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professional programmes and, specifically, within the practice placement 

context. 

 

It was evident from my professional experience that identifying reasonable 

adjustments for disabled students in such contexts was particularly challenging;  

including as a consequence of the off-campus location, the involvement of staff 

external to the University and the complexities of fitness to practice and other 

professional standards. It was also evident from my work that such issues 

raised disclosure concerns for some disabled students. I therefore considered 

that this aspect of my work merited further investigation to advance knowledge 

in this area, to support staff in making reasonable adjustments, and ultimately to 

have a positive influence on practice in the higher education sector for the 

benefit of students. On researching the literature, it became clear that empirical 

studies on the experience of disabled students on professional programmes 

were also limited, particularly comparisons with the experience of non-disabled 

students. In addition, my research background and experience of working with 

disabled students for many years (see Appendix 17) had enabled me to develop 

the requisite knowledge and skills relevant to undertaking research in this field. 

 
From this basis, this thesis presents the details of a research study into the 

experience of disabled students compared to their non-disabled peers on six 

professional programmes of study6, specifically focussing on their experience in 

the placement context. A search of the literature revealed no other research had 

compared the experience of disabled and non-disabled students in this context, 

or gathered qualitative data from both groups; my research was therefore 

unique in this respect. An online survey and semi-structured interview 

techniques were utilised to gather quantitative and qualitative data from 

disabled and non-disabled students in different disciplines to enable 

comparisons to be made of their experience. Further comparisons were also 

made with the placement feedback obtained independently of my research by 

the individual disciplines involved, through thematic analysis of the discipline 

feedback reports. Ultimately, the research aimed to improve the placement 

experience of all students by making recommendations for practice identified 

                                                
6 Professional disciplines involved in my research: Medicine, Dentistry, Nursing and Midwifery, 
Education, Social Work and Community Education. 





http://www.dundee.ac.uk/disabilityservices/resources/annualreports/




http://www.dundee.ac.uk/disabilityservices/resources/policy/
http://www.dundee.ac.uk/disabilityservices/resources/policy/




http://www.dundee.ac.uk/qf/equalitydiversity/
http://www.udlcenter.org/
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/
http://www.dundee.ac.uk/disabilityservices/resources/


http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/UniversitiesColleges/16640/stakeholdergroups/disabledstudents
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/UniversitiesColleges/16640/stakeholdergroups/disabledstudents
http://www.dundee.ac.uk/disabilityservices/accesscentre/disabledstudentsallowance/
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/UniversitiesColleges/16640/stakeholdergroups/disabledstudents/DSAGValidation/DSAGExamplesofGoodPractice/DundeeUniValidationApplication2012
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/UniversitiesColleges/16640/stakeholdergroups/disabledstudents/DSAGValidation/DSAGExamplesofGoodPractice/DundeeUniValidationApplication2012
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/UniversitiesColleges/16640/stakeholdergroups/disabledstudents/DSAGValidation/DSAGExamplesofGoodPractice/DundeeUniValidationApplication2012


http://www.brite.ac.uk/courses


































http://www.ucas.com/


















http://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/


http://www.dundee.ac.uk/studentservices/disabilityservices/des/des_section3.htm##


http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/










http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/advice-and-guidance/new-equality-act-guidance/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/subjects/equality-act-2010








http://actiononaccess.org/


http://www.ecu.ac.uk/
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/




http://www.i-graduate.org/services/international-student-barometer-and-student-barometer/
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/news/the-student-experience-survey-2013/2003450.article
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/news/the-student-experience-survey-2013/2003450.article
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/surveys






- 55 - 
 

 
 

4.2 Introduction to Literature Review 
 

It is clear from the preceding Chapters that the UK higher education legislative, 

funding and regulatory frameworks impact on the delivery of university 

programmes and ultimately on the student experience. In addition, measures of 

student satisfaction with their learning experience are at the forefront of the 

higher education quality assurance agenda (e.g. Bekhradnia & Darian, 2013; 

Ertl & Wright, 2008), in a climate of increasing accountability and public 

scrutiny; including on the basis of the outcomes of national student surveys and 

associated institutional benchmarking (Buckley, 2013; Richardson, 2005). 

Analysis of the feedback of students in different demographic groups in such 

surveys is limited but there is evidence to suggest that disabled students are 

less positive about some aspects of their higher education experience than non-

disabled students, particularly students with dyslexia (Surridge, 2008), and in 

relation to the organisation of their course and access to learning resources 

(Buckley, 2012). 

 

Research on the student experience has also become increasingly prevalent 

over the past twenty years (e.g. Forrester, Motteram, Parkinson & Slaouti, 2005; 

Lizzio, Wilson & Simons, 2002; NUS, 2012a), in recognition of the importance of 

student feedback to assess the quality of their higher education experience. For 

disabled students, such research has been undertaken in the UK since the early 

1990s, predating the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act in 1995 and 

subsequently its extension to higher education in 2001 (SENDA, 2001). Hurst 

(1996) contested that very little was known about disabled people in higher 

education in the UK prior to this time, aside from statistical reports of the 

number of students with impairments, as research had tended to explore the 

barriers to access for students in other under-represented groups; such as 

those based on social class, gender or ethnic origin. Indeed, Barnes (1991) 

concluded that the majority of UK higher education institutions at that time were 

inaccessible to disabled students and many appeared unwilling to change.  

 

Following the introduction of the Further and Higher Education Act (1992), and 

the equivalent legislation in Scotland (Further and Higher Education (Scotland) 







- 58 - 
 

 
 

while those with visible disabilities can experience a patronising attitude from 

staff together with apparent lower expectations of their potential for academic 

achievement (Madriaga, 2007). As discussed in Chapter 2, such attitudes are 

framed by the medical model of disability which locates the problem within the 

disabled student based on assumptions about the implications of a particular 

disability label or category (Hall & Healey, 2004). 

 

A comprehensive review of the provision for disabled students in higher 

education in England and Wales (Harrison et al, 2009), confirmed that there are 

several areas where barriers to inclusion may be experienced by disabled 

students with specific impairments, including access to learning materials and 

staff attitudes, particularly for students with visual impairments or mental health 

difficulties. This review highlighted the importance of early liaison and dialogue 

between all parties involved in the transition process, and the need for further 

research on transition into postgraduate study and employment in particular, 

where the attitudinal and access issues experienced by disabled students can 

be exacerbated unless effective exit strategies are developed; particularly in 

relation to finding and accessing specialised advice and support (Piggot & 

Houghton, 2007). 

 

For some disabled students, the transition to university is simply the next step in 

their educational career and a move towards independence, albeit that the first 

year at university can prove challenging for any student for a number of 

reasons; including, difficulties with adapting to an academic learning 

environment and experiencing anxiety about moving away from home (e.g. 

Lowe & Cook, 2003; NUS, 2012b; Yorke & Longden, 2007). However, for other 

disabled students, transition to university can also mean leaving existing 

support networks behind and can create additional pressures over and above 

those experienced by non-disabled students (Borland & James, 1999), 

particularly if there are delays in the provision of support (Hargreaves et al, 

2009). Managing the impact of their disability and, in some cases, the timing of 

disclosure can also adversely affect the experience of disabled students during 

this phase, despite the legal onus on universities to anticipate their needs and 

to provide an inclusive learning environment (Goode, 2007). The additional time 
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support or adjustments that can be provided to enable their participation. Each 

of these approaches is considered in more detail below. 

 

 

4.6.1 Admission of Disabled Students to Professional Programmes 

 

Research on the admission of disabled students to professional programmes is 

limited but is relevant in providing a context for the student experience. The 

application and admission stage of entry to higher education may be the first 

time barriers to access are encountered by disabled students, which will 

ultimately shape their experience thereafter. Attitudes of staff in particular can 

impact on the admission decision, contributing to the underrepresentation of 

disabled people in some professions (Roberts et al, 2004). In addition, there is 

evidence that non-disabled students on professional programmes, and 

academic and placement staff, hold similar attitudes towards disability even 

when they acknowledge the potential of reasonable adjustments to ameliorate 

underlying difficulties (Miller, Ross & Cleland, 2009; Ryan & Struhs, 2004). As 

discussed in Chapter 3, the regulatory framework of professional programmes 

can also restrict access by disabled people and influence the views of higher 

education staff and prospective employers on the admission and progression of 

disabled students (Sin & Fong, 2007).  

 

Boursicot and Roberts (2009) concluded that, for medicine, where recent 

figures indicate that 6.5% of students disclosed a disability (GMC, 2013) 

compared to an average of 8.6% across other disciplines (ECU, 2013a), this 

may be a consequence of the interpretation of fitness to practice being left to 

individual Medical Schools, leading to differential treatment of disabled students 

and applicants across the sector. This can be particularly evident for students 

with specific impairments that may be considered to impact on observation and 

communication skills; for example, visual, hearing or speech impairments 

(Roberts et al, 2004). This may also explain the tendency for medical students 

to avoid seeking support on clinical placements by not disclosing their disability 

(Miller et al, 2009). Over 80% of disabled students in the Miller et al (2009) 
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some evidence of nonresponse bias in terms of gender and disability. In 

particular, a higher proportion of females than males responded in medicine, 

dentistry and community education (see Table 2), and a higher proportion of 

disabled students responded in five of the six disciplines (see Table 6) 

compared to the gender and disability distribution of the underlying student 

population in these disciplines (see Appendix 12). 

 

 

6.1.2 Demographic Results53 

 

The vast majority of students who responded to the online survey and provided 

details of their gender were female (87.6%) (see Table 2), reflecting the gender 

imbalance in teaching and social work disciplines and in subjects allied to 

medicine (HESA, 2013c; Kay, 2001). This result also reflects the fact that the 

majority of the survey respondents were studying nursing, education or social 

work which had the higher proportion of female students in the underlying 

student population during the period of the research (see Appendix 12). In 

addition, there is evidence to support that more females than males typically 

respond to online surveys (Smith, 2008).  

  

                                                
53 With the exception of Table 6, the percentages in all tables reflect the percentage of students 
who responded to each question and not the total number of respondents. 
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