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Disabled Student Commitment Formal Consultation 
Page 1: About the consultation 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in the Disabled Students' Commission's formal consultation on the Disabled Student Commitment. 
The Disabled Student Commitment is a call to the sector and its bodies to make the step change that is required to create a more inclusive higher education environment for disabled students. The commitment calls on Higher Education Providers (HEPs) and Government, funders, agencies, regulators and professional, statutory and regulatory bodies to look at what they can currently do, what innovative practice they can share, and how they can change. 
The Commitment does not seek to replicate or replace legal duties, but asks organisations to do more by focussing on how they can improve the disabled student experience. 
The Disabled Students’ Commission (referred to as the DSC throughout) is an independent and strategic group set up to advise, inform and influence HEPs and sector bodies to improve support for disabled students. 
How to respond to the consultation 
We recommend having the Disabled Student Commitment open on another tab or screen, or printed out, so that you can refer to it throughout the survey. 
If you have any questions about this consultation or need assistance with the consultation response form, please contact us by emailing dsc@advance-he.ac.uk. Please note that this email should not be used to submit your consultation response. 
3.
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Page 6: Principles within the Commitment 
The introduction to the Disabled Student Commitment sets out an explanation of how it should be used and embedded, including encouraging: 
HEPs and other organisations to look holistically at their practices and policies, which influence their fulfilment of the Commitment in consultation with disabled students. HEPs and other organisations to outline how they intend to enhance experiences. 
The Commitment is designed to be a self-regulatory tool, and the DSC recognises providers and other organisations will not be able to implement the Commitment in its entirety immediately. Some actions to fulfil the Commitment will need to be phased and for this reason, the DSC encourages the development of a delivery plan to fulfil the aspiration of the Commitment 
6. To what extent do you agree with our overarching proposal on how the Commitment should be put into practice? Please provide an explanation for your answer.
At Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) we are aware of the issues that blind and partially sighted students regularly face which impact their full participation in higher education. We welcome the areas in which recommendations have been focused and agree that adoption of these should improve the experience for blind and partially sighted students within higher education. TPT recommend that:
1. Greater clarity is provided around how the commitment would be formally adopted by HEP’s and others and how disabled students might be involved.
2. Provide clarity on how HEP and others compliance with the commitment would be monitored. 

Clarification needs to be provided on how the commitment would formally be adopted by HEP’s and others. Would there be a formal signing up process and how would HEP’s and others demonstrate their responsibility for this? In signing up to the commitment should HEP’s and others make some information publicly available about how they intend to adopt this and how might students be involved? 

We agree that all higher education providers and organisations should work from a holistic approach to ensure their practices and policies can enhance the experiences of blind and partially sighted students in higher education. By outlining these commitments, it is essential for all partners to work collaboratively and effectively to deliver an education system, focusing on the needs of students. However, there are concerns on how well the self-regulation of these commitments will be upheld, and what strategies would be in place to support those providers struggling to meet the recommendations. There needs to be examples of good practice to support implementation to ensure the needs of blind and partially sighted students are met. From our student support service, we know there is often a lack of understanding of the needs and capabilities of blind and partially sighted students. 

7. If you foresee any challenges for implementation or consider our approach should differ, please explain the reasons for your view. 
It is not clear whether there are any links between this commitment and University Access and participation plans (APP). Any actions identified to align to the commitment and APPs would support the meeting of identified APP targets. Due to the accountability associated with APP’s making a link could strengthen the prospect of the commitment being fully adopted by HEP’s.  
TPT recommend that:
· A link to HEP’s Access and Participation Plans is made, to increase the take up of the commitment. 
Please see previous response for further comments. 
Page 7: Principles within the Commitment 
The Disabled Student Commitment calls on HEPs and other organisations to improve and enhance the disabled student experience across the higher education journey. It includes recommendations touching on the following five areas: 
· Requests to share information
· Information, advice, and guidance in accessing higher education 
· Joining the higher education community
· On-course delivery
· Moving out of studying in higher education 
Please have a read through of each of these sections within the Commitment before answering the next questions.  
 
Page 8: Section 1: Requests to share information
8. Is there any wording and/or specific recommendations you think should be changed 
From our services we know that there is a persistent disconnect in HEP’s between the various department’s students need to engage with resulting in students relentlessly repeating their needs to staff. Many of the students’ have had to explain their vision impairment to multiple members of staff on numerous occasions, especially academic staff such as lecturers, module leads and tutors. This is often despite there being a reasonably well written student support plan or statement in place which has supposedly been circulated to all relevant staff.

For instance, a student our service is supporting is struggling to access their course material and exams. Despite completing a reasonable needs form provided by the university. Leaving the student constantly asking for materials to be delivered in an accessible format. They have asked for reasonable adjustments for their exams, but again this information has not been shared as none of the lecturers or other members of staff are aware of this. Leaving the student uncertain of how they will be supported to succeed. 

Repeatedly our student support service has been made aware that delays in securing support have meant that Blind and Partially Sighted students have needed to defer their entry to university, this is unacceptable. 

We agree that for effective and efficient working practices higher education providers and other organisations should adopt a universal approach to recording and sharing student information. Ensuring appropriate and timely reasonable adjustments are in place when the student starts their course. 

9. Any other comments? 

Page 9: Section 2: Information, Advice and Guidance in accessing higher education 
10. Is there any wording and/or specific recommendations you think should be changed or added in relation to the section on 'Information, advice and guidance in accessing higher education'? 
Overall, TPT support the recommendations in this section and agree they look functional and are worded appropriately.

We know many blind and partially sighted students have limited or little access to information and guidance when it comes to researching higher education providers and their courses. Often the guidance they are given makes assumptions about their capabilities and imposes unnecessary limitations.  There are also problems with the way these services are delivered particular in terms of accessibility. 

Many students and parents looking into attending university struggle to access the relevant information about what is offered. There is also a lack of focus on the kind of support available to students in higher education. Through our services we have found students are concerned on how they would be supported during their time at university, and if they could even attend. 

A blind and partially sighted person contacted our services to enquire about support available to them when returning to education. They did not know about Disability student allowance (DSA), nor about the various technology and accessible books available. The person indicated that not being made aware of this support had been a barrier in their bachelor’s degree. 

We often get contacted by parents who are concerned about their child’s future. For instance, a young person had been accepted to several universities, but the parent was apprehensive how well their child would be supported, as in the past the young person had battled with their confidence when faced with barriers. This example represents the challenges in accessing information about support and the need to establish a clear language around expectations. 

Higher education providers should improve their outreach to blind and partially sighted students by ensuring all information and guidance is accessible and that appropriate signposting is happening. Signposting must include relevant departments such as disability services, and Disability student allowance (DSA) to ensure students are made aware of the support and funding available to them.  

11. Any other comments? 

Page 10: Section 3: Joining the higher education community 
12. Is there any wording and/or specific recommendations you think should be changed or added in relation to the section on 'Joining the higher education community'? 
Overall, TPT support the recommendations in this section and agree they look functional and are worded appropriately. 
This time of transition can be difficult for many blind and partially sighted students who often encounter a range of challenges when joining the wider higher education community. There is a lack of awareness amongst peers, inaccessible student union activities, and limited mobility training. These are just a few of the issues blind and partially sighted students encounter relating to the social aspects of entering student life. 

Students often struggle to get others to understand their needs. Recently our student support service supported a blind and partially sighted student with autism who was trying to get their flat mates to understand their needs when using communal areas. This made it difficult for the students to carry out everyday activities such as cooking meals and being able to build positive relationships with peers. When communicating needs to flat mates there was very little understanding from them. Because the university only provided support for the academic aspect there was no support for the student to improve the situation, impacting upon the health and wellbeing of the student. 

TPT recommend that:

· It is made clear that HEP’s and Student Unions should ensure that induction programmes and welcome events are accessible for disabled students.
· That HEP’s make available support for student health and wellbeing, beyond the academic experience.

It is important that Disabled students receive a supportive and inclusive welcome to university. This should include ensuring that students can access all induction and welcome events. This might include additional events specifically for Disabled students for networking and information sharing. 

13. Any other comments? 

Page 11: Section 4: On-course delivery

14. Is there any wording and/or specific recommendations you think should be 
Overall, TPT support the recommendations in this section and agree they appear functional and are worded appropriately. However, there are some areas where they can be strengthened. 

There are vast problems in terms of course delivery including a lack of awareness about how to support blind and partially sighted students, limited training for staff, and cross departmental communication. Students should also be better informed and given more information prior to going into higher education to ensure they have requested funding in advance.  There is often a real need for blind and partially sighted students to advocate for themselves to resolve issues and these are not always skills students have developed.

On-course learning has been the main issue for the blind and partially sighted students we have supported through our services. This takes the form of: 

· Teaching practices not being accessible. 
· Learning materials such as handouts, slides, lab sheets, and assignments not being provided in accessible formats;
· Material not being provided prior to the teaching sessions, or not at all.
· Key reading material not being provided in an accessible format;
· Inaccessible virtual learning environments and platforms. 
· Images and diagrams not being described and made enlarged to suit the students needs.
· Not being able to follow sessions where teachers are writing notes on a whiteboard or projector. 
· Practical sessions not being adapted to take into account accessibility. 
· Key course software packages not being accessible.

A significant problem encountered by Blind and partially sighted students is academic staff who consistently fail to ensure their teaching style is accessible, are not held accountable by their superiors or the wider university. This lack of accountability means improvements are not being made and students experience and access to learning are often poor. 

On several occasions we have seen the staff in the university’s disability support team appear helpless to ensure the accessibility of teaching is being met, as they have no influence over the academic staff delivering the learning.

Students have described that when speaking with module leads about teaching staff within their department that module leads have told students that they cannot intervene and tell other tutors how they should teach. Leaving blind and partially sighted students helpless in accessing their course. It should be clear that all university staff have responsibility for ensuring the accessibility of teaching and learning and when students signal this is not happening this should be taken seriously by HEP’s. 
We see through our support service that Blind and partially sighted students are often passed between processes, repeatedly. Some student’s circumstances appear to fall between the gaps of learning support plans and extenuating circumstances and extensions processes leaving student uncertain about how they might be supported to succeed. An example being students who may be recommended assistive technology to support their learning but their being no mechanism for the student to mitigate for any impact on their learning of having to learn how to use the technology initially. The Commitment should include reference to the OIA’s good practice frameworks, asking for HEP’s to ensure processes are fit for purpose and include appropriate flexibility to protect disabled students when things go wrong.  
Commitment 22 asks for assessment choice to be available for each module where possible and appropriate. The critical focus for HEP’s regarding assessment should be to provide assessments which are inclusive and accessible, regardless of the type of assessment, and to ensure that the assessment is fit for purpose with alternatives available where practicable. Whilst assessment choice is good practice, and should be highlighted as such, it is not realistic to expect this to be implemented across-the-board. For example, many Professional statutory and regulatory bodies would not allow this, and therefore the commitment might lead to challenges in managing expectations. Having accessible assessments would reduce the number of adjustments required based upon individuals needs, to the benefit of both the HEP and the student. Feedback received via our student support service suggests this is not yet happening routinely in all HEP’s. 
TPT recommend that:
· There should be clear processes and accountability for and within HEP’s where it is identified that accessibility needs are not being met. 
· There should be clear processes for students to follow when issues with accessibility are identified, resulting in rapid action. 
· That HEP’s provide clear information about when students might be required to engage with support plans, extenuating circumstances procedures, academic appeals and complaints procedures with an aim of reducing the burden on the disabled student where issues may be foreseen. 
· HEPs are encouraged to align processes with the expectations of the OIA’s good practice framework, including extenuating circumstances processes, appeals, complaints and fitness to practice.  
· That recommendations regarding assessment choice are made more realistic, given that there remain issues with the accessibility of assessments.


15. Any other comments? 

Page 12: Section 5: Moving out of studying in higher education 
16. Is there any wording and/or specific recommendations you think should be changed or added in relation to the section on 'Moving out of studying in higher education'? 
Overall, TPT support the recommendations in this section and agree they appear functional and are worded appropriately.  

Partaking in work placements at university provides a valuable opportunity to develop skills. There is more work needed in terms of ensuring students and graduates can identify accessible and appropriate work placement opportunities as it can be almost impossible to access mobility and tech support to support them. This should include responsibility for educating placement providers on reasonable adjustments for disabled students. 

A student contacted our student support services wanting to gain work experience from a placement. They were sent back and forth from disability services to careers services within their university. Neither department had the knowledge or awareness of the disability employment schemes that are available, and when given some resources and options they found that these did not cater for vision impaired individuals.  The blind and partially sighted student also contacted HR departments of various organisations to enquire about the support and reasonable adjustments that would be available. However, again these organisations did not have disability support available. This was a significant educational barrier for the student. 

Our support service regularly receives questions from blind and partially sighted students about their transition out of higher education. There is often a lack of awareness about the support available in work specifically in relation to Access to work. More awareness about schemes such as this, should be available to students and staff as well as more promotion of other disability specific employment schemes. Further work is needed to ensure blind and partially sighted graduates can access the employment market as a lack of awareness about the capabilities of and how to support blind and partially sighted staff create barriers to transition.  

TPT recommend that:
· HEP’s are asked to ensure that where placements are part of a course that these opportunities are available for disabled students. 


17. Any other comments? 

Page 13: General questions 
Please see below some general questions related to the Disabled Student Commitment. 
18. Are there any aspects of the Disabled Student Commitment you found unclear or require clarification? If so, please specify which, and tell us why. 

19. Is there anything missing from the Disabled Student Commitment that you think needs to be added? 

20. Are there any other stakeholders you think we should be calling upon within the Disabled Student Commitment? 
There is some overlap between the commitment and the existing good practice highlighted by the OIA. This link should be made.
21. Finally, do you have any feedback on the Disabled Student Commitment as a whole? 

Page 14: Follow-up roundtable 
Thank you for responding to our questions on the Disabled Student Commitment. In November and December 2022, we are interested in holding a number of roundtables to explore some of your feedback in further detail. 
22. Would you be interested in taking part in a follow-up roundtable? Please select 'yes' if so and we will be in touch. 

Yes, I would be interested No, I would not be interested 
18 / 19 
Page 15: Final page 
Thank you for taking part in our consultation on the Disabled Student Commitment. Your response is greatly valued and we will be in touch with next steps. 
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