (Philip)   

McKnight-Lizotte (2018) notes that social challenges can negatively affect the workforce 

participation of autistic individuals and suggests that addressing these issues could have a 

positive impact on employment success. 

Perhaps related to the last theme, some participants described feelings of loneliness or 

isolation in the workplace.  One participant described how she has been given her own 

office as her team works in an open plan area that was not suitable for her, but this office is 

on a different floor,  
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‘which means I am isolated from the day-to-day conversations and am often the last to 

know about new developments.’ (Gill)   

Bublitz et al. (2017, p8) suggests that co-workers may use ‘stigmatizing beliefs to judge 

individuals with disabilities’ and suggests this could lead to isolation, but it is difficult to 

assess if this was occurring in the workplaces these participants were situated in. 

‘Otherness’ 

Some participants described seeing themselves as different to the majority of people in the 

workplace and viewed the way that organisations operate as a mystery:  

 

‘I would still regard the working world, its day structure, worker interrelationships and 

working mindsets to all be a very foreign world to me.’ (Mark)   

 

Part of the mystery articulated above was not understanding the ‘unwritten rules of the 

workplace’.  One sought to illustrate this point:  

 

‘… you go into a job, ‘What do you want me to do?’… ‘the goals of the business are to be 

a ‘happy workplace’, where everyone’s valued and make as much money as you can and 

constantly strive to improve’…and you go, ‘That’s what I’m gonna do’.  But that’s not the 

goal – that’s the overt goal of the organisation.  The covert goal of the organisation is 

peer structure and it’s each individual trying to achieve their own agenda…’ (Julia) 

 

A lack of being understood by those in senior positions was also a common theme; one 

graduate said,  

 

‘Challenges have been around lack of understanding from management regarding late 

diagnosis and subsequent PTSD.  Despite having support from Access to Work, this 

resulted in a disciplinary and an appeal with union support.  It was very stressful and I 

fortunately had psychological therapy from a senior clinical psychologist…’ (Stacey)   

 

Chen et al. (2015) assert that findings in the literature indicate that ‘social difficulties’ are a 

major obstacle and can cause difficulties with supervisors and colleagues; they add that 

there can be negative effects for autistic individuals as a result of employers’ attitudes.  

Chen et al. (2015) also note that an appropriate autism awareness training could help in 

these situations; this echoes the recommendations of Hendricks (2010, p129), who states 

that a ‘primary component of existing supported employment programs is receptivity and 

knowledge of the employers and co-workers’.  This suggests that there are challenges of 

misunderstanding for both parties involved: autistic employees and non-autistic managers 

and colleagues.  As noted earlier, Milton (2012) describes this ‘double empathy problem’, 

suggesting that such situations should be viewed as a mutual issue, rather than viewing 

autistic individuals as having deficits, just because they are the minority group and therefore 

are typically seen as ‘unusual’ in their perspectives and subsequent behaviours.  

 

Experiencing self-doubt 
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The challenge of the mystery of many aspects of the workplace and of being misunderstood 

have in some cases led to feelings of self-doubt.  One participant described how some 

autistic people when criticised may react in different ways, but for her, it has led to doubting 

herself:  

 

‘...the big successful ones like your Teslas…have a belief that they are fundamentally 

right and so when they’ve been alienated, they’ve gone ‘no – you’re wrong’…but me – 

I’ve gone ‘I’m wrong’ and I can’t defend myself…so it’s that ‘who am I?’ (Julia) 

 

Sometimes these experiences and resulting doubts could lead to great distress:  

 

‘…basically getting overwhelmed, crying in the toilets…this is the wrong job, this is the 

wrong environment…so I’m wrong…and I’ll go into depression and I’m broken…’ (Julia)   

 

Milton (2012) notes that where an individual has experienced being ‘othered’ (Said 1978) 

and then internalised this, the results can be a self-fulfilling prophesy, leading to ‘a self-

imposed psycho-emotional disablement’ (Milton 2012, p885).   

 

Mental health 

Many participants described mental health conditions, as has already been alluded to in the 

above two sections.  One graduate stated,  

‘I’ve had lifelong depression and anxiety which is very common indeed for people on the 

spectrum. These compound the autism and make negative routines harder to break out 

of…it can be really hard at times to discern and separate out whether something is in 

relation to autism or anxiety or depression. They all blur into each other.’ (Mark)   

Another said,  

‘it's really only been maybe the last 7 years … where I've really felt that I've kind of come 

a long way in terms of my personal...development of mental health...because I was... I 

was in a very sort of bad place emotionally…’ (Amir)   

Remmington & Pellicano (2019) note that 70-80% of autistic individuals experience mental 

health issues, particularly anxiety and depression; they add that there can be elevated 

levels of anxiety due to environmental factors such as sensory differences or social 

communication factors such as seeking to ‘fit in’. 

 

2. Effective strategies employed by individuals 

Self-awareness is key 

Some participants were able to fluently articulate their skills and strengths and also to 

reflect on how they had grown over a period of time.  They were also able to describe what 

they did and did not want from a job role, or employment in general.  One stated:  
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‘I’ve always been a good all-rounder, but art, it’s like I didn’t need to try.’ (Emma) 

This individual later described how certain experiences (including living away from home in 

as busy city) had helped her to see what she did not want from work and how she decided 

upon her career choice:  

‘until you see it and then realize, ‘actually, that’s what I want, that’s what would suit me.’  

(Emma) 

One participant who was teaching English in another country, said: 

‘I need stimulation and the opportunity to do something that I feel at least vaguely 

matters and is interesting…one of the things I discovered when I went to university was 

that I really enjoyed the sharing of information…I loved giving presentations.’ (Amir) 

Confidence in what they could offer employment was another element of this theme; a third 

participant stated: 

‘I was asked by the lady who did my diagnosis to do a speech…and I described myself 

as ‘Human 2.0’ – you know, like Microsoft version 7 or whatever…I would describe 

myself as a better version of a human being.’ (George) 

It is well known that self-awareness is a key aspect of effective career-decision making and 

is a common theme of many career development models, such as the SOAR (Self-

awareness, Opportunity-awareness, Aspirations and Results) model (Kumar, 2007) and the 

CareerEDGE model (Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007).  In her article ‘Revisiting the 

CareerEDGE model of graduate employability’, Dacre Pool describes self-awareness as 

‘essential for a successful life beyond university’ (Dacre Pool, 2020).  Being able to 

articulate the skills and abilities you have to offer is also key to success in obtaining 

employment.  

Navigating unpredictability 

Another set of qualities that some participants appeared to possess were curiosity, 

persistence, flexibility, optimism and risk-taking.  One described optimism and persistence 

in her thinking when she found herself at a location she did not want to be in:  

‘Luckily I had the attitude where I sort of thought, ‘Well, what can I do whilst I’m there… 

so building up the business and getting like a website set up…were just the loveliest 

distraction from everything else.’ (Emma)   

Another graduate, successfully working full-time, demonstrates his persistence and risk-

taking in his account:  

‘I was actually declared unfit for work…but I was like – I was very bored at home and so 

I needed something to do…so I decided I would do the training… I was a bit worried, 

because I’d left behind the opportunity to sit at home and rest… It was decided that I 

didn’t need to work, but I did it anyway…’ (Amir)   
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These qualities are identified as characteristics that are core to the ‘Planned Happenstance’ 

model (Mitchell et al., 1999), which acknowledges that chance plays a key role in a 

person’s career and has a focus on the qualities required to succeed in an unpredictable 

world.  Considering the current circumstances of the labour market in a post-pandemic 

world, these attributes could be of even greater importance over the next few years. 

The importance of networking 

Batistic & Tymon (2017) define networking as ‘the age-old practice of building and nurturing 

personal and professional links with a variety of people to create a bank of resources, 

including personal contacts, information and support’.  Some participants illustrated the 

important role that networking had played in their success in employment.  One graduate 

outlined how her connections had led to an internship with an MP and how another contact 

she had met through doing volunteering had suggested that she should apply for a role at a 

partner organisation, which she was then successful in obtaining.  Another participant 

described how in advance of his interview for the Civil Service, he had sought out a senior 

manager in recruitment and asked questions about what to expect:  

‘Just…asking the right questions to the right people and you get the right answers, don’t 

you?’ (George)    

He subsequently was offered, and accepted this job.  There are many articles affirming the 

importance of networking for enhancing employment prospects (e.g. Jacobs et al. 2019, 

Sarkar et al. 2016) as a method of both exploring career ideas, finding out about 

opportunities and obtaining advice for success in the recruitment process. 

Work experience is pivotal 

Many participants had obtained experience of the workplace prior to leaving university, 

which is important for career exploration and ‘development of professional behaviours and 

skills, and the development of self’ (Bennett 2016, p21).  Indeed, work experience is widely 

recognised as vital for the employability of graduates (Tran 2015; CIHE 2008; Rae 2007).  

One participant said:  

‘By the time I started my masters degree, I knew I wasn’t going down the corporate law 

route…as it happened, it was also around this time that I started getting more involved 

with X (a charity), and ultimately that was what finally set my mind on the charity sector’ 

(Gabriella).   

Two graduates particularly described how previous roles had helped them learn about 

themselves: what they found difficult, in terms of social aspects and how to manage these 

aspects in their current roles.  For one, starting to gain experience of craft fair events whilst 

at university was key for developing coping strategies regarding the social elements (which 

initially caused her to be anxious):  

‘What I’ve realised…is that I don’t mind going to the events because I know that really 

the first thing people are going to want to talk to me about is my art…and this is my 
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passion…so you think ‘oh I know all about this’…and the more you do it, it’s the same 

questions people ask. (Emma)   

Identifying and overcoming challenges 

Some participants gave an account of challenges they had or were having in the workplace, 

but described ways that had managed to overcome these.  Chen et al (2015, p116) 

acknowledge the need for autistic individuals to develop coping strategies in the workplace 

and state, ‘employment involves a complex social dynamic, which constantly changes’.  

One graduate mentioned that being aware of what helps and what hinders his mental 

health has been helpful:  

‘…my day is very structured which means it’s very stress free.  I don’t have to think 

about my work when I get home…not having to think about my work keeps my anxiety 

down.’ (Amir)   

Another graduate described how, when he had worked in a lively team who liked to 

socialise, he had identified his limits in terms of what he could cope with socially: he would 

go out for dinner with his colleagues, but then leave when he had had enough: 

‘I’ve worked out in my life what stress I have to live with and what stress I don’t have to 

live with.’ (George)    

 

3. Suggestions made to resolve challenges 

‘Try before you buy’ 

Participants had several suggestions regarding what would help autistic individuals to 

obtain and sustain employment.  First, one suggested that work trials would be an effective 

way of assessing a candidate’s ability to meet the requirements of a role and should 

replace interviews, which: 

‘…are intentionally obscure/misleading and are designed to make applicants open up 

and potentially catch them out. The truth is, is that job interviews are more of a social 

test for neurotypicals rather than a test of whether someone can practically do a job or 

not.’ (Mark)   

Work trials might allow all candidates to effectively demonstrate the skills they have through 

completing relevant tasks.  Another suggested a similar notion:  

‘It’s got to be a ‘try and you buy’ sort of approach, finding that person-centred fit…’ 

(Julia)  

Julia proposed that a work trial could also enable the autistic individual to have a chance to 

see if they will like the role and consider it to be suited to their strengths and interests. 

A ‘soft landing’ 
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A second suggestion made by a participant was called a ‘soft landing’ for autistic individuals 

entering the workplace.  She described this concept:  

‘Soft landing is a building term…it's a stage the Government wants in big buildings - 

they (the builders) hand over the building and go ‘Bye, thanks for your money, I’m off’.  

And that's not going to get the most out the building - we need to understand how it 

works…there needs to be more interest from all the stakeholders into how that building 

is performing.’ (Julia)   

This graduate then explained what this might mean for an autistic person:   

‘So creating a soft landing, it's about helping …doing what you can to help that 

transition, recognising the difficulties, the challenges that person may have and 

providing the talk, the support around it and then hopefully preparing them…’ (Julia)   

Waisman et al. (2021) describe the concept of ongoing support in the workplace, such as a 

mentor, as something that could assist with social challenges in the workplace, provide 

guidance and promote colleagues’ interpersonal initiatives.  Hedley et al. (2017) report that 

providing this support not only assists the mentee, but also leads to satisfaction in those 

providing the mentoring support. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The limitations of this study are acknowledged and in order to find out more about the lived 

experiences of autistic graduates and to further obtain perspectives on what should be 

done to support current autistic students to prepare for the graduate labour market, further 

research would need to occur.  It should be noted that I am in the early stages of my PhD 

and it is likely that more themes and action points will be identified as I progress with this 

research.  However, the results of this study have highlighted a number of challenges 

experienced by autistic graduates when entering the recruitment process and in 

employment.  These may be interpreted as a combination of the biopsychological factors of 

the autistic individuals and the environmental factors of the workplace; as described by 

Black et al. (2019, p1658): ‘employment outcomes for autistic individuals are influenced by 

a complex interaction of factors related to autistic individuals, their work involvement and 

activities and the environment within which they are situated’.  Black et al. (2019) go on to 

suggest that the environmental factors may have the greatest influence on the success of 

an autistic individual in the workplace.  Doyle (2020, p114) concurs with this, suggesting 

that approaches should focus more on ‘adjusting the fit between the person and their 

environment than about treating a disorder’.  Doyle (2020) also notes that legally, there is 

no obligation for the individual to change according to their workplace; the requirement sits 

with the employing organisation.  Employers seeking to provide an accessible workplace for 

autistic individuals should further explore the suggestions made by several participants 

regarding how employers could resolve some of the identified challenges. 

The effective strategies described by some participants are actually approaches that would 

be helpful for all graduates seeking success in employment.  However, it is considered that 
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additional attention should be given to ensuring that these particular individuals have an 

understanding of these strategies, as there are many indications that a great deal of 

determination is required to succeed in the labour market due to the challenges it currently 

poses for autistic individuals who may experience the world differently.  Conducting this 

study has led me to consider the implications of these findings for practitioners seeking to 

support autistic students in higher education, resulting in a number of university-based and 

workplace-based recommendations, as outlined below. 

University-based recommendations 

1. Enhanced one-to-one support at university 

Much good practice already exists regarding university-based one-to-one support for 

autistic students, but this is often focused on enabling the individual to navigate their way 

through their studies (which is recognised as important for success in completing their 

qualifications).  It is suggested that in addition to this support, there should also be an 

emphasis on coaching the student to develop self-awareness and to enhance awareness of 

the importance of the Planned Happenstance characteristics.  This one-to-one support 

should be person-centred and strengths-focused (Pesonen et al. 2021).  As a theme was 

identifying and then overcoming challenges, it would also be helpful if autistic students 

could be encouraged to reflect on challenges and to develop strategies for surmounting 

these.  In addition, it is important that autistic students gain an understanding of 

employment-related support and funding available to them after they graduate.  Advisers 

should ensure that they have a full understanding of the current government schemes and 

can communicate this clearly, to ensure all autistic individuals are equipped for a successful 

transition into work. 

2. Increased opportunities for gaining work experience and networking 

Some participants gave accounts of what they gained through work experience whilst at 

university, which included increased self-awareness and clarity about career plans.  Much 

good practice already exists in many universities, including supported internships and 

volunteering award schemes.  For example, at the time of writing, a new supported paid 

internship scheme delivered by Ambitious About Autism entitled ‘Employ Autism’ has 

recently been launched in 18 UK universities; this scheme involves specific training for 

careers and disability service practitioners as well as employers.  It is important that autistic 

students are supported to take advantage of these schemes where they exist, and that 

university resources are allocated to initiate programmes where they currently do not occur. 

Some participants highlighted the value of networking for exploring career options, 

obtaining advice about the recruitment process and finding out about opportunities.  Again, 

there are many good examples of effective practice in universities, which include 

networking events, alumni talks, careers fairs and employer mentoring schemes.  It is 

important that institutions recognise the importance of these, provide adequate resourcing 

and that autistic students are supported to engage in these activities (and perhaps most 

importantly, are helped to recognise the value in engagement for preparing for the future). 
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3. Collaboration between university departments 

In any given institution, the two previous recommendations are likely to be the responsibility 

of at least three different departments – disability teams, careers teams, alumni teams and 

possibly other student support teams.  For real change to be made for autistic students, it is 

key that the members of these teams work collaboratively, with effective referral systems 

and communication so that students can be actively encouraged to engage in the support 

and activities designed to help them.  There is increased awareness of the need for this 

collaboration (Vincent 2020, Stevenson & Mellway 2016), but much more needs to be done 

to ensure that universities are providing the most cohesive support possible for autistic 

students and their readiness for the workplace. 

 

Workplace-based recommendations 

1. Autism awareness training for employers 

Given what has already been highlighted about the responsibilities of the employer and that 

some of the issues outlined by participants could perhaps be alleviated if these employers 

were to receive awareness training about autism, this concept is pertinent.  A greater 

understanding of autism could lead to more inclusion and less judgement and less 

discrimination.  Reverse mentoring, described by Chaudhuri and Ghosh (2012) as a social 

exchange tool, the purpose of which is to increase appreciation of different needs and 

perceptions, could be a useful means to achieving understanding.   

2. Exploration of work-trials to replace interviews  

A theme highlighted in this study is the challenges and anxiety related to interviews.  There 

are many calls for employers to make their recruitment processes more autism-inclusive 

(e.g. Maras et al. 2021; Vincent 2020; Nicholas et al., 2019) and it is recommended that 

research explores the viability and outcomes of work trials as an alternative to interviews. 

3. Mentoring in the workplace 

As this study has highlighted, challenges for autistic graduates exist in the workplace as 

well as the recruitment process.  In order to support autistic individuals not only to obtain, 

but also to sustain and thrive in employment, the concept of a ‘soft landing’ should be 

investigated.  This could involve workplace mentoring, which has the potential to benefit all 

those involved. 

In summary, there is much that can and should be done, both in universities and in the 

workplace.  In all cases, it is recommended that those responsible for making change seek 

the expertise of autism charities, who can provide advice and training for those 

endeavouring to make positive adjustments.  In addition, given the economic case for 

increasing employment rates of autistic individuals, it is recommended that calls are made 

to Government, to provide funding for appropriate training and resources are allocated to 

institutions and employers and in return, to hold these organisations accountable for 

providing inclusive and supportive environments for autistic individuals.   
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Abstract 
Specialist study skills tutors supporting students with specific learning 
difficulties/differences operate in an environment of decreased funding of the 
Disabled Students Allowances (DSA) and sector-wide shift toward fully inclusive 
teaching and learning in higher education.  DSA funded support roles are increasingly 
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outsourced to external suppliers, reducing possibilities for tutors to influence 
practice at an institutional level.  This paper aims to determine whether the ways in 
which specialist study skills tutors interpret their role could be explained using 
Whitchurch’s concept of the Third Space Professional, and therefore demonstrate 
potential for contributing to institutional projects beyond their current boundaries.  
The small-scale study is based on eight semi-structured interviews with tutors in one 
post-92 institution.  Results indicate that although tutors in the sample demonstrate 
characteristics of unbounded professionals, institutional structures prevent the role 
being fully realised in third space.  Implications for further research are discussed in 
relation to identifying specialist study skills tutors’ potential for developing sector-
wide inclusive practices. 

 

Introduction  
Specialist Study Skills Tutors (SSSTs) support students in higher education with 
specific learning differences (SpLDs) including dyslexia via one-to-one sessions, 
funded chiefly by the Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSA).  They are employed 
either directly by universities or increasingly via external providers of non-medical 
helpers (Martin et al., 2019).  It is a role that could be regarded as under threat from 
cuts to the DSA and a corresponding emphasis on inclusive practices at all levels of 
university life, reflecting a sector-wide commitment to a social model of disability.   
However, while many higher education institutions (HEIs) claim to have adopted a 
social model of disability, in practice much work remains to be done in developing 
inclusive pedagogies (Office for Students, 2019). 

Given this context, then, I have become interested in how SSSTs currently employed 
by HEIs might contribute to this move to greater inclusion, as an alternative to the 
role being entirely outsourced while the DSA funding stream remains intact.  
Whitchurch’s (2008) concept of the Third Space professional might offer one such 
model of how SSSTs can operate from beyond the perimeter within their employing 
institutions to develop inclusive practices. This small-scale study therefore aims to 
address the following questions: 

• How do SSSTs in the sample interpret their role and professional identity 

within the university?  

• To what extent could the ways in which SSSTs interpret their role and 

professional identity be explained using Whitchurch’s concept of the Third 

Space professional? 

• What implications do the findings of this exploratory research have for a wider 

study into the role of SSSTs in developing sector-wide inclusive practices? 
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Specialist Study Skills Tutors in Higher Education  

Dyslexia Support in Higher Education   
In 1996, eligibility for the Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) was extended to include 
students with specific learning difficulties/differences as well as those with mental 
health conditions.   This development was made against a political and legal backdrop 
concerned with inclusion and widening participation.   Further amendments to the 
Disability Discrimination Act 1995 placed an anticipatory duty on public bodies to 
proactively address barriers to participation and offer reasonable adjustments.   
However, as Griffin and Pollak (2009) point out, the DSA model of providing 
additional learning through medical-style identification did nothing to make the 
educational environment more accessible; rather, it provided the means to make the 
student ‘fit in’.   This tension between providing additional specialist support on the 
one hand whilst demonstrating a commitment to a fully inclusive learning 
environment on the other would continue throughout the early part of the new 
millennium. 

The Equality Act 2010 brought together the previously separate equalities legislation 
with the aim of making systems and procedures easier to administer and since this 
time, reform of the DSAs has been rapid (Wilson & Martin, 2017).   In 2014, the 
coalition government announced a review of the DSA (Willetts, 2014) and indicated a 
renewed onus on HEIs to provide support for students as part of their anticipatory 
duty.   A move away from individual adjustments towards inclusive education or 
‘universal design for learning’ (UDL) found much support among disability experts 
and practitioners (Milton et al., 2016).  The types of transformation required by 
universities in moving toward a social model of disability support were significant 
(Taylor et al., 2016).   As the largest group of disabled students in the UK (Snaith et 
al., 2016), those with dyslexia potentially had much to lose from reductions to the 
DSA, but arguably much to gain from a genuine move by the sector to create a more 
inclusive learning environment. 

Since changes to the DSA were introduced in 2015/16, calls for higher education to 
adopt a social model of disability through inclusive teaching and learning have 
amplified (DSSLG, 2017; Draffan et al., 2017).   Despite these entreaties, however, 
movements in the sector toward a social model of disability support have been slow.  
Recent research highlights that despite some progress made by HEIs toward inclusion 
(Williams et al., 2019), increasing numbers of dyslexic students report lower 
satisfaction with their higher education programmes (Waters & Torgerson, 2020).  
Furthermore, there exists an obdurate persistence of additional learning support 
models by a majority of institutions (Dobson, 2019).  However far along individual 
universities are in their transformation of support for dyslexic students, it is clear that 
within higher education there is one direction of travel: away from ‘bolt on’ specialist 
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support funded by the DSA, toward fully inclusive teaching and learning and reduced 
need for individual adjustments.   

Role of the Specialist Study Skills Tutor  
Since the introduction of non-medical helpers (NMH) in 1991, initially aimed at 
supporting students with physical and sensory impairments, the scope and remit of 
the role has expanded to match the development and expansion of the DSA.  
Specialist One to One Study Skills Support is primarily provided to students with a 
SpLD diagnosis (SFE, 2016).  The only mandatory qualification required for the role is 
membership of one of four recognised bodies (SFE, 2019), all of whom require 
members to hold at least a level 5 dyslexia/SpLD qualification.  Along with the NMH 
Quality Assurance Framework (DSA-QAG, 2018), the SFE guidance and mandatory 
qualifications documents represent the auditable standards to which providers of 
DSA-funded support are held to account.  These alone, however, do not fully explain 
individual practitioners’ interpretation of the role in their work with students, their 
professional identity in higher education or indeed their place, if any, within an 
emerging social model of disability support.    

Although support from specialist tutors is ‘broadly acknowledged as a requirement 
for students with dyslexia’ in the relevant academic literature, there is little research 
into the professional practice of tutors themselves (Campbell, 2017, p. 58).  The 
limited literature addressing this area offers a complex picture.   Pollak (2012) 
recommends an end to specialist provision for students with dyslexia and instead 
concludes that learning support should be available to all students who need it, 
provided by staff trained to support all learning differences.   Herrington (2001), 
meanwhile, sees specialist tutors as ‘change agents’ within their institutions, as well 
as offering a mix of teaching, counselling and staff development, and recognises the 
importance of the relationship between professional and their institutional context.  
Fraser (2012) and Sumner (2012) both highlight difficulties with providing support 
that is not subject-specific and identify instances in which specialist tutors may in fact 
provide direct teaching beyond the provision of transferable study skills.   As Fraser 
points out, in the context of widening participation, although the tutor may 
nominally be providing ‘dyslexia support’ they may well in fact be ameliorating the 
difficulties stemming from unpreparedness for higher academic study.   In this case, 
the author accepts Wingate’s (2006) proposition that study skills support is 
ineffective when delivered outside of the disciplinary context and echoes Pollak’s call 
for all students to be offered support, not only those labelled as ‘dyslexic’.   

It is clear that despite the apparent clarity presented in SFE guidance and quality 
assurance documents, the role of specialist tutor is contested and blurs boundaries of 
professional and academic activity within the university.   Furthermore, with DSA-
funded NMHs ‘increasingly unlikely’ to be employed directly by the university (Martin 
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et al., 2019, p. 15) there exists a range of contract types, from those in substantive 
posts to those working freelance for external suppliers.  The level of influence tutors 
have over practice within the sector, therefore, varies substantially.  The following 
section will discuss how professional identities in HE have been articulated in the 
relevant literature.  From this, a theoretical framework will be developed for 
understanding the role of SSST and how it might operate within and beyond the 
current model of providing support to individual students. 

 

Theoretical Framework  

Professional Identities in HE 
Changes in the higher education landscape over the last twenty years mean that the 
disciplines alone can no longer be considered as determining the professional 
identity of individual academics, as initially proposed by Becher (1989).  Henkel 
(2009; 2010) claims that an enlargement and diversification of faculty has challenged 
the persistent idea of academia as a unique, bounded and exceptional arena.  This 
challenge to status and hierarchies within and across disciplines has led to academic 
identities that are more provisional and multidimensional rather than cumulative and 
stable.   Furthermore, as previously ‘non-academic’ subjects, such as nursing, enter 
an expanded higher education, practitioner lecturers find themselves academics ‘by 
virtue of their location’ but lacking in status (Findlow, 2012, p. 121).  Recent studies 
demonstrate how academic identity is constructed by negotiating, both accepting 
and resisting, forced identities in a milieu of reduced autonomy and professionalism 
(Collins et al., 2020; McCune, 2019).   Neoliberal discourses and practices, then, can 
be productive of complex identities for academic staff that go beyond the confines of 
disciplinary tribes with some questioning whether it is even possible to ‘maintain the 
notion of academic scholar’ (Hodgson and Watts, 2020, p. 115). 

Along with academic faculty, those traditionally employed on non-academic 
contracts have also grappled with questions of role and identity formation in a 
neoliberal higher education system.  Marketisation and a shift toward the student as 
customer creates tension for those professions intrinsically linked to meeting the 
needs of increasingly diverse student body.  For example, Ding (2019) calls to 
practitioners of English for Academic Purposes (EAP) to forge a more academic, 
agential identity in the face of the ‘commodification’ of EAP.  Similarly, Riddle (2020) 
identifies the tension between this insider view of EAP as a discipline and an outsider 
view which considers it low status and marginal.  This tension is shared by learning 
developers working within a widening participation agenda, a role that is often 
misunderstood within the academy (Stapleford, 2019) and variable in the 
professional status afforded to it across institutions (Johnson, 2018).   Furthermore, 
an increased number of specialised business support professionals compete for equal 
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legitimacy with academic colleagues, bringing with them values and practices unique 
to their professional backgrounds (Lewis, 2014).   

A common thread throughout the literature considering the identity of non-academic 
professional groups is reference to a ‘them and us’ relationship to academics, or at 
least a sense that academics occupy a privileged position.  This binary has been 
challenged in recent years, not least by Whitchurch’s work on ‘third space’ 
professionals, providing a potentially useful framework for considering the role of 
SSSTs operating on the periphery of professional and academic activity. 

Blurred Boundaries and Third Space Professionals  
Celia Whitchurch’s (2008; 2009; 2017; 2018; Whitchurch and Law, 2010) work over 
the last decade or more has been in direct response to what she describes as a binary 
division in the literature between academic and non-academic, or ‘professional’, 
staff.   According to the author, categories are no longer clear-cut since there has 
been a convergence of academic and professional spheres around the facilitation of a 
more diverse student body, driven in part by government agendas.  This blurring of 
boundaries has given rise to a ‘third space’ between academic and professional 
domains.  New roles operate in areas such as learning development, community and 
business partnership, online learning, knowledge exchange and institutional 
research.   The third space is a form in its own right, Whitchurch insists, creating new 
territories comprising academic and professional elements from which increasingly 
mixed identities emerge.   

Claiming to build on ideas of the fluidity and agentic construction of identity, 
Whitchurch (2008) identifies four professional identities in higher education: 
bounded; cross-boundary; unbounded; and blended.   Bounded professionals work 
within clear structural boundaries such as function or job description, reflecting an 
‘ideal’ form of professionalism with a pre-defined body of knowledge, adherence to 
professional codes and a professional body that acts as a gatekeeper (Whitchurch, 
2018).   Both cross-boundary and unbounded professionals extend their roles beyond 
their job description and are likely to ‘operate on the borders of academic space’ 
(Whitchurch, 2008, p. 383).  However, while the former still recognises boundaries, 
the latter disregards them in favour of focusing on projects across the university such 
as widening participation.   Finally, blended professionals are recruited to 
appointments which span both professional and academic domains.  These 
professionals, along with unbounded, are most likely to occupy an institutional third 
space, which they actively expand and develop (see figure 1).   

At the level of individual identity construction, Whitchurch (2010) identifies three 
processes emerging from the narratives of typical Third Space professionals: 
contestation, reconciliation and reconstruction.  During the first process, where 
academic norms and values are seen as the default (Ryttberg & Geschwind, 2020), 
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professionals see themselves as outsiders or have a sense of being the ‘other’, 
misunderstood by academic colleagues.  A process of reconciliation follows, where 
differences are negotiated, collaboration is possible and new forms of activity can 
occur.  Finally, through a process reconstruction, new identities can develop around a 
commitment to a common aim in a genuinely plural space. 

Whitchurch’s concept of the third space professional has found traction among those 
operating in professional and administrational arenas (Ryttberg and Geschwind, 
2020; Streitwieser and Ogden, 2016), as well as those involved on the periphery of 
academic activity in teaching or support roles (MacDonald, 2016; Stoltenkamp et al., 
2017).  The concept has not yet been applied to specialist study skills tutors who, like 
EAP and learning development practitioners, occupy tutoring roles outside of 
academic faculty.  What follows is a summary of the current study aimed at 
addressing how SSSTs interpret their role and professional identity within the 
university, and to what extent this can be explained using Whitchurch’s concept of 
the Third Space professional. 

 

Figure 1 A changing higher education workforce map adapted from Whitchurch 

(2008; 2019) 
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Research Design 
In line with Whitchurch’s (2008) own research, a qualitative approach to the study 
was adopted in order to explore the ways in which tutors articulated their roles and 
identities.  Data was collected from one case study institution in a large northern city 
in England with a strong widening participation agenda.   The post-92 university has 
around 25,000 registered students of whom approximately 12 percent have declared 
a disability.  University disability advice and support operates from within a student 
services directorate.   

Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with SSSTs in which I asked them 
about their role and professional identity.  The interview sample was selected from a 
population of twenty-four SSSTs at the institution, representing a mix of sexes, ages, 
contract types (both temporary/ variable hours and substantive) and previous 
employment, .i.e. those who had previously worked as qualified teachers and those 
who had not.  Interviews were conducted remotely via Microsoft Teams in line with 
social distancing and the current lockdown restrictions in England owing to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.   Although this method may come at a cost to the richness in 
data that may be gathered (Johnson et al., 2019), it provides a viable alternative to 
face-to-face interviews (Lo Iacono et al., 2016).   

The research was conducted in accordance with ethical guidelines provided by the 
British Educational Research Association (2011) and was granted ethical approval by 
Lancaster University. 

Analysis  
As a specialist study skills tutor myself, I operate as an insider researcher and must 

consider, therefore, the effect this status has on the collection and interpretation of 

data.  Whilst I am aware of the danger of projecting my own thoughts and 

experiences onto the analysis, there are benefits to insider research.  These benefits 

include a level of acceptance form the group that might lead to greater trust and 

openness from participants (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009).   I also felt a sense of 

responsibility to the interviewees to represent their accounts faithfully, which may 

contribute to the trustworthiness of the research.   

Prior to the data analysis phase, interview transcripts were shared with participants, 

who were given the opportunity to remove any data that they did not wish to be 

included in the analysis.   An inductive thematic analysis was undertaken following 

the reflexive approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006).  The following section 

presents an interpretative analysis of the data through the theoretical lens of the 

Third Space professional. 
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Discussion  

Beyond Boundaries  
Throughout the interviews it was clear that tutors were not relying solely on the 
particulars of their job description to explain the role, or if they did, it was as a 
starting point and not the only thing that defined them professionally.   Commonly, 
tutors spoke in technical terms of supporting students in developing academic skills, 
but very rapidly moved on to discuss their roles more agentically.   Some of the tutors 
spoke of the role as ‘blurred’, ‘confusing’ or ‘hard to describe’.   This was particularly 
the case where tutors were new to the role or to the institution and were faced with 
contradictions when undertaking the role in that context: 

I’m just trying to work it out myself, but in terms of the role being defined by 
that title, I don’t think people really know what it is. 

In the construction of their current role, some tutors brought with them previously 
developed professional identities.   One tutor who had been a teacher in schools and 
colleges very much identified as having a teacher identity, despite the nomenclature 
adopted by her employing institution:  

I feel as if I’m teaching so people can call me whatever they like really, put me 
in whatever boxes they like. 

This was not the case for other former teachers in the sample.  Nonetheless, all but 
one of the tutors showed evidence of actively interpreting their role and expanding it 
beyond the fixed nature of their job description, reflecting characteristics of a cross-
boundary or unbounded approach (Whitchurch, 2008).  Within these various 
interpretations, however, themes emerged in the accounts of tutors that reflect a set 
of commonly held values and practices.   

Despite not being employed on academic contracts, all but one of the tutors either 
considered their role to be inherently academic or as comprising academic aspects.  
Many of the tutors equated an academic role with that of teaching in the university, 
reflecting what Findlow (2012, p. 118) characterises as a conceptual shift from 
‘academic’ with an emphasis on research to ‘learning’ as the ‘core business’ of higher 
education.   It appeared self-evident to many in this context, therefore, that they 
should be considered academic rather than not.   One tutor felt her ‘plethora of 
qualifications’ along with continuing professional development necessary for the role 
were evidence enough of her academic status, regardless of the structures and 
boundaries in which she operated.   Two of the tutors more fundamentally 
questioned the meaning of ‘academic’ in the context of a post-92 university, where 
subject lecturers in ‘new’ disciplines might not have a doctorate or significant 
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research output.  One tutor with a doctorate themselves, identified a blurring of 
traditional boundaries between staff on academic and non-academic contracts: 

It’s a false distinction in some ways… I guess our profiles are not much 
different from the academics who are officially academics. 

Overall, the tutors placed greater emphasis on their own understanding of both the 
role and what it means to be ‘academic’ rather than the nature of the contract 
imposed by the institution.   For some, this agentic construction of an academic 
identity was in direct response to a perceived lack of any meaningful definition of the 
role provided by the institution.   In this sense, they actively interpreted their role 
and demonstrated a willingness to move across organisational boundaries where 
they operate on the borders of academic space (Whitchurch, 2008). 

Most of the tutors identified as being specialists in supporting students with learning 
differences develop study skills, and saw their role as providing or contributing this 
specialist knowledge alongside the subject knowledge of faculty.  As one tutor put it, 
‘They’re putting in the content, we’re putting in the how to’.   The mandatory 
qualification was cited as a defining feature of the role and an important tool in 
claiming legitimacy as specialists in the academy; however, the qualification was seen 
as only one source of professional knowledge among many.   Moreover, the actual 
content of the course leading to qualification was often regarded as lacking in 
relevance to the practice of the role in HE, leading some to undertake a large amount 
of ‘on the job’ learning and independent research.   

They’re quite specific about the sort of qualification you’re expected to have 
but I feel actually I had to work a lot of things out for myself … the knowledge 
is not necessarily what you’re going to get on the course. 

Many of the tutors emphasised the importance of practice experience as well as 
other sources of knowledge in developing a specialism, including drawing on one’s 
own experience of academic study when supporting students.   This reflects a move 
toward a contemporary practice of professionalism which creates its own knowledge 
base and away from the more classic or ‘ideal’ forms with a pre-defined or clearly 
documented body of knowledge (Whitchurch, 2018).   

Beyond providing opportunities for professional development, professional bodies 
were not a focus across most the accounts, indicating that their role in informing the 
professional identity of the tutors was minimal in the sample.   For a notable few, 
however, the role of professional bodies in providing both opportunities for 
continuing professional development and quality assurance was not seen as entirely 
unproblematic.   Although the status-raising role of professional bodies (MacDonald, 
2016) was considered a ‘good move’ by the longest serving tutor in the sample, 
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others questioned the organisations’ abilities to ensure high standards of practice 
among tutors. 

The content of that CPD, accredited or not, seems to vary quite a lot… you 
have a whole spectrum of people doing the same role.   

I think what we do, our standards aren’t high enough...The people in charge of 
our professional bodies have a very slender grip on the theory that’s out there 
that could inform what we’re trying to do. 

The tutors were aspirational when it came to standards of practice and all displayed a 
commitment to continually developing their own skills and pursuing their own 
research interests in relation to the role.   It was also identified by some, however, 
that the ineffectiveness of formal quality assurance processes and ‘extremely 
simplistic ideas about quality’ meant that standards of practice of SSSTs across the 
sector were not uniformly high.   

Rather than feeling accountable to external processes undertaken by ‘unqualified’ 
people with no experience of education, tutors instead demonstrated a strong sense 
of being accountable to students, whom they regarded highly:  

... the only thing that really matters is what the students think and that you 
know you’ve done a good a job as you can. 

All the tutors demonstrated a commitment to a social model of disability, seeing the 
support they provide as ‘levelling the playing field’ and helping to reduce barriers 
faced by students to achieving their full academic potential.  Various terms were 
used to describe the role in relation to students, such as ‘enabler’, ‘facilitator’, 
‘coach’, ‘advocate’ and ‘listener’, which all emphasised a non-hierarchical 
relationship.   A sense of pride was articulated in relation to seeing students develop 
confidence over time and succeed in an academic arena.  For some of the more 
experienced tutors, there was a recognition that students needs and expectations 
were changing over time, in line with developments in higher education more widely.  
For example, students now were more likely to be focused on passing assignments 
and using the support offered in tutorials strategically rather than developmentally.  
Changes in students and constant evolution were, however, generally regarded as a 
positive feature of the role in keeping it fresh and challenging year after year.   

A commitment to individual student outcomes as a source of professionalism was 
present in all the tutors’ accounts.  Many went beyond a focus on empowering 
individuals, however, to viewing the role in terms the wider educational agendas of 
social justice, inclusion and widening participation.  For most of the former teachers 
in the sample, although they did not view their roles as directly relating to their 
previous experience in mainstream schools, they were able to draw parallels 
between the two sectors in the area of inclusive practice.  Specialist knowledge was 
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seen as something with which to support all students, particularly those from non-
traditional backgrounds, and not just individuals with a diagnostic label attached: 

We should be getting away from this thing of you are only there for that 
person. 

For these tutors, their understanding of the role was ideally one of contributing to 
the development of inclusive pedagogies on academic courses.  Their specialist 
knowledge of multi-sensory approaches to learning represented ‘just good practice’ 
that could benefit all learners. 

Overall, the tutors who demonstrated the least bounded approach to their role 
displayed the widest commitment to inclusion and participation beyond supporting 
individual students with a label of dyslexia.  For these tutors, in a perfect world 
where no systemic disadvantage was present, the role simply would not exist.  On 
the more bounded end of the spectrum, tutors appeared content with their role as 
supporting dyslexic individuals, though they recognised a blurring of boundaries 
when working in an institution with a strong commitment to widening participation 
(Fraser, 2012).  Despite these differences in framing the role, all tutors considered 
the current one to one model of support as necessary in the current context and 
possibly even in the most inclusive of environments for some students.   

All tutors in the sample could be seen in some ways as moving beyond the 
boundaries of their role, particularly in the way they described themselves as 
academic despite not being employed on an academic contract.  They are, therefore, 
more likely to operate in third space (Whitchurch, 2008).  The tutors who displayed 
the most commitment to wider projects beyond individual support with specific 
students, however, were also most likely to display dispositions of third space 
professionals.  These tutors brought higher academic credentials and experience 
obtained in other sectors of education to bear to the role, showing a strong 
ideological commitment and desire to make a difference in the university and higher 
education in general (Whitchurch & Law, 2010).   

 

Permanent Contestation  
The presence of identity dispositions making tutors more likely to operate 
successfully in third space also led to a great deal of frustration when ‘challenged by 
tensions from formal structures and boundaries’ (Whitchurch, 2009, p. 417).  
Common to all accounts was a feeling that the role was at best misunderstood and at 
worst regarded as low status in the university and the wider sector.  For many, this 
was accompanied by feelings of marginalisation from university activity and isolation 
from academic colleagues. 
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Tutors expressed feelings of being misunderstood by both non-academic and 
academic colleagues alike.  One tutor recalled attending a professional development 
session provided by the agency she was working for at the time.  She was surprised 
that the session was presented by a human resources professional and that the role 
was presented simply as a checklist: 

…they feel that this is a role that can simply be discussed and described in a 
whole series of bullet points about things that you do and don’t do with no 
actual knowledge of any of those areas.   

This sentiment was shared by all of the tutors, who expressed frustration at the ‘real 
lack of understanding’ and ‘lack of knowledge’ among administrational staff and 
managers about the support they provide to students and the level of complexity 
that involves.  This misunderstanding at an administrational level led to practical 
challenges when decisions were made affecting the day-to-day enactment of the 
role.  Issues with having access to appropriate rooms to conduct one to one sessions 
with students were raised by several of the tutors as being symptomatic of a lack of 
value placed on the work of SSSTs in the university.   For one tutor, being made to 
work in communal rooms represented a direct challenge to her professionalism, 
whereas for another it led her to question her own sense of value: 

…crossing every professional boundary that you have a room with several 
students in each and a session with us is completely and utterly confidential. 

I think that does impact on your sense of self…It’s because it represents I 
suppose a different level of how you see yourself and how the university sees 
you.   

Although there was some recognition that managers had recently ‘worked quite hard 
to make it work’, tutors were facing challenges presented by operating within the 
inherited ‘rules and resources’ of a professional rather than academic domain 
(Whitchurch & Law, 2010).  As previously discussed, the role was interpreted by the 
majority as being academic in nature and therefore more suited to operating within 
the rules and resources of an academic space.  Frustrations occurred, then, when 
tutors felt isolated from academic colleagues and perceived they were afforded a 
lower status within existing structures and boundaries. 

The longest serving tutor recognised that the role had changed over the last twenty 
years, so that it is no longer considered academic where it once was.  This loss of 
academic status was equated with a loss of professional autonomy within the sector: 

I was teaching until ’86 and [had] loads of freedom. Now it’s all curriculum 
based. Similarly with study skills tutors in those days, absolutely complete 
freedom. 



137 
 

The same tutor also recognised that rapidly increasing student numbers meant that 
changes to previous support models were inevitable but had come at a price to the 
profession.  The commodification of disability support through the use of DSA as an 
income stream had for many of the tutors led to a precarity in the role.  This then had 
a direct impact on the quality of support offered to students and to their own sense 
of professional self-worth: 

I see [shift to outsourcing] having a very negative impact on both the 
professionalism of the job in terms of career structure and how those tutors 
see themselves.   

It [temporary, variable hours contract] makes you feel a little bit inferior.   

Although many tutors were able to reclaim agency by seeing positives in a more 
flexible approach to work, there appeared to be what Ding (2019) calls a 
‘professional disarticulation’, a separation of an idea of professional identity and 
actual practice.  Here the structural forces shaping identity include neoliberalism and 
the commodification of DSA-funded support.  This occurs in much the same way as 
EAP has been pushed to the margins of universities as a ‘profitable support service’ 
rather than being seen as an academic discipline in its own right (Ding, 2019).   
Frustration appeared where tutors felt they had been pushed to the margins and 
could not operate in the way that would fully realise the potential of the role in 
supporting inclusive practices. 

The tutors felt that their low relative status in the structure in which they operate did 
not match the role as constructed by their experience.  The boundaries put in place 
by the university which prevented the tutors in fully realising their own academic 
identity were reflected in differences in contracts and pension schemes, so that as 
one tutor put it, ‘everything just shows you're different’.  The nomenclature of 
‘support’ inferred an adjunct role, rather than having equal status with academics.   
This did not reflect tutors’ own understanding of the role as being central in 
importance to the students’ academic development and ultimate success on their 
chosen course of study.  One tutor drew parallels between the treatment of tutors as 
‘below’ or separate from academics in the institutional hierarchy and the general 
treatment of disabled students in higher education: 

…it creates an ‘otherness’ to the student’s disability, and I think the students 
possibly might feel like that as well. 

Overall, the tutors expressed immense frustration at being separated from academic 
colleagues.  They were bounded by structures imposed by the institution and unable 
to move beyond or across them in a way that fitted with their interpretation of the 
role.  There were differences, however, in the accounts of tutors depending on 
previous experience.  For one tutor who had previously worked on a freelance basis 
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for a number of agencies, merely being employed directly by a university made her 
feel ‘a bit more than just a cog in the machine’.  The same tutor, however, still felt 
‘very much like an island’ even though she regarded herself as a member of academic 
staff.   For others who had experienced far greater collaboration with academic 
colleagues in previous contexts, the current iteration of the role was more strongly 
contested.   Increasing isolation from the disciplines was viewed as extremely 
problematic where tutors had a commitment to contributing to the wider 
institutional project of developing inclusive practices: 

There’s a misconception about the level of knowledge dyslexia specialists have 
and how they can actually help [academic] departments work better.   

We are supposedly the experts on students with barriers and yet we don’t 
have access to academic staff. 

Many tutors used words such as ‘isolated’, ‘bubble’ and ‘remote’ when describing 
their current situation, but expressed a desire to be more connected to academic 
staff and saw themselves as part of the wider ‘teaching community’.   Despite this 
desire for greater collaboration and connection, there was also a recognition that the 
current institutional context did not allow for such unbounded activity and as such 
there had been a ‘virtual total separation of us from academic staff’.   In order to 
mitigate some of the frustration this separation caused, some tutors also emphasised 
the positive aspects of being ‘semi-detached’, such as autonomy and an avoidance of 
work-place politics.   

According to Whitchurch and Law (2010), professionals operating in third space 
construct their identity through processes of contestation, reconciliation and 
reconstruction.  From the accounts of the tutors here, it could be suggested that 
SSSTs are involved in a process of contestation but with no possibility of 
reconciliation or reconstruction in third space.  Without access to academic 
colleagues for collaboration, the opportunity for operating in third space is 
foreclosed.  Tutors are left feeling disarticulated from an ideal professional identity as 
a specialist among equals to the bounded reality as an adjunct support worker, siloed 
within an institution which misunderstands the inherently academic nature of the 
role. 

 

Conclusion  
This study set out to determine whether the ways in which specialist study skills 
tutors interpret their role and professional identity could be explained using 
Whitchurch’s concept of the Third Space professional.   Analysis has shown that 
tutors in the sample view the role as open to interpretation and as not fully defined 
or easily understood by reference to the job description alone.   According to 
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Whitchurch’s (2008) categories of professional identity, these tutors displayed both 
bounded and unbounded characteristics.  All the tutors saw themselves as located in 
academic space, to the right of the workforce map (figure 1), rather than the 
professional space designated by their contract type and institutional location.  Two 
of the tutors were more bounded in their approach to the role, in that they located 
themselves within the structures of their job description and were concerned with 
maintaining a model of individualised one-to-one support.  The majority of tutors in 
the sample, however, displayed a cross-boundary or unbounded approach in that 
they articulated a professional identity contingent upon extending the role beyond its 
current boundaries.  For these tutors, the role as they see it operates within or on the 
perimeter of academic.   They were concerned with capacity building and 
institutional development in the area of inclusive pedagogies and practices, with a 
strong desire to work in partnership with academic colleagues for the benefit of all 
students. 

Despite tutors displaying cross-boundary and unbounded characteristics, the SSSTs in 
this context cannot be considered fully as operating in third space as there is 
currently no opportunity for collaboration.   They remain on the perimeter of 
academic or professional activity, unable to converge in third space with other 
academic and professional services, possibly owing in part to the current funding 
model.  This inability to fully operate in third space has led to a sense of professional 
disarticulation for some tutors. 

Limitations 
The current study is small and limited to one post-92 institution with a particular 
focus on widening participation.   The findings may not, therefore, be transferable to 
tutors working within institutions of a different character, such as research intensive 
universities or those with a strong focus on a specific discipline.  The study is also 
limited to one type of institutional workforce map, with specialist study skills tutors 
situated on the perimeter of professional services rather than academic activity.  It 
would, therefore, be appropriate to characterise this study as exploratory with 
conclusions being tentative and laying the foundation for further research.  

 

Implications for Further Research 
This study has indicated that Specialist Study Skills Tutors currently offering one-to-
one support to dyslexic students have the potential to contribute to university-wide 
initiatives by operating in third space.   This finding might, therefore, form the 
foundation of a much wider study into the role of SSSTs in developing inclusive 
practices, which could begin by undertaking a larger-scale survey of tutors in a variety 
of institutions.  This would seek to establish whether or not tutors across the sector 
can be characterised as Third Space professionals.   
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The current study also indicated that while tutors might display characteristics of 
Third Space professionals, they are not currently facilitated in their institutions to 
collaborate in third space with academic and professional colleagues.  They 
subsequently do not have the opportunity to influence the development of inclusive 
practices.  Moreover, it has indicated that the effects of current DSA funding model, 
including outsourcing and casualisation of the workforce, have contributed to a 
process of isolating tutors within the academy.  This has resulted in reduced 
opportunities to influence wider institutional pedagogy and practice.   A further aim 
of a wider study could, therefore, be to determine what barriers and facilitators to 
collaboration in third space exist within institutions, including the effects of the DSA 
funding model.  It is hoped that findings might ultimately highlight areas for potential 
professional growth (reconciliation) in third space as a way of advancing an agenda of 
inclusive practice and shift toward a social model of disability. 
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Abstract 
This paper discusses the contribution of specialist mentoring with autistic students 
(Autism Spectrum Condition, ASC). Recent studies have demonstrated that autistic 
students face significant challenges that negatively impact upon their academic 
development.  Although research is beginning to understand the difficulties that 
disabled students face, the present available support for autistic students does not 
appear adequate.  For this reason, the Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) has funded 
specialist mentoring programmes to support students on the autistic spectrum to 
meet their academic potential.  This review demonstrates that specialist mentoring 
appears to be effective for autistic students as their academic performance 
significantly improved through mentoring.  Mentoring has been also shown to 
improve students’ wellbeing making them feel more integrated within the university 
community.  The efficacy of specialist mentoring was also exemplified through a 
presentation of a single case study of an autistic student who receives specialist 
mentoring support.  

Key Words:  
Disability, Autism, Higher Education, Mentoring, DSA,  

 

Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to present the contribution of specialist mentoring to 
university autistic students. In recent decades, the proportion of students living with 
a declared disability has been considerably increased (HESA, 2021; Hastwell et al., 
2012; Bebko et al., 2011). Research suggests that the prevalence of autistic students 
is approximately 1% (White et al., 2011).  However, it appears that autism, could 
impair academic improvement (Giust & Riestra, 2017).  Indeed, students on the 
autistic spectrum may face significant educational, as well as social challenges (Hart 
et al., 2006; Lukas & James, 2018).  

Despite the increase in enrolment, disabled students in the UK are less likely to 
graduate (Newman et al. 2011) and, even if they do, they are less likely to achieve a 
first or upper second-class honours degree when compared to non-disabled students 
(Higher Education Statistics Agency, [HESA] 2016).  Statistically, only a small minority 
of autistic students successfully completes their education (Levy & Perry, 2011; 
Gurbuz et al., 2019).  Furthermore, autistic students are less likely to be employed six 
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months after they graduate from university (Association of Graduate Careers 
Advisory Services, 2014).  

According to the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (2014) autistic 
student, were almost four times more likely to be unemployed compared to their 
non-disabled peers in 2014.  More specifically, autistic students entering tertiary 
education face difficulties coping with the lack of structure, as well as to engage in 
university related work (Siew et al., 2017).  As a result of this, those students often 
experience feelings of isolation; a risk factor related to significant mental health 
difficulties, such as anxiety and depression (Gelbar et al. 2014).  Considering these 
indicators it seems that autistic students struggle to reach their academic potential, 
as these difficulties significantly impact their ability to cope with various academic 
demands and commitments.    

Collectively, these findings may also suggest that the current available support for 
autistic students in university settings is not inadequate enough (Cai & Richdale, 
2016).  This hypothesis has also been confirmed by contemporary research; Cai & 
Richdale (2016) carried out focus groups to assess the experience and the support 
needs of autistic students.  The study results indicated that autistic students receive 
inadequate support in post-secondary settings.  Further studies have also 
demonstrated that autistic students do not receive appropriate support at 
postsecondary level (McKeon et al. 2013; Van Hees et al. 2015; Elias & White, 2018).  
Moreover, the `in classroom` support is now funded by the institutions rather than 
the previous arrangement funded via Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA), which is 
increasingly affected by funding cuts. The lack of funding considerably affects the 
support that autistic students receive.  It seems, therefore, that the traditional work 
of a tutor or teacher in the classroom may not be sufficient and helpful enough for 
students presenting with autism.  

 Although research is beginning to understand the difficulties that autistic students 
face, less is known about how to effectively support these individuals (Bolourian et 
al., 2018).  It is crucial, therefore, to examine as well as to understand the 
effectiveness of specialised support programs that are tailored to meet autistic 
students’ needs (Beardon et al., 2007; Giust & Valle-Riestra, 2017).  Considering the 
significance of this, via the UK Government Department, Student Finance England 
provides Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) that covers the costs of specialist 
support to students who are eligible. The DSA funded specialist mentoring support is 
delivered away from the classroom setting, not when a lecture/class taking place. 
This specialist support is designed to help autistic students develop self-esteem, and 
most importantly to improve their academic skills (Curtin et al., 2016). 

This paper will examine the contribution of a particular type of specialist support, 
namely specialist mentoring.  Although mentoring is widely regarded as an effective 
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method of specialist support (Huskins et al., 2011), less is known about how this 
approach works.  Further, there is a dearth of empirical literature with regards to the 
content of mentoring sessions. This, as Lukas and James (2018) postulated has 
“potential implications for the extent to which specialist mentoring support would be 
funded via the DSA facility and the way in which universities should provide this 
support” (p. 694).  Considering the aforementioned, this review aims to present the 
work of specialist mentors and argue why this is important.  To demonstrate the 
efficacy of specialised mentoring a single case study will also be presented.  

 

What is specialist mentoring? 

The roots of mentoring are traced back to antiquity. The first use of the term 
“mentor” is found in Greek mythology where goddess Athena disguised herself as a 
“Mentor” to look after Odysseus’ son (Akinla et al., 2018).  Modern mentoring, 
however, was developed in the USA in the 1970’s (Frei et al. 2010).  Since 1990, 
mentoring programs have become widespread as they have been proven highly 
effective in a variety of settings (Ssemata et al. 2017).  

Despite its long history, the aim and the scope of mentoring has not changed much 
since antiquity.  Mentoring is defined as “formalised process whereby a more 
knowledgeable and experienced person actuates a supportive role of overseeing and 
encouraging reflection and learning within a less experienced and knowledgeable 
person, so as to facilitate that persons’ career and personal development” (Roberts, 
2010, p.162).  Mentoring reflects an insightful, protective as well as supportive 
process in which the mentor’s wisdom is transferred to the mentee creating 
opportunities for development and learning (Garmel, 2004); Feldman, 2012).  

Peer to peer mentoring has more recently flourished within educational settings 
(Bene et al., 2014). The core underlying peer mentoring, however, is the dyadic 
relationship between the mentor and the mentee (Huskins et al., 2011).  In contrast 
to the traditional tutor-tutee or teacher-student relationship, the relationship 
between the mentor and the mentee is a dynamic one (Freid et al., 2010).  That 
means that both parties are actively participating in the mentoring process.  Thus, 
mentoring is a relational process that evolves over time.  

Nevertheless, it is important to comprehend the function and the efficacy of mentor-
mentee relationship. This dyadic relationship has a twofold function; first, a “career 
function”, helping the mentee to reach their academic potential and second, a 
“psychosocial function” (Huskins et al., 2011).  Other researchers suggest that “role 
modelling” might be a third function (Akinla et al, 2018).  Regarding the first function, 
research has shown that academic performance has significantly been improved 
through mentoring (Asgari & Carter, 2016).  Psychosocially, peer mentoring has been 
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shown to improve students’ wellbeing making them feel more integrated within the 
university community (Collings et al., 2014; Wilcox et al., 2006). 

Mentoring programs have also been shown to be very efficient for several “at risk” 
student groups, including autistic students (Siew et al. 2017).  This is what the term 
“Specialist Mentoring” refers to.  A specialist mentor is a professional who provides 
highly specialist, specifically tailored, one to one support which helps students 
address the barriers to learning created by a particular disability.  The support could 
address a range of issues, for example, coping with anxiety and stress situations, how 
to deal with concentration difficulties, time management, prioritising workload and 
creating a suitable work-life balance. 

In the UK, DSA maintain a strict criterion for mentors delivering their band 4, 
specialist mentoring support to ensure that mentors are of a set standard and will 
have an array of experience related to either mental health, autism, and other 
disabilities. For example, for the mental health mentoring a list of 15 professional 
memberships is outlined, with a requirement for the mentor to have at least one, the 
most popular of which, (but not limited to) are a chartered membership of the British 
Psychological Society (MBPsS), being part of the General Medical Council (GMC) or 
Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC), or a British Association of Counselling 
and Psychotherapy (BACP) membership.  For the mentoring of autistic students 
extensive training in Autism is required.  Specialist mentoring support services are 
monitored and audit assessed for content and compliance with the `Quality 
Assurance Framework (QAF) ` governed by Department of Education (DfE). 

Although the literature that examines the efficacy of specialist mentoring provision in 
these individuals remains mostly theoretical (Kasari et al., 2014; Giust & Riestra, 
2017;), there is a growing body of research that demonstrates their efficacy in this 
population (Loots, 2009; Chapman, 2013; Ames et al., 2015; Siew et al., 2017; Lukas 
& James, 2018;).  To understand the contribution of “specialist” mentoring to 
disabled students, we will need to understand the needs and the clinical 
characteristics of autistic students for clarity, these conditions are briefly outlined 
herein.  

 

Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC) 
The Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC) is a complex neurodevelopmental condition 
characterised by anxiety in social interaction and repetitive and stereotyped patterns 
of behaviours (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  Clinically, autistic individuals 
experience sensory sensitivities and difficulties with change (Pan, 2008; Lambet al., 
2016).  Comorbid emotional difficulties usually include anxiety related conditions 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  By the same token, about 50% of 
individuals diagnosed with ASC present at least average cognitive abilities and verbal 
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communication skills; abilities that make them capable of entering tertiary education 
(Bolourian et al., 2018).  

 It is estimated that the prevalence of ASC in the general population is approximately 
1% (Brugha et al., 2011).  In the US, 0.7 to 1.9% of university students present autistic 
traits (White et al., 2011), whereas in the UK there are more than 14.000 autistic 
students within higher education (HESA, 2021).  Although, the proportion of autistic 
students enrolling in higher education is relatively large, these students face 
significant challenges having difficulties in coping with the demands of higher 
education (Levy & Perry, 2011; Milton, 2012, 2014).  

Much literature written for the preparation and support of students on the autistic 
spectrum stems from a purely medical perspective (Sims et al., 2016).  The clinical 
approach, however, fails to consider wider definitions of autism (Milton, 2014). 
Several social model scholars objected to the ‘medicalisation’ of autism by psychiatry, 
and subsequently criticised it due to the overemphasis on behaviour without 
significant regards to social context of the individual (e.g., Milton, 2012; Sims et al. 
2016).  The social model approach makes an important separation between 
impairment (i.e., physical, or mental difficulties that may limit some activities) and 
disability, which is conceptualised as a form of social oppression.  Furthermore, the 
social model explores how disability is socially constructed. With regards to autism, 
for instance, the social model approach encourages us to think whether and how our 
society may disable people who have autistic traits which are considered as 
‘abnormal’. 

Cai and Richdale (2016) have pointed out some of the difficulties that autistic 
students face within tertiary education. The authors postulated that autistic students 
find crowded classrooms challenging and as a result of this they are unable to 
concentrate. The difficulties they experienced with navigating social life limit their 
ability to participate in group discussions or class presentations (Gobbo & Shmulsky 
2014).  Further, they struggle to understand the university hierarchy, specifically 
between teaching and support staff.  University’s unpredictable routines (e.g. staff 
and/or room changes) can trigger their anxiety as well (Cai & Richdale, 2016; Pinder-
Amaker, 2014).  Socially, the above-mentioned difficulties can impact student’s 
broader university life, and particularly their capacity to develop friendships 
(Mazurek, 2014).    

 

What makes specialist mentoring effective? 
As aforementioned, specialist mentoring was developed to meet the intensive needs 
of disabled students.  Nevertheless, the literature around the efficacy of specialist 
mentoring for this group of students remains scarce and largely theoretical (Curtin et 
al., 2016).  Moreover, specialist mentoring interventions for students on the autistic 
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spectrum are rare and they lack good quality evaluations (Gelbar et al., 2014). 
Contemporary research, however, has started to question whether, to what extent 
and how specifically specialist mentors support autistic students (Ames et al., 2015; 
Chapman, 2013; Loots, 2009; Lukas & James, 2018; Siew et al., 2017).  Let us now 
examine these studies and identify the factors that make specialist mentoring 
effective.  

Powers et al (1995) first found that disabled youths, some of them autistic, who took 
part in a mentoring program reported higher levels of confidence and self-efficacy.  A 
couple of decades later, Gelbar et al. (2014) published a systematic review of articles 
describing the available support schemes specifically designed for students on the 
autistic spectrum.  The authors found only two experimental studies, which did not, 
however, evaluate a mentoring scheme.  In 2015, Ames and colleagues (2015) 
conducted an evaluation study of the Autism Mentorship Program at York University.  
They found that autistic students who were involved in the program improved their 
social skills, and they appeared less concerned about their mental health. The vast 
majority of the students reported high rates of satisfaction as the program helped 
them to achieve their goals.  

Several researchers followed up Ames et al (2015) evaluation study to examine 
mentors’ and mentees’ experiences of a specialist mentoring program (Curtin et al., 
2016; Sims et al., 2016; Roberts & Birmingham, 2017; Lukas & James, 2018; Siew et 
al., 2017; Milton et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2017).  Drawing on the social model 
approach, Sims et al. (2016) investigated the Research Autism Mentoring Project with 
the aim to develop a student informed and evidence based mentoring program for 
adults with autism. The authors concluded that the feedback from autistic students 
was overall incredibly positive as the students found the mentoring programme 
highly effective (Sims et al., 2016).  

More recently, Milton et al. (2017) conducted the Research Autism Cygnet Mentoring 
Project, which was a two-year pilot project designed to evaluate a mentoring 
intervention.  What was uniquely innovative in this intervention, was the active 
involvement of autistic students. The qualitative findings suggested that the 
involvement of autistic people throughout the project in both the research team and 
advisory group was greatly beneficial.  Amongst the factors that made this mentoring 
intervention particularly effective was the person-centred approach, the importance 
of matching mentors with mentees and the ability to be flexible, clear boundaries 
and proper supervision, as well as the reliability of mentors (Milton et al., 2017).  In 
line with these findings, Lukas and James’ (2018) study found that autistic students 
received sufficient social, emotional and academic support through mentoring. 
Personal relationship and empowerment appear also to be crucial components of the 
mentor-mentee relationship (Rajuan et al., 2011).  
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Apropos of the tailored partnership, research shows that the mentors-mentee 
relationship is a key factor that contributes to the effectiveness of mentoring 
(Huskins et al., 2011; Roberts & Birmingham, 2017; Lukas & James, 2018).  This is 
plausible if we consider that mentoring evolves within the context of a dynamic 
relationship.  The word “dynamic” being used here rather psychoanalytically, as the 
mentor’s personality can have an impact on mentees personality and, of course, vice 
versa. Part of the work of specialist mentors is to promote social integration and 
emotional well-being.  In order to achieve that, the support takes the form of 
guidance, not the form of direction.  It is about empowering the mentee and 
boosting his/her self-confidence to help them to be able to cope with academic 
challenges (Young & Perrewé, 2000; Curtin et al., 2016).  In another definition of 
“tailored partnership” mentors act as “bridges helping students to find ways to tailor 
the university environment for their needs and to learn strategies to work well within 
it” (Lukas & James, 2018, p. 704). 

The “bridge” metaphor illustrates the significance of the good relationship between 
the two parties. The importance of mentor-mentee relationship is empirically 
supported by the Roberts and Birmingham (2017) study.  By exploring the 
experiences of mentors and mentees they developed a conceptual framework, 
namely the “mentee-centred approach”, that is comprised of five main themes: The 
Natural Progression of the Relationship; The Supportive Mentor; The Meeting 
Process; Identifying and Implementing Goals; and Learning Together (Roberts and 
Birmingham, 2017).  

With regard to the natural progression of the relationship, mentors and mentees felt 
that their relationship became more effective when they were more “open” with 
each other (Roberts and Birmingham, 2017; Siew et al., 2017).   An open relationship 
is based on expressive communication and active participation (Roberts and 
Birmingham, 2017; Young and Perrewé, 2000).  Enjoying time together and getting to 
know each other is another pivotal component that contributes to the progression of 
the relationship between the two parties.  The progression of the relationship is 
based on the mentor’s capacity to oscillate between “being on the right level” and 
setting and maintaining boundaries (Roberts & Birmingham, 2017).  In other words, 
the mentor must make the mentee feel comfortable enough to disclose their ideas, 
however, this must be accompanied by a degree of professionalism.   

By the same token, the mentor must follow a friendly approach to facilitate mentees’ 
personal, social and educational wellbeing (Curtin et al., 2016; Roberts & 
Birmingham, 2017; Lucas & James, 2018).  Within this approach, it is easier for both 
parties to identify future goals, tailored to the specific needs of the mentee (Nora & 
Crisp, 2007).  The ultimate outcome of the mentee-centred approach is that both the 
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mentor and the mentee are learning together; thus, it is a relationship that has 
mutual benefits.  

Acknowledging the significance of the dynamic mentor-mentee relationship, Giust 
and Valle-Riestra (2017) examined the skills and activities mentors use in their 
sessions with disabled students, which were organised under three themes: 
inclusion, self-determination, and adaptive behaviours.  With regards to the inclusion 
category, data analysis indicated that spending time with the mentees in activities on 
and off campus helped the mentors to create rapport with students and made the 
relationship more authentic (Giust & Valle-Riestra, 2017).  

In the aforementioned study, mentors reported various ways to help their mentees 
to achieve self-determination including speaking to professors, travel training and 
establishing an ongoing dialogue with their parents (Giust & Valle-Riestra, 2017). 
Amongst the most important of them, however, is the establishment of the Individual 
Learners Plan (ILP).  The ILP is a useful technique for allowing the student to monitor 
their own progress, as well as to constantly evaluate their performance in relation to 
the prior set targets.  An ILP should be completed at the start of each new term with 
the student, and the student is encouraged to provide feedback and engage with the 
discussions around the ILP content. 

In ILPs targets are set and measured throughout the term, with a full evaluation done 
at the end of the term or a final mentoring session if otherwise.  These targets are 
specifically tailored towards the student’s needs and should be built around the 
information provided in the students’ needs assessor’s report, specifically detailing 
the areas where the student struggles due to their diagnosed condition.  Constant 
reference to these in sessions is important, as it allows the student to keep in mind 
what targets were initially set, and how they can ensure consistent progression is 
maintained.  Interaction between the mentor and mentee which incorporates 
student feedback assists with the progression process. 

Within the adaptive behaviour skills category, Giust and Valle-Riestra (2017) 
identified five subcategories, namely career development, social and communication 
skills, physical development/health and wellness, and academic skills.  Mentors 
indicated encouraging their mentees to speak about future career goals and 
promoted the development of new technological and academic skills.  By learning 
new skills, mentors prepared the students for the needs of future employability. 
Moreover, mentors actively encouraged their mentees to follow nutrition and 
exercise plans which were beneficial to their wellbeing (Giust & Valle-Riestra, 2017). 

This encouragement and the mentee’s active participation in the mentoring process 
promotes their independence as it ‘enables’ them rather than ‘disables’ them.  This 
cannot be carried out by academic staff or peer mentors within a particular 
department for several reasons.  First, the dynamics in the classroom are 



154 
 

considerably different.  As aforementioned, research has shown that disabled 
students mostly benefit by one-to-one support as it is difficult to cope within large 
classes.  Further, working in large groups does not always promote independence as 
the students are prompted to rely and depend on the lecturer. 

There are, however, factors that could create significant difficulties in the mentoring 
process.  Mentor’s failure to build a rapport is one of the most important ones 
(Roberts & Birmingham, 2017).   Further, there are mentors who act in a strictly 
professional and distant way, and others have the tendency to be slightly more 
authoritarian (Roberts & Birmingham, 2017).  Specialist mentors should not act as 
advocates or counsellors as their role is to help students recognise barriers to 
learning and support them in developing strategies to address these barriers, 
particularly at times of transition, e.g., when starting at university or when planning 
to move on from it.  For some students, this support will need to be on-going, while 
for others it might be gradually phased out or only be required at certain points of 
their course.  The mentors should carefully evaluate the stages of the course where 
the student will require this support and agree a reducing level of support to enable 
independence where appropriate.  

Lack of skills and appropriate training for mentors can also be a hindrance (Jones & 
Goble, 2012; Hamilton et al., 2016; Bailey & Schoch, 2010).  Given the paucity of 
research examining mentors’ training and education, Hamilton et al. (2016) 
conducted an inductive study aiming to understand the impact of peer mentor 
training on seven student mentors working with autistic university students. The 
results from the semi-structured interviews indicated that the training provided to 
mentors was pivotal to effectively support autistic students.  

 

BM: A single case study 
So far, the efficacy of specialist mentoring and its contribution to autistic university 
students has been discussed.  Based on contemporary research an outline of aspects 
of the work of specialist mentors which are particularly beneficial to disabled 
students has been presented. To exemplify these ideas, here is an anonymous 
example of using a single case study of a student currently receiving specialist 
mentoring (to be named BM). The work with BM reflects three phases, namely, the 
containment, the psychosocial and the adaptive behaviour skills phase.  

BM is an 18-year-old woman who is currently studying medicine, where she is in her 
first year.  BM was eligible for Disabled Students' Allowances (DSAs) for a diagnosis of 
ASC. At the time of assessment, however, further medical conditions had been 
disclosed, such as anxiety and asthma.  BM described significant academic difficulties, 
associated with her condition, such as coping with noisy environments and crowded 
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places, sometimes understanding academic language, and note-taking under time-
pressure in lectures. 

She is also easily distracted, particularly by background/peripheral noise like the 
"tapping of a pen, I'll focus on that instead".  BM is also struggles to concentrate in 
crowded places (e.g. the library).  Fatigue increases as she tries to maintain her 
concentration levels, she stated: "I'm very motivated to learn but it [the 
concentration difficulty] can lead to fatigue".   Due to the lack of concentration she 
has to frequently reread the material she is studying as it is not easy to take it in.  
Moreover, BM reported significant difficulties with concentration in the classroom.  
As a result of this, she can easily miss information and her current strategy is to use 
peers' notes to reinforce her own or to take photographs of the board. 

Writing and editing academic work has been particularly difficult for BM. She has 
been struggling to apply herself to written assignments.  Whilst the quality and speed 
of her handwriting is adequate, her notes are not a useful tool for revision or 
assignment writing as they can be incomplete.   Further, interpreting, and structuring 
assignments has also been very challenging for BM.  She describes difficulties 
presenting and expressing ideas clearly in written form, she can express ideas clearer 
verbally.  As she struggles to articulate her ideas, she appears anxious because she 
feels that she is not critical enough in her essays. 

Although her initial assessment does not indicate that BM has a diagnosis of 
Generalised Anxiety Disorder, she describes herself as being extremely anxious and 
not being able to control her anxiety.  She spoke of heightened anxiety in social 
situations, especially in group discussions, as she has difficulties with more than one 
person speaking at a time, she said: "I don't normally hear much of what they [other 
people] are saying, that increases my anxiety”.    

BM also struggles to fall asleep and when she does, she sleeps for too many hours; 
sometimes more than 12.  She said that she has terrible nightmares, and she wakes 
up in the middle of the night with an overwhelming fear and anxiety.  These 
nightmares have an impact on her daily routine. BM wakes up very tired having 
difficulties to motivate herself.   

The lack of motivation intertwined with poor organisational skills and a tendency to 
be forgetful, was affecting her academic performance and intensified her anxiety.  
BM struggled to get herself organised and motivate herself to revise, she was 
particularly worried about her difficulties to effectively revise as her end of year 
exams were approaching.  
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The “Containing” Phase 
Drawing from the psychoanalytic literature, using the word “containing” here to 
describe the first phase of mentoring session work with BM.  The containing phase is 
potentially the most important aspect of the mentoring process.  It was first used in a 
rather different context by the eminent psychoanalyst Bion (1959) to describe the 
mother’s capacity to “contain”, that means to tolerate, the child’s anxiety.  This has 
also been described as the “holding phase”, in which the mother provides a “good-
enough” environment that “holds” the child’s anxiety and facilitates his/her 
development (Winnicott, 1963, 1971).  

In the mentoring process, this reflects the mentor’s capacity to provide a “good-
enough” environment that promotes mentees psychosocial and academic 
development.  Having this in mind, the provision of a “good-environment” for BM 
where she would feel safe to bring whatever she was struggling with was important. 
To facilitate such an environment we provide student encouragement to express 
themselves openly and freely, whilst the mentor actively listens.  

Although mentoring fundamentally differs from coaching and counselling or 
psychotherapy, it is not possible, I believe, to separate an individual’s psychological 
from cognitive function.  As discussed earlier, research shows that the mentors-
mentee relationship is a key factor that contributes to the effectiveness of mentoring 
(Huskins et al., 2011; Roberts & Birmingham, 2017; Lukas & James, 2018).  In order to 
be beneficial for the mentee, this dynamic relationship has to be a “friend-like 
relationship” (Lukas & James, 2018).   

The “containment phase” is similar to Lukas and James’ (2018) “tailored-
partnership”, as well as to Giust and Valle-Riestra’s (2017) “inclusion phase”.  The 
common theme in all of them is the importance of the development of a dynamic 
type of relationship between the mentor and the mentee, in which the mentoring 
work will be based on.  Being able to build such a relationship with BM, allowed her 
to be comfortable to share her anxiety and to feel that she would be adequately 
supported throughout the experience. 

  

“The psychosocial phase” 
A pivotal part of the work of specialist mentors is the psychosocial support of the 
mentee, indeed, specialist mentoring has been shown to improve students’ wellbeing 
making them feel more integrated within the university community (Collings et al., 
2014; Wilcox et al., 2006).  In the case of BM this was particularly important as she 
was very much isolated, spending most of her time alone in her room.  When the ILP 
was created for her one of the main targets was to overcome social isolation as BM 
was really struggling to socialise. Isolation can have a negative impact on academic 
performance as it triggers feelings of depression and anxiety. To overcome this 
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barrier, BM was actively encouraged to participate in groups, athletics, and creative 
activities.  Empirical research appears to confirm that exercise plans are beneficial to 
disable students’ well-being (Giust & Valle-Riestra, 2017).  BM gradually started to 
participate in yoga and Pilates groups which she found effective as they helped her to 
reduce her anxiety.  

Part of the psychosocial encouragement was to support BM with anxiety associated 
with lectures, seminars, as well as the academic work.  Further, support with the 
social demands of university life and academic study and with engaging with 
presentations and interactions with group work embedded into the course was also 
important for BM.  Last but not least, the managing of BM’s daily commitments and 
sleeping patters was another important area to focus on.  

 

The adaptive behavioural skills phase 
Following the containment and psychosocial phase, the acquirement of adaptive 
behavioural skills was a vital part of the support for BM.  First and foremost, the 
support focussed on motivating BM towards academic work and organising her to 
prepare for the end of year exams. This involved support in many areas, such as 
active reading strategies for assimilation of information, articulation of ideas, 
exploration of note taking strategies, development of management and 
organisational skills, as well as concentration techniques. 

To address the aforementioned areas, we agreed to set weekly minor targets and 
evaluated them each week to ensure consistency of progress.  Ensuring that 
completed targets were met with a reward or recognition of some sort helped to   
boost confidence for BM and improve motivation.  Likewise, any targets not met 
could be brought forward to be met the following week or analysed as to why they 
could not be completed on time.  From there a plan of action could be made to help 
ensure this did not happen again.  An evaluation at the end of every term to see the 
overall performance of BM, and to compare it to the previous term to assess key 
areas where progress was made was most important.  Building on that, in the next 
term identifying other key areas to focus on throughout that term to maintain 
constant progress. 

 

Conclusions 
This paper aimed to explore the work of specialist mentors and discuss how it 
contributes to autistic students.  Despite the scarcity of research, contemporary 
studies seem to confirm that specialist mentoring considerably improves autistic 
students’ social and academic life.  This review attempted to explore the most 
important components of mentoring and examined how specifically these are helpful 
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for the mentee. The presentation of a vignette of a young autistic student reflects 
aspects of the mentoring role that are particularly beneficial for the students. 
Collectively, specialist mentoring appears to be highly effective for autistic students. 

 

Dr Jan Adams is a chartered psychologist, early career researcher, university lecturer, 
and disability practitioner.  A NADP member and registered with Department of 
Education for the provision of DSA funded support work, Jan is passionate about 
supporting disabled students studying higher education courses in the UK.  She is also 
a frequent contributor to charitable organisations, including Autism UK. 
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Managing information sharing between disability advisers and academic 

staff: implications of disclosure, DSA arrangements and reasonable 

adjustments. 

Kinga Jones 

 

Introduction 
There are many aspects of my practice, as a Disability Adviser, which give rise to 
moments of reflection.  One such aspect relates to how much information is useful to 
share with academic staff to ensure that students get the necessary adjustments, and 
that both the academic staff and the disability advisers can work effectively. 

Throughout the students’ engagement with our service and the DSA process they are 
asked to make choices about whom they are happy to share their information with. 
There are, obviously, advantages and disadvantages to making certain choices, for 
example, a DSA applicant might not give consent to share information on their DSA 
application therefore disability advisers cannot make enquiries to the DSA team on 
their behalf.  The advantage of giving consent might not be obvious when the 
applicant fills in the application, however, in many cases I have dealt with the 
applicant later contacted the DSA team to change that consent.  

As we know, DSA applicants find the DSA process complex and cumbersome.  Many 
who seek support from their higher education providers to apply for DSA ‘feel 
satisfied with the whole process and feel that DSA support met their needs’ (Johnson 
et al., p.9).  When the applicants seek advice and guidance before applying for DSA 
we can present the advantages and disadvantages of the consent to share 
information, and, as a result, most students I have dealt with in my role have chosen 
to share information with the DSA team, the University and the support providers. 
The very few who chose partial consent to share information or no consent to share 
information were mostly worried academic staff might think that they would not 
have the academic ability required for the course. 

‘Many applicants and students with impairments do not disclose them because of a 
continuing social stigma or fears of being discriminated against, or because they do 
not identify themselves as disabled’ (Office for Students, 2019, p. 6).  I have many 
conversations with students and applicants about whether there would be any 
support or adjustment the University could offer or DSA could cover.  Often these 
students are not aware that the eligibility criteria for education support is different 
from the criteria for Disabled Living Allowance or Personal Independence Payments. 

There have been several discussions in my team and with managers about how much 
information disability advisers should share with academic and other support staff 
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about our students, or our activity with the students.  Besides the issue of consent to 
share information, we need to consider capacity of staff in the Disability Advice 
Service to input information into a system shared with the academic staff. The team 
has shrunk over the past 6 years, so activities have had to be prioritised. We have 
therefore developed a system where, as advisers, we can record what is significant to 
be able to deal with any student’s case at any time in our team (several hundred 
students each year, approximately 450). 

We have been asked a few times in the past whether a shared system could be used 
with the academic staff, but this is unlikely at the moment.  We need to consider that 
academic staff are already overworked and internal administrative processes which 
concern our team’s functioning would not add any value to their work.  Furthermore, 
this would increase the administrative burden academic staff are already dealing 
with, which was reported to be one of the ‘highest ranked contributing factors to 
workload increases’ alongside ‘the widening of duties considered to be within 
members’ remit’ (UCU, 2016, p. 1 - 2). 

We need to identify what information is important to share and how to support 
academic colleagues, considering that two thirds of the respondents to the UCU 
survey reported that ‘their workload is unmanageable at least half of the time, and 
more than a quarter of respondents (28.8%) said that their workloads were 
unmanageable all or most of the time’ (UCU 2016, p.1).  Hector (2020, p.28) calls for 
HEP leadership to take into account the overwhelming ‘unstainable workload’ 
academic staff are dealing with,  which should be ‘mitigated where possible’.  Taking 
all factors into consideration, our team uses one system with the academic staff and 
another for our operational recording. 

The system we currently use only for our team allows us to record information about 
students’ interaction with us and any contacts, actions and referrals to other 
departments or organisations which are significant for adjustments or support to be 
organised.  Even in our small team of two advisers the information recorded for us 
internally is filtered for significance and summarised.  There is also an expectation 
that higher education (HE) students are adults responsible for their own learning, 
who are empowered and advised to be proactive in pursuing their support 
arrangements, with relevant advice and guidance.  As disability practitioners know, 
communications from SFE, such as the DSA1 and DSA2 letters, are addressed to the 
students directly and give them instructions as to their next steps. 

 

Disclosure 
Applicants and students are actively encouraged to disclose disabilities, medical 
conditions, sensory and physical impairments, specific learning difficulties and mental 
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health conditions.  We offer three levels of consent: no consent to share information, 
partial consent and full consent, with an explanation of the implications for each 
level.  In nearly six years of experience in this role, only a handful of students have 
chosen no consent or partial consent to share information.  We also have a 
discussion with the applicants and students about the different departments and 
organisations we might share information with, in order to support them with 
accessing DSA support and reasonable adjustments.  Information shared is selected 
and filtered by the disability advisers using our professional judgement.  

As a reflective practitioner, I use direct questioning and a yearly survey to try to 
understand the applicants’ and students’ motivation to disclose and I also try to find 
out how they have come across information about disclosure, DSA and our service. 
My findings have been similar to those of Waters et. al. (2012, p.6), who found ‘the 
most commonly cited reasons to disclose...were to have reasonable adjustments put 
in place, the influence of supportive, inspirational and understanding tutors, and 
advice from friends and family.’  In addition to this, from my experience, many value 
the opportunity to be able to discuss with disability practitioners the impact of their 
circumstances and how to overcome the challenges they present.  This echoes the 
finding that disclosure is also ‘a route to understanding more about their impairment’ 
(Waters et. al., 2012, p.6). 

 

Transition to ProMonitor – an integrated software system  
When I joined the team almost six years ago the team leader had just left, therefore 
most of the roles and responsibilities were naturally picked up by my colleague and I 
and, as a result, I could take a lead on certain developments and one of them was the 
transition from paper to electronic records.  I previously worked in the Additional 
Learning Support department within the same college and had extensive experience 
of transitioning from paper records to electronic file storage and ProMonitor.   

When I started my role in the higher education provision at our college, I had to 
move back from electronic systems to mostly paper-based storage.  I could see some 
benefits in operating with paper files, as everything was in one place and you could 
take individual students’ files to their appointments and look through the documents 
together.  With the start of the first lockdown, however, it became obvious that we 
would have to transfer to electronic record storage fast, therefore it seemed like the 
right time for our team to set that up. 

ProMonitor is a platform for sharing updates, known as ‘comments’ with academic 
staff and support staff working closely with students, in a sense replacing the use of 
email.  One of the advantages is that it stores all the updates on the students’ ILP 
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(Individual Learning Plan), alongside any information we, as disability advisers, input 
into the Learner Support Record.   

With the start of the new academic year 2020-2021, all staff in the HE provision at 
our institution had to attend ProMonitor training sessions and start using it as soon 
as possible. As with the adoption of any new system, it has taken some time to 
consolidate referral processes, however the benefits of having updates in one place 
far outweigh the inconvenience of getting used to a new system.  In addition, the 
start of the pandemic in 2020 precipitated rapid changes in record keeping for the 
Disability Advice Service.  With only a short time to prepare for working from home, 
my colleague and I had to rapidly transition to electronic record keeping from a 
mainly paper-based system; so far, this has proven to be a more cost-effective way of 
working, saving on the cost of consumables and making archiving easier. 
Furthermore, we can share documents much quicker and transfer recommendations 
from assessment reports to ProMonitor. 

We have found in the past, at a time when the Personal Support Plans were provided 
to tutors in paper format, that paper records were easy to misplace and more 
difficult to share, therefore some tutors were not aware of the recommendations 
made for certain students.  This would become apparent when students contacted us 
about the lack of reasonable adjustments.  These issues are not isolated, they also 
come up for other higher education providers.  A head of Disability Support from 
another university, where they use ‘Inclusion Plans’, stated that some adjustments 
are followed and some ignored.  One solution for addressing these issues is seeking 
‘improved technology within the institution to make communicating disability needs 
a more smooth (and secure process)’ (Hector, 2020, p.23). 

I also had concerns about some students reporting that they had not been offered 
adjustments because the academic team might have changed from one semester to 
another or from one year to the other. This might be the students’ perception and 
understanding of what adjustments can be offered, however, on a national level, 
Hector (2020, p.6) reports that many students were ‘not receiving other reasonable 
adjustments set out in their support plans, including adjustments to assessments’. 
Therefore, the transition to ProMonitor ensures that the information is attached to 
the student and not, as previously, to the personal tutor who was sent the Personal 
Support Plan, the consent to share information and other supporting documentation.  

The purpose of providing the relevant information about the students is for 
adjustments to be offered, if necessary ‘providing access to the resources, 
experiences and benefits of study which approximates to that of non-disabled 
students’ (Disabled Students Sector Leadership Group, 2017, p.21).  Reports show 
that ‘Disabled students are less likely to continue their degrees, graduate with a good 
degree, and progress onto a highly skilled job or further study’ (Office for Students, 
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2019, p.1).  A variety of factors contribute to the challenges students encounter and 
as disability advisers it is difficult to isolate specific ones and have a positive 
influence.  As far as I am concerned, as an adviser what I can control are our 
processes and to strive to improve them so that we offer the students the best 
service we can. This includes effective sharing of information with students and 
tutors.   

In early summer 2020, our team put together a comprehensive proposal for options 
we would need in ProMonitor to be able to carry out the same types of record 
keeping and sharing as on the systems used at that time. We shared this with our 
manager for feedback.  Eventually, we took the decision to only use ProMonitor to 
share information about recommendations, DSAs support packages and liaison with 
tutors.  For all the other day-to-day tasks disability advisers do we have kept the 
previous electronic system.  For instance to record contacts with the students, other 
departments in the college (such as the library, the finance team or the Student 
Engagement Team), external providers, Student Finance England and others, 
basically the work which goes on behind the scenes.  We decided to operate with 
two systems after we considered that certain information would not be relevant to 
other users of ProMonitor and it would just increase their administrative burden.  In 
addition, we could not get the options required for our internal record keeping done 
on ProMonitor and we already had a functioning system, which was fit for purpose. 

 

Challenges of transitioning to a new system 
We have been using ProMonitor since October 2020 and there have been a few 
teething issues, which was expected.  We had to explain to the academic staff that 
old information could not been transferred across and that ProMonitor would only 
contain new key information from October 2020 onwards.  We have worked closely 
with the Head and Assistant Heads of School to meet them halfway in the 
expectation for specific information which would support the tutors’ and the 
managers’ work.  Recommendations from DSA assessments of need, from diagnostic 
assessments and from disability advisers are directly fed from ProMonitor into group 
profiles, alerting academic staff to adjustments required.  Making adjustments ‘is not 
about lowering academic standards.  Rather, it is about making reasonable 
adjustments so that all students have an equal opportunity to demonstrate their 
knowledge, skills and understanding’ (Office for Students, 2019, p.2). 

Our remit as disability advisers is to provide the information to tutors and to the 
students, but we cannot monitor the implementation of adjustments. The most 
efficient way is for tutors and students to contact us if additional advice or 
clarification is needed or if some adjustment cannot be provided (for example due to 
confidentiality issues, core competencies, information not accessed by academic staff 
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or overlooked).  Students are advised both by us and the needs assessors that they 
should contact us to discuss initial adjustments and organise reviews as necessary.  I 
am aware that this puts added pressure on some students who think that once they 
have spoken to us we would do everything needed to ensure adjustments are made.  
A recent enquiry led by Policy Connect and the Higher Education Commission shows 
that this is not an isolated occurrence as it found that ‘many students then have the 
responsibility for chasing up the implementation of their support plan by their 
lecturers and tutors’ (Hector, 2020, p.32).  This can lead to ‘a sense of 
frustration…meaning that students were more likely to be unhappy with the support 
received and the general experience at their HEP’ (Johnson et. al., 2019, p.78).  

Furthermore, the inquiry found that ‘levels of support and accessibility vary' (Hector, 
2020, p 6). We are also aware of variations and similarities in the provision of 
adjustments at our institution, from the feedback we receive from students, 
therefore, using ProMonitor will have to become our usual practice, as this is a 
central system which allows staff to get comments about any updates in the 
students’ Learner Support Record.  

Moving forward, unless information was provided to tutors pre-October 2020 all staff 
with relevant access can view recommendations for support, to ensure students have 
equality of access.  The enquiry conducted by the Higher Education Commission in 
2019 found that ‘too many disabled students are unable to fully access the spaces 
and resources of teaching and learning.  This leaves them at a huge disadvantage in 
terms of assessments, continuation rates, and overall grades’ (Hector, 2020, p.18).  
We need to bear in mind that one of the limitations of the transition to ProMonitor is 
that years’ worth of information which had been shared on paper or via emails 
previously, has not been moved across.  I am aware that teams change from one year 
to another and the information shared that way is at risk of not being passed on to 
the relevant staff.  

I had put together instructions for the academic staff to clarify how referrals should 
be made to our team and how information should be shared, in order to create an 
effective and efficient process.  We need to have a consistent approach and strive to 
overcome challenges ‘in terms of smoothing out variabilities between different 
academic departments or even the approaches of individual academics’ (Johnson 
et.al., 2019, p.97).  Moving on, the next step would be to ensure that replacing key 
email communications with comments on ProMonitor will become the norm. 

Reflection on practice also involves looking at what other institutions are doing and 
what we can learn from them.  One HEP uses Learning Support Plans (LSP) sent to the 
Disability Liaison Officer in each department, who then shares them with the relevant 
staff (The University of Sheffield, 2021).  Elsewhere, the LSP is created on the 
electronic student record by the Disability Service ‘and once it is circulated it can be 
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read on a platform called EVision by staff in the relevant areas’ (University of 
Bradford, 2021).  The Open University provides ‘profiles of their students with 
disability’ and encourages tutors ‘to discuss requirements directly with the student 
and mutually agree on a teaching/study strategy’ (Hector, 2020, p.29).  

These are some examples of what other HEPs are doing and their practice is similar 
to ours.  Irrespective of the format, the ‘plans are usually an agreement between the 
disabled student and an HEP support services professional on the kinds of 
adjustments and additional support that the student requires as a result of their 
impairment or condition, in order to be able to fully access teaching and learning.’ 
(Hector, 2020, p.22).  

 

DSA support 
In addition to recommendations, we also provide on ProMonitor information about 
what the students’ DSA support packages include.  Once a support package is 
approved, it is the students’ responsibility to make contact with the external support 
providers; however, if the DSA team send us a copy of the DSA2 letter we also 
contact the student and offer an appointment to go through what the HEP is 
expected to provide, and if necessary help with contacting the external providers.  
The national evaluation of the DSA process highlighted that ‘students suggested that 
having one central point of contact co-ordinating the support would make this easier’ 
(Johnson et. al., 2019, p.11), so this is what we offer. 

Whilst we provide the information about the content of the support package to the 
tutors, we do not inform them of all the other contacts and actions involved in 
setting it up, as often it is the students who action these independently of us.  
Therefore, it is difficult to provide updates to tutors about the students’ engagement 
with their DSA support.  Furthermore, use of DSA is voluntary and students decide 
themselves if they access the full support package or only some of the elements.  The 
evaluation for the DSA process found that ‘while around six in ten (61%) students 
used all of the support offered to them, just over a third (34%) stated they did not’ 
(Johnson et.al., 2019, p.11).  One of the main reasons for not accessing the full 
support was that ‘they did not need all of it, and were able to cope without it (32%)’ 
(Johnson et.al., 2019, p.11).  When students were asked how HEPs could improve 
support, the ‘two main improvements suggested by students related to personal 
support; 74% suggested more understanding from teachers or tutors and 62% 
suggested meeting with learning support staff more regularly’ (Johnson et. al., 2019, 
p. 12). 
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Conclusion 
In conclusion, what seems to be important to students is effective and efficient 
communication between everyone involved in order to ensure information is passed 
on in a confidential way, and adjustments are offered as and when needed.  The 
students also value help being offered to navigate the DSA process and internal 
processes at their higher education providers.  The way that information is 
disseminated internally is something academic and academic support staff need to 
develop and continually improve, based on feedback from each other and from 
students. 

Kinga Jones is a Disability Adviser at one of the largest suppliers of Higher Education 
in a Further Education College in England.  She is a Senior Accredited Member of the 
NADP, who has gained several relevant qualifications over the years: Master’s Degree 
in Professional Practice in Education, PGCE Primary, Post-Graduate Certificate in 
Welfare Studies, CMI Level 5 Certificate in Management and Leadership and Level 4 
Advice and Guidance. She has trained and worked in social care and education for 
the past 31 years and has a special interest in additional learning support for college 
students, as well as advice and guidance about support for HE students.  
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Intersectionalities: a personal account with considerations for disability 

practitioners 

 

Lynn Wilson, Executive Director, National Association of Disability 

Practitioners 

 

The aim of this short, personal, article is to introduce intersectionality and explain 
why I feel it is so important. I will then follow that with some of the personal 
explorations I have made on my own intersectionalities and how those have affected 
my identity and my role working as a disability practitioner.  My claim is that the 
concept of ‘intersectionality’ has never been so important as it is at present.  

 

Intersectionality 
The Oxford Dictionary defines intersectionality as… 

“The interconnected nature of social categorisations such as race, class and 
gender, regarded as creating overlapping and interdependent stems of 
discrimination or disadvantage.” 

The term was coined in 1989 by Kimberle Crenshaw who was looking at the unique 
discrimination experienced by those who were both black and female.  

Nowadays, we use the term to ensure we are looking at individual people and how all 
their experiences have interacted together to create their unique identity. This 
identity comes from growing up and living with varied socio-economic backgrounds, 
cultures, genders, impairments or conditions and a multitude of other lived 
experiences.  

 

My Lived Experiences 

Upbringing and Culture 
I was born in the very early 1960s to older parents in a small community on the 
outskirts of Salisbury, which was quite a small market town in those days.  It could be 
classified as an idyllic childhood with a very large garden backing onto fields that 
stretched for miles with the opportunity to run wild at the weekends and holidays as 
I wandered alone or with friends, explored the rivers and streams and built dens in 
the woods. We did not have a lot of money but enough for some foreign holidays. 
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I don’t often remember it as idyllic though.  I was a child with intense interests and 
loved small groups and one-to-one friendships, although I struggled with large groups 
of friends which caused some problems at school.  I also struggled with change, and 
my father had very unpredictable behaviour which made life difficult for me and my 
mother.  He could get angry and verbally aggressive when things did not go the way 
he wanted or expected.  

 

Education 
I muddled through my childhood switching between the freedom of the beautiful 
countryside and the difficulties at home.  School was another minefield as I was 
widely regarded as a bright child and in the top sets, but regularly got into trouble, 
for example for not bothering to learn my times tables.  Little did they know the 
intense pressure I was under at home to learn them!  This continued in senior school 
as I encountered difficulties remembering new vocabulary for foreign languages and 
chemical equations were a nightmare.  

No one in my family had been to university so, although I applied, family guidance 
was not available, and I went to work instead - although I did continue with an HNC 
and later studied for an MA and then a doctorate. 

 

Sexuality 
My father had set ideas which were impossible to change.  Many were rooted in the 
ideas of the 1920s and 30s.  Others reflected the nationalistic and racist attitudes of 
WWII, albeit with his own slant on them.  Watching TV with him could turn into a 
nightmare as he insisted on pointing out how Alf Garnet’s attitude to both black 
people and gay people was right and how I needed to listen to it carefully!  I clearly 
remember his lectures on perverted gay people and how infectious it was so I 
needed to keep away from them.  

Despite these attitudes permeating my childhood, I do remember a conversation 
with my mum at the age of nine where I asked her why people liked men’s bodies 
when women’s bodies were so much nicer with all their curves.  I don’t remember 
her reply though!  Despite that early realisation, and several ‘crushes’ on girls, it was 
desperately important that I conformed with my father’s ‘values’ so, typically for me, 
I went all out to do so.  I started dating young men from the age of eleven and I was 
known for being one of the more outgoing of the party crowd in the seventies.  I 
even went as far as getting married to a man! 
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Age 
Needless to say, that didn’t work out, despite it giving me three wonderful children, 
and I finally divorced and ‘came out’ to my lesbian identity in my early 40s.  One of 
my most important discoveries at this time was how relaxed I could feel in social 
situations with fellow lesbians and how important it was to me.  A negative note was 
the lack of acceptance from some younger lesbians, and this gave me some insights 
into my identity as not only a lesbian, but an ‘older’ lesbian and how this affected 
how people viewed me and how I viewed myself.  Around this time I really struggled 
with the age aspect of my identity.  

 

Illness and Disability 
Another few years and I was working in a very diverse London university and had a 
great social circle and fabulous LGBT+ support of a mixture of ages.  I started to really 
settle into my combined identity of an older, lesbian woman.  However, I started to 
experience a series of health concerns: problems with mobility due to a previous 
accident, facial palsy from an illness and, finally, cancer treatment.  

Years before I had recognised that it was likely that my childhood difficulties had 
probably resulted from unrecognised dyslexia and autism.  The latter was fairly 
clearly inherited from my father, and definitely passed onto my children who had all 
received official diagnoses.  

My supportive mother and good schooling had resulted in very advanced coping 
strategies for both conditions and so most of the time I was managing to reject the 
idea of my identity as a disabled person.  That felt very important to me at the time. 
However, the impact of the cancer treatment was to strip away so many of my 
coping mechanisms and I was struggling to continue to work and study for my 
doctorate.  

I gave myself a severe talking-to and pointed out that, as a disability practitioner, I 
was recommending that students discussed their impairments to gain support and I 
wasn’t prepared to do the same!  

Autism assessments are difficult to arrange but the university paid for a dyslexia 
assessment and I gained DSA on that diagnosis which allowed me the extra support 
needed to continue with my doctorate.  I have to admit that at times I still struggle to 
be at terms with my disability identity, but the recent emphasis on recognition of 
intersectional interactions has helped me to realise a more rounded and complete 
identity for myself.  
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What have I learnt about Intersectionality? 
My ideas have changed over my lifetime and so I am reluctant to claim a fixed view. 
At present, my thoughts are to consider intersectionality to be a really useful 
theoretical and analytical framework which can be used to examine how social 
identities combine to produce an overall identity.  

I know that my overall identity is made up of many facets, some of which can 
empower me in certain situations and some of which can instigate oppression.  

Human beings find it hard to hold a multitude of ideas in their head at the same time, 
a simple dichotomy is much easier, but I believe that we cannot use reductionist 
techniques like this with complex human behaviours.  

Some critics have suggested that using intersectionality as a framework is ambiguous 
and relies only on anecdotal evidence.  I do understand these criticisms but I have 
used a great deal of personal experience and thematic analysis in my own research in 
order to acknowledge the complexity of the varying intersections.  I find it invaluable.  

So, in my case, I was born to working class parents but grew up through the 1960s 
and 70s in a white household that tried very hard to mimic middle-class values.  I was 
in a town that was predominantly white and attended a grammar school of over 900 
girls with only one black pupil.  Disabled people were generally in special schools and 
I knew no lesbians.  Gay men were on TV but they were generally laughed at and 
mocked.  What were the consequences of that? 
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• I was at a girls’ school so there was no stigma to being good at science, for 

example, which my friends encountered at mixed schools in the area.  

• I was comfortable in a school which taught me using white, middle-class 

literature, language and social structures which reflected my home 

environment.  

• My white culture was never challenged either in school or socially. 

• I knew I was a lesbian because I was attracted to girls but I had no idea what 

that meant for my life so it made it easier to suppress. 

• Disability was segregated and not discussed.  There were no suggestions at all 

that my difficulties could be related to any impairments or conditions. 

It was all very comfortable with a high degree of white, middle-class privilege which 
suited my upbringing.  The main discrimination I experienced, at this time, was to do 
with being female.  I couldn’t join certain societies or sports clubs and I was refused 
access to an adult education course on electronics as it was ‘men-only’.   

My home life was not as comfortable, but the socially accepted norm was not to talk 
about anything uncomfortable in public, especially not to ‘betray’ anything that 
happened at home.  We can experience difficulties fitting in with groups if we claim 
identities which are marginalised, and I certainly did not want to be different from 
my peers by revealing an unusual home life.  There is much in society that 
encourages us to reject any of our identities that are not considered as ‘normal’, 
especially during the teenage years which have a great need to conform. 

For similar reasons, I couldn’t reveal my lesbian identity.  I went to a girls’ school and 
the other local school children took great delight in tormenting us as ‘dirty lesbians’ 
just because we went to that school.  Can you imagine my friends’ horror if I came 
out?  Add that to the indoctrination from home I buried my lesbian identity very 
deeply. 

It has taken a while to work out why it has taken so long to acknowledge my disabled 
identities.  Disability was not discussed in the 1960s.  My parents’ friends had been 
advised to put their son in a home, forget him and have another child!  This will have 
had an effect but, currently, I feel that much of my reluctance came from my father’s 
emphasis on his family needing to be perfect so that he did not feel he had ‘failed’.  
This was combined with my own predilection for perfection which I link with my 
autism.  I find it hard to accept help even nowadays as I still feel that it means 
admitting I cannot cope.      

I did say that this was complex!  If no social identity can be considered in isolation, 
how do all these intersect to give my whole identity?  There are times when I 
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consider all my identities such as when I am looking at my reactions to a situation, 
but it is not often they all combine to influence how others perceive me.  

• My children know most of my identities although I have not shared some of my 

childhood experiences 

• My wife and my closest friends know most, if not all, identities.  

• Students know me as an older female and may realise some of my 

impairments but there is no need for them to know more, unless it has an 

influence on my support or teaching.  

A good example of how this operates on a day-to-day level is my experiences with 
one job.  I was working for a company with a high number of very religious senior 
staff.  I was performing well and received praise and awards for my work.  Then they 
found out I was a lesbian.  I was called into three meetings about concerns over my 
work in as many weeks and my only option was to leave to protect my mental health. 
A typical example of discrimination, but then I wonder if the privilege of my middle 
class, white, education came into play as I very quickly found another job.  

 

How does all this affect disability practitioners? 
In the politics of college and university life, we are gatekeepers: many of us are the 
ones to recommend reasonable adjustments and exam conditions; some of us 
administer diagnostic assessments; some carry out study needs assessments; and 
others provide one-to-one support in various areas.  

We all need to understand how intersectionality impacts on our roles.  First of all we 
need to understand how our background and identities affect our decisions and then 
we can begin to consider how our students’ backgrounds and identities affect them.  

An example from my years of disability support.  I was working one-to-one with a 
young, blind Asian lady.  I was supporting her with her tutorial work and we would 
discuss what she needed to do for the tutorials.  She would promise each weekend to 
study but then she would arrive on Monday morning having done no work and 
expect me to help her complete it all in a rush.  As the weeks went on, I presumed 
she was not bothering to do the work.  She avoided all questions which encouraged 
me to believe she was being lazy.  However, it all came to a head when she was upset 
after one tutorial.  She had been told off because we had not had enough time to 
prepare.  She finally told me that, as a young Asian female in her household, she was 
expected to entertain her father’s guests at the weekend.  Her brother was allowed 
to go and study, but she had to stay to entertain which did not leave her enough time 
to complete the work.  Finally, I understood but that did not mean that we left the 
situation unchallenged.  We discussed strategies for working at alternative times and 
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rehearsed conversations that she could have with her parents. These conversations 
led to her being allowed to work at weekends whilst still carrying out her role in the 
family. 

What about that big claim I made at the beginning, that the concept of 
‘intersectionality’ has never been so important as it is at present?  The financial 
situation in the UK has been difficult with years of austerity even before the Covid 
pandemic.  We are seeing cuts to Disabled Students’ Allowances and proposals for 
set packages for certain disabled students.  In addition, selections for the lowest cost 
equipment and support services regardless of quality are also proposed.  

How do we fight this to ensure disabled students are supported to achieve their full 
potential?  Promoting the knowledge of intersectionality is one method that I am 
finding stops planners in their tracks.  It slows their headlong dash for low cost, low 
quality support that will help disabled students survive but not allow them to thrive 
and reach their potential. 

If our aim is to challenge biases, influence others, achieve parity and positive visibility 
for all our students, it is essential that we need to engage with and recognise the 
ways in which our students’ progress is patterned by intersectional differences. 

 

 

 

Lynn Wilson has been involved with lecturing in critical disability studies, disability 
support and her own disability research in colleges, teaching universities and 
research universities since 2001 but made the change to become the Operations 
Manager for NADP in 2015 and then the Executive Director in 2021. 

The role of Executive Director is a strategic role concerned with the growth of NADP 
as an organisation for the support of its membership and the representation of the 
members’ interests at meetings with Governmental and non-Governmental bodies. 
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Book Review: Dyslexia and Success: The Winning Formulas. (2020)  

Karen Cousins reviewed by Christina Healey 

 

This self-published, 387 page book is aimed at secondary school students identified 
with dyslexia, their parents and teachers.  However, it could also be relevant to those 
who work in the post 16 sector because it provides new material on two areas 
essential to the advancement of inclusion: namely the value of role models and the 
importance of mentoring. 

Unsurprisingly, given its intended audience, the book is not academic; it is full of 
passion and positivity but somewhat limited in analysis.  The term ’dyslexia’ is used in 
the book to cover all specific learning differences.  A definition is provided (p.7) which 
refers to it as a ’disorder’ and focuses on literacy-related symptoms without 
suggesting possible under lying cognitive and neurological causes.  This review aims 
to enable Disability Practitioners and their learners to use the book selectively and 
creatively. It proceeds section by section seeking to provide an objective overview of 
the contents.   

 

Format and Presentation:   
Strongly bound, well presented and very easy on the eye, it seeks to be sensitive to 
the approaches of dyslexic readers although its fondness for Capital letters and 
emboldening may or may not be helpful.  The book could have benefitted from more 
visuals and an audio accompaniment.  

The Foreword claims: “the book focuses on dyslexia strengths without diluting the 
extent of the difficulties that individuals with dyslexia can face without the right 
support.”(p. 3)  

Section 1 The Winning Formulas (pages 11 - 294) is the ’core’ of the book. This 
consists of twenty case studies of ‘successful’ dyslexics presented as ’inspiring role 
models’.  Sixteen men from the fields of Film, Adventure, Illustration and Animation, 
Catering, Invention, Journalism, Politics (1 each) Entrepreneurship and Business (2), 
Music and Entrepreneurship, (3) and Sport (4). The four women contributors are 
from the fields of Acting, Interior Design, Entrepreneurship and TV Presentation.  No 
scientists, doctors, cyber-specialists, architects or engineers are included.  One of the 
contributors (Meds Johan Oared) is from a dual Norwegian/English linguistic 
background, whilst another (Steve McQueen) might be referred to as ‘black British’, 
born in London to a Grenadian father and a Trinidadian mother, both of whom had 
immigrated to England.  Contributors also come from different age groups, and some 
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of them, such as Susan Hampshire, Jackie Stewart and Richard Branson, have been 
known as dyslexic for a long time.  Some were new - at least to this reviewer.  

Mentors mentioned include a particularly supportive mother or father, a head 
teacher, a very good maths teacher, an amazing music master, a specialist acting 
coach, a hugely supportive catering teacher, a neurologist, a young, unqualified 
teacher, the conductor of a symphony orchestra, a garage customer and Anita 
Roddick, founder of The Body Shop. 

Material on dyslexic strengths is limited.  Tom Pellereau, inventor, is eloquent on the 
advantages of ‘seeing things differently’, whilst interestingly the two arch 
communicators among the contributors (Mads Johan Ogaard illustrator, and Oliver 
Wright journalist) are the most emphatic that dyslexia has been a bonus for them in 
their careers.   

Conversely, there is a great deal on dyslexic difficulties.  Difficulties at school include 
struggles with spelling, reading aloud and taking dictation, distinguishing between 
left and right, converting ideas into written language, failing at sports because of 
limited spatial awareness, being bullied, pronouncing difficult words especially words 
that did not look how they were said, and experiencing the school backboard 
becoming “a soup of letters” (Tom Jones p.177). 

Difficulties at work included: reading from an autocue, learning lines (as an actor), 
multi-tasking, following recipes, learning a second language, abiding by ‘Victorian’ 
grammar and spelling rules, keeping records and organising workloads.  Most of the 
contributors felt that to achieve the same results they had to work much harder than 
their non-dyslexic colleagues. 

Forms of support/coping strategies outlined included multi-sensory learning (such as 
the use of pictures and comic books), coloured overlays, kinaesthetic techniques such 
as physically acting out lines to be learnt, breaking down words into their component 
parts, using assistive technology, use of audio books and guides, and assistive 
technology. 

Not surprisingly the ‘winning formulas’ of individual contributors overlap a great deal 
but usually include ‘Passion, Determination, and Focus’. 

In terms of readability one would have to say that some of this Section is repetitious 
and in need of further editing. 

Tips and Action Plans.(p.295)  The Three Way Relationship to Support Successful 
Learning Acts as a graphic summary of Section 1.  The author welcomes feedback on 
the designated website: www.dysexiaandsuccess.com  (as viewed 3rd June 2021) 
which includes a review from the SEN Newsletter.  It is probably worth checking out 
this website before deciding whether or not to invest in this book.  

http://www.dysexiaandsuccess.com/
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Section 2 (pages 296 - 314) Top Tips for Parents including Games and Activities offers 
exactly what it says in useful detail.  

Section 3 (pages 315 - 318) Top Tips and Action Plan for Students.  Short and  
coherent with the messages coming across in the other parts of the book.  However, 
it sees students as dependent on parents and teachers which may not be appropriate 
for older learners 

Section 4 (pages 319 - 328) Top Tips for Teachers as provided by teachers.  Again 
firmly rooted in a secondary school context but could be adapted. 

Section 5 (pages 329 - 342) Successful Strategies applied in My Own 1 to 1 Music 
Lessons. The author shares her own experiences which augment the Music 
contributions in Section 1 and offer a valuable case study on music teaching with 
children.  Interestingly the author adds ‘empathy’ to the list of winning formulas. 

Section 6 (pages 343 - 364) The Neurology Behind the Dyslexic Advantage. 
(Bibliography included.)  A Chartered Psychologist attempts the probably impossible 
which is to summarise the ever-changing state of neurodiversity research in a way 
which is both comprehensible to 15 year olds and does not alienate their parents. 

Section 7 (pages 365 - 369) Conclusion – Time for Action.  Includes The Top Winning 
Formulas. 

Section 8 (pages 370 - 374) Sources of help and information,  

About the author and acknowledgements (pages 375 - 387).  

 

How could this book be used by NADP members?  
To encourage students interested in the vocational areas covered by the 
contributions.  

As a prompt for discussion in CPD sessions with specialist study skills tutors. 

As an introduction to the nature of Specific Learning Differences (SpLDs) to groups 
such as subject specific tutors, especially those who tutor in the areas covered by the 
book. 

To be shared with colleagues involved in teacher education.  

In summary, the material in this book is not systematic enough to provide reliable 
evidence on the important questions such as is there any link between dyslexia and 
achievement in specific vocational areas?  Are there any significant gender 
differences in the assessment and manifestations of learning differences?  Are some 
forms of accommodation / support more efficacious than others?  And yet, despite 
all this, the claim it makes at the beginning is substantially realised.  Its message of 
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passion and determination still sticks, and the book contributes significantly to the 
central tenet of all practices in inclusive education ”nothing about us without us”. 

I would like to end on a personal note, we are all educators whether our particular 
institution recognises this or not.  We wish the very best for our students, and yet we 
know that unremitting ‘success’ as championed by this book is not possible either for 
them or for ourselves.  In fact it could be argued that the unmitigated expectation of 
success can lead to mental health issues.  I would like to give the last word to Samuel 
Beckett:  ““Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”     

Reviewer details: Christina Healey c.healey@sheffield.ac.uk (NADP NM-R/1013 & 
ADSHE QA87) is an independent practitioner, researcher and writer in academic 
language and learning across further & higher education. She has three degrees in 
English and is a practising dyslexic. 
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Book Review: Gaining Knowledge and Skills with Dyslexia and other 

SpLDs (2021) 

Ginny Stacey with Sally Fowler  

Reviewed by Fiona Kolontari 

 

This is the third book in the series ‘Living Confidently with Specific Learning 
Difficulties (SpLD)’: a 604-page practical manual aimed at practitioners, family 
members and the general public seeking to understand and support people with 
dyslexia.  Consisting of 10 chapters, this unconventional volume seeks to engage both 
linear and spacial thinkers alike.  Stacey’s extensive professional practice in the 
dyslexia field and personal experience of dyslexia have shaped the book’s design, 
which features the use of colour-coded boxes and symbols to signpost users to 
specific types of content such as stories, tips, examples, and exercises.  Content spans 
the vast array of barriers experienced and the strategies utilised by people with 
dyslexia in education, the workplace, and everyday life.  

The book begins with glowing accolades, emphasising the benefits of thinking and 
doing things differently, and some wise words from Tanya Zybutz, Dyslexia Co-
ordinator at the Royal Central School of Speech and Drama, advising the reader to 
“Take time to orientate yourself in its Preface to learn how the book is set out”, which 
I would echo. To dip in without familiarising oneself with the ‘Where to start’ section 
could be disconcerting as the layout is very different from a conventional study skills 
companion.   

Features such as the mind-map as an alternative to a traditional contents page will 
appeal to visual thinkers, although at times the chosen symbols were confusing (such 
as the image of a swan to represent the chapter on listening) and navigating the book 
was perhaps not always as intuitive as it was intended to be.  However, the use of 
sans-serif fonts and the chunking of text into short, manageable sections throughout 
the book are most appealing attributes, providing a less-daunting experience for 
neurodiverse readers and busy practitioners alike.  Downloadable activity 
instructions and templates are available from the accompanying website, which may 
be a useful starting point for tutors and support workers wishing to initiate 
conversations about metacognitive strategies with learners.      

As a neurodiverse practitioner and student, I have some criticisms. I felt that the 
book’s significant downfall was its deficit-driven, medical model terminology.  Most 
people would not self-define as ‘an SpLD person’, and phrases like “The book 
recognises that dyslexia/ SpLDs are variable syndromes that need constant 
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monitoring.” (Stacey, 2021, p.i) made for uncomfortable reading.  Worded 
differently, this could have emphasised that situations and people are not 
homogenous, therefore strategies require frequent tweaking; this would have been 
both affirming and far more palatable.  

A further example of creep of the deficit approach was an unfortunate anecdote in 
Chapter 4 on reading involving a student with visual stress: 

“Reading is hard for most dyslexic/ SpLDs, so your student might as well do 
everything he can to make it easier, including wearing his coloured glasses, 
even if they provoke a lot of comments! I told one student he was a ‘Wally’ for 
not using the coloured glasses because he didn’t like the comments; he was 
quite clear that they improved his reading.” (Stacey, 2021, p.244).  

Students sometimes require persuasion to embrace particular strategies, and 
sometimes they have their reasons for rejecting them, which should be respected.  I 
would have been far more comfortable with it had the scenario been used to reflect 
upon the importance of nurturing agency and choice alongside metacognition as a 
cornerstone of good practice.  The anecdote further fails to address common barriers 
to effective support, such as the potential power-imbalance between practitioner 
and student; rather, it reinforces the status quo.  It seemed to me that the sensible 
response to this situation would be to encourage the use of a coloured overly, OCR 
read-aloud smartphone app or other technology, instead this ‘dead end’ anecdote 
frustrated me as a reader.   

A further issue in chapter 4 was the omission of fundamental information about 
visual stress and its relationship with dyslexia.  Whilst certainly not unique to this 
book, there are some practical issues around visual stress, which tend to be glossed 
over: 
 

“The general advice is to use pastel colours and to avoid harsh contrast. Black 
on white is about the worst combination.” (Stacey, 2021, p.238). 

 

This appears to be sound advice, unless of course you have tinted lenses or a 
coloured overlay, in which case unless the document is black text on a white 
background the tint will often not ‘work’ and the overlay is no longer beneficial.  The 
book itself, being mainly blue text on a beige background, will no doubt present 
accessibility issues for some of its intended audience. 

Despite having some flawed anecdotes, there were sections within this resource that 
were extremely valuable.  A good example was a story in Chapter 7 about a student 
who used photographs as a kinaesthetic aide-mémoire, which made it clear that it 



186 
 

was the process (being present and taking the photograph) that made the 
information memorable not just having access to the photograph itself.   

Another favourite example was a section which discussed how different students 
need to manage their environment in different ways in order to study effectively.  
The description of how some students need to spread their reading materials out and 
require everything they are reading to be in plain sight particularly resonated with 
me, and is not something I have seen described elsewhere. 

The way the book is written can also be considered a strength.  Unlike the many 
traditional books aimed at improving inclusivity, which neglect to model the very 
thing they are aiming to promote, the language used is approachable and easy to 
understand.  However, at times it felt a little too colloquial and anecdotal to be well 
received by policy makers and those working in universities, who will almost certainly 
prefer more precise terminology and a more abundant evidence-base for the 
strategies suggested.  

In summary, this practical book is rather a ‘marmite’ publication; although it is not 
without its flaws it seems likely that some people will genuinely like it and find it 
exceedingly helpful.  Unfortunately though, for many practitioners and neurodiverse 
people including myself, the medical-model language will be strongly at odds with 
their approach to practice and professional values which are rooted in an affirmation 
approach, and this might deter them from purchasing it. 

Reviewer details: Fiona Kolontari f.kolontari@wlv.ac.uk (NADP IN/1040) is a 
Neurodiversity Specialist and SFHEA at the University of Wolverhampton and a Senior 
Accredited Member and Director of the NADP.   She has postgraduate qualifications 
in Specific Learning Difficulties and Academic Practice, and has dyspraxia. 
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A Modern Magna Carta: Alf Morris and the Chronically Sick and Disabled 

Persons Act 

Christina Healey 

The London School of Economics (LSE) library marked the 50th anniversary of the 
passing of the 1970 Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act (CSDPA) with a special 
online exhibition.  Here, in conversation with Christina Healey, Indy Bhullar, the LSE’s 
Curator for Economics and Social Policy, explains the exhibition and what they hoped 
to achieve. 

Christina: Why did the LSE decide to hold this exhibition? 

Indy: The LSE hold Lord Alf Morris’ papers and, given his integral role in the passing 
of the CSDPA, I thought it was something which really stood out.  Our previous 
exhibitions had always tried to focus on themes that could be illustrated using our 
collections, but an exhibition about disability history wasn’t something we’d really 
done before.  Rather than stick to familiar narratives I thought this was a chance to 
tell a different story that would be of interest to a new audience. 

Christina: Did you encounter any difficulties trying to mount an exhibition during 
Covid? 

Indy: There was much uncertainty over whether the exhibition would happen at all 
as a result of Covid. If you’re putting on exhibitions you need something to exhibit 
but the collections were now unavailable as a result of the pandemic. Thanks to a big 
effort by lots of different people, I got brief access to the papers late in 2020.  By this 
stage our minds were made up that we would host it as an online exhibition. This 
meant that the stories could range a little wider and weren’t constrained by physical 
space, and it also meant I could more easily link to other webpages and even films, 
for instance ones about protests against the closure of the mobility trikes scheme in 
the 70s.  These aren’t things we are usually able to do with our physical exhibitions so 
it made for a nice change.   

I also decided to record an audio guide to make the site better accessible for people 
who might struggle to read the text. No-one likes hearing their own voice but, that 
aside, I’m happy with how it turned out.  The recordings had to be done from home 
without access to particularly hi-tech equipment! 

Christina: So what was the story behind the exhibition? 

Indy: The exhibition tells the story of the passing of the CSDPA Act (1970), largely 
through extracts from the papers of Alf Morris MP.  In November 1969 he won a 
coveted first place in the ballot for Private Members’ Bills. Alf chose to focus 
attention on those who were then referred to as ‘people with disabilities’. He piloted 
the Bill’s journey through Parliamentary process and onto the statute book. 
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The final CSDPA Act  1970 included clauses which: 

• Made it a duty for local authorities to actively collect information about how 

many people were covered by the Act within their jurisdictions and to inform 

them of the services they could get access to. 

• Made services available including at-home assistance, help with transportation 

to use services, access to recreational equipment and facilities, at-home meals, 

and the provision of telephones to aide with communication. 

• Made authorities responsible for ensuring suitable housing was provided and 

public buildings were made accessible, including the provision of toilets 

The exhibition covers the formation of the Act, the allies and assistance that the 
legislation attracted, and looks at other contemporary initiatives in the same field.  It 
also looks forward to future drives to defend and improve the 1970 Act. 

Christina: Upon reflection is there anything more you would have liked to have done 
or would have done differently? 

Indy: Something that I would really have liked to do, if we had had more of a regular 
set-up, was to involve a disability arts organisation in co-curating and shaping the 
exhibition. The limits which the pandemic enforced meant that this didn’t end up 
being possible and the curation had to be done very quickly, when I could get access 
to the papers and archives. We did speak to our new LSE Staff Disability and Wellness 
Network, and received constant guidance throughout from Mark Pimm, Disability Co-
ordinator Birkbeck University, which was invaluable. We also rethought how we 
could deliver our public events programme and, for the first time, made them 
completely online.  While it’s not perfect as people do miss being in physical spaces 
together, there were definite advantages as we could open the exhibition up to 
people who might never have come into Central London.   

We had really positive responses from those who came to our two talks and it was 
heartening to see from the feedback that the BSL interpreters and live captioning 
were well appreciated. The feedback comments below have been anonymised. 

“. . . .I must say it has been really encouraging to see so many talks and events 
throughout the day challenging systemic ableism and looking at how we might 
rebuild a more inclusive society post-Covid.” 

“Thank you @LSEpublicevents for an inspiring discussion on disability and equal 
education on a whole-school approach; on autism and challenging our 
assumptions; (and) on accessibility at University.” 

“Great event on Alf Morris seminal Disability Legislation.” 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1970/44/contents/enacted
https://twitter.com/LSEpublicevents
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“Attending the #LSEDisabilityAct50 event on Zoom, really grateful for the 
BSL/English Interpreter and also captions - thank you!”  

Christina: So, thinking ahead, what more is there to do?  

Indy: Disability rights are an ever-evolving set of issues – and are still not given the 
consideration they should be given.  But, it’s important to recognise the work and 
progress that has been achieved.  Obviously Alf’s role was central in getting the 
legislation through Parliament, but I also enjoyed picking out stories of individual 
campaigners and groups who managed to channel their energy into the cause(s) -  
I’m thinking especially of the Disability Income Group [formed in 1965] and the 
National Campaign for the Young Chronic Sick which was around from the early 
sixties. 

Legislation is obviously of huge importance as a way of codifying where we are as a 
society (for both good and bad). At its best it helps to lay the foundation for a better 
world and I think that’s what the CSDPA did.  But it’s not an end point. The ways in 
which society and attitudes actually change (or resist such change) happen much 
closer to home.  If people aren’t aware of why or what legislation has passed then it’s 
easier for that change to become weakened. Now instead of helping to reshape how 
we live it can be forgotten, repealed. Which is a very roundabout way of saying that I 
think legislation like the CSDPA should be remembered and recalled as a way of 
highlighting what it helped to change, but also to show the gaps, where it was 
attacked and why.  Also that legislation doesn’t come out of a vacuum, people have 
voices and if they are heard they can drive and bring about structural change.  That’s 
as important today than it’s ever been. 

Christina: Some people would say that you’re being too political here. 

Indy: It’s tricky when you’re the British Library of Economics and Political Science not 
to be political! But libraries and collections have never been developed separately 
from the people and societies which they emerged from.  Inevitably this will include 
political perspectives and opinions. This can be viewed as both a strength and a 
weakness, but it’s naïve to think otherwise. The best thing we can do is try to 
represent that mass of messiness. Sometimes we do well and sometimes we don’t, 
but it is ultimately what we do.  

Christina: What advice would you give to other FE/HE Libraries who would like to 
promote inclusive practice? 

Indy: What I would say is that it’s definitely worth doing. We have a diversity of 
thought, action and people in our organisations so it’s great to make something 
which takes these into account.  As far as advice goes (though I’m not sure I’m 
qualified to give advice!): ‘Don’t be scared to try something. Go into things which you 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/LSEDisabilityAct50?src=hashtag_click
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don’t understand with humility and try and learn, but don’t be afraid to make 
mistakes, they happen.’ 

A Modern Magna Carta was originally launched on LSE Library’s website in November 
2020. Readers can access the exhibition via the following link: 
https://www.lse.ac.uk/library/whats-on/a-modern-magna-carta where it will be hosted for 
the foreseeable future. 

Writers’ details:  
 

Indy Bhullar: I.Bhullar@lse.ac.uk is a Curator for Economics and Social Policy and has 
worked at LSE Library since 2013 after previously working as librarian at The 
Women’s Library.  He puts on exhibitions, writes blogs and attempts to connect the 
collections with academics, students and anyone with an interest in finding out more. 

 

Christina Healey:  c.healey@sheffield.ac.uk (NADP NM-R/1013 & ADSHE QA87) is an 
independent practitioner, writer and researcher in language and learning across 
Further &Higher Education.  She has written reviews and articles for both the NADP 
and the ADSHE Journals.  She is a practising dyslexic. 
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