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1. Introduction 

1.1 Project background  

On 23 March 2020 the UK government announced the first nationwide lockdown on account 

of the Covid-19 pandemic, meaning that students in higher education (HE) were instructed 

to continue their studies from home for the foreseeable future. 

During June 2020, following the HE sector’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the 

Disabled Students’ Commission held four online roundtables which considered the following 

topics with urgency: disabled students’ experiences of clearing, blended learning, and 

student transition and induction. Students and representatives from across the sector and 

third sector organisations participated in all roundtables. Students were provided with an 

additional opportunity to participate in the fourth roundtable to voice their views and opinions 

related to the topics. 

Informed by the findings, the DSC published Three Months to Make a Difference (July, 

2020) outlining the ways in which institutions could improve support for disabled students 

ahead of campuses reopening in three months’ time. 

Given the rapid response of institutions and the likely lasting impact of Covid-19 on the 

delivery of higher education, the DSC has since been working to ensure that the 

experiences and support for disabled students are prioritised in the sector’s longer-term 

response. While the DSC seeks to understand to what extent the recommendations outlined 

in Three Months to Make a Difference have been actioned, it is clear that the pandemic is 

exacerbating existing inequalities, and disabled students face continue to face 

unprecedented challenges. 

1.2 Methodology 

Student survey 

In order to gain insight into the differential longer-term impact of Covid-19 on disabled 

students’ experiences, one year on from Three Months to Make a Difference the DSC 

commissioned a survey to gather disabled students’ views across the HE lifecycle. 

Supported by Advance HE, the survey was disseminated between May and June 2021 and 

ran for four weeks. Questions related to the following themes:  

+ transition into university (either as a degree apprentice, foundation student or 

undergraduate student entering higher education for the first time) or entering the first 

year of postgraduate studies 

+ experiences of adapting to remote learning, teaching and assessment 

 

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/three-months-make-difference
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+ perspectives on transitioning into employment 

+ mental health and wellbeing 

+ support provided by the university during Covid-19. 

The survey was completed by 473 disabled students, and a follow-up report (Exploring the 

impact of Covid-19 on disabled students’ experiences, August 2021) was published 

highlighting the key findings, which included any meaningful differences between student 

groups. At the end of the survey, respondents were asked whether they were interested in 

participating in a series of discussion groups. Overall, a total of 35 participants consented to 

take part in the discussion groups, helping the DSC to understand in more detail any key 

themes that emerged during the survey, as well as to further explore differential impacts and 

intersecting experiences between student groups. 

Discussion groups  

Participants who consented within the survey were invited to take part in an online 

discussion forum for a duration of five days, taking place in August 2021. The forum was 

intended to be a safe space for students to contribute to a series of discussion topics at their 

own pace. Participation was anonymous (each participant signed up with a 

username/moniker) and contributed by typed-response only. All groups were moderated by 

a researcher, who were on hand to propose supplementary questions where required and 

provide signposting to further support.   

Guided by the unique experiences shared within the survey, the DSC agreed to stratify the 

sample according to the following characteristics and their intersection with disability. While 

participants were manually assigned to the groups according to answers shared within the 

survey, it is possible that participants could have participated in more than one group (ie a 

first-year undergraduate student studying on a part-time basis). Nonetheless, participants 

were asked to reflect on their unique experiences based on the group to which they were 

assigned:    

+ students studying Humanities or Science-based subjects  

+ students studying Higher Education in a Further Education setting 

+ first-year undergraduate students  

+ postgraduate/PhD students 

+ students studying on a part-time basis 

+ students with a reported mental health condition  

+ students with more than one or multiple impairments 

+ students from a Black, Asian or Minority Ethnic background. 

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/exploring-impact-covid-19-disabled-students-experiences
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/exploring-impact-covid-19-disabled-students-experiences
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Based on prominent topic areas that arose from analysis of the survey results, the 

discussion groups were asked to explore and expand on the following in more detail, to help 

understand the ongoing barriers faced by disabled students and how these were 

compounded by Covid-19:  

+ general thoughts on the student experience and disability support offered during Covid-

19 

+ transition into a new academic year (whether into higher education for the first time or 

into the next academic year) during Covid-19 and on a predominantly remote basis 

+ understanding in more detail the positive and negative experiences related to remote 

learning, teaching and assessment  

+ short-term and long-term cultural change in relation to support for disabled students 

+ recommendations based on lessons learnt from Covid-19 to better support disabled 

students and improve their experiences going forward. 

The transcriptions from the discussion groups were analysed with an inductive approach 

(read without prior expectations or knowledge of what might emerge from the data), using 

the qualitative software programme Atlas.ti. Thematic analysis was undertaken in order to 

establish recurrent themes and then to identify a coding system. Text marked with a ‘code’ 

briefly described the point expressed and followed a branch structure, where a main theme 

was followed by a sub-theme and, where relevant, another sub-theme (eg L&T: positive: 

remote assessment). The code list was merged and refined, and a final list of 70 codes was 

produced to support the write-up of the report.  

Although not necessarily representative of the views of all disabled students studying in HE 

in England, participants’ experiences will help inform recommendations made by the DSC. 

Any differences between levels of study and/or personal characteristics will also help to 

inform more nuanced and targeted approaches.  

The discussion groups took place at a time when there was ongoing uncertainty 

regarding the new academic year. The in-depth findings shine a light on the barriers 

faced by disabled student during this time, and their expectations and 

recommendations for the year ahead are outlined in this report.  
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2. Summary of findings  
Before delving deeper into the in-depth findings related to the four key topic areas explored 

in the discussion groups, more general points were raised in all discussion groups that help 

to set the scene and shine a light on disabled students’ more general experiences during the 

pandemic. 

Firstly, students noted issues such as caring responsibilities, technological limitations and 

worsening mental health that compounded the experience of working and studying from 

home with a disability. This highlighted an overarching need to consider support with an 

intersectional lens, in light of the multiple barriers disabled students had to manage and 

overcome. 

 “Keeping track of university work throughout the pandemic was quite 

difficult to manage due to external commitments having split work hours 

and time for learning as well as taking care of siblings whilst parents were 

away. Use of technology and internet was also strained as in the 

household many of us had to use more than one laptop as well as work 

on our smartphones/tablet due to other members working from home.” 

Student from a Black, Asian or minority ethnic background  

“Studying at home was impossible at times as I had to teach my two 

children. My work got pushed to the bottom of the pile and my anxiety was 

heightened.”  

First-year undergraduate student  

“At one point I was too stressed managing the family side of things to 

study, so I asked my doctor for some help and in the end they signed me 

off sick for three months with anxiety.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student   

There was also a sense of uncertainty among disabled students about what to expect ahead 

of a new academic year. For the following students, changes that had previously happened 

at short notice were particularly difficult to manage, and they felt concerned this would be 

repeated when they returned in the autumn term. 

“All my time is spent thinking about university and what changes might 

happen at short notice. My anxiety has increased and I can’t relax 

because I don’t know what will happen in the new term.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 
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“Whereas in previous years, academics knew the processes for things, this 

year even academics seemed uncertain about the new processes during 

the pandemic. This was particularly stressful for me as I am autistic.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

Feelings of isolation and loneliness among disabled students were also prevalent. Within the 

DSC’s survey report (2021), it was reported that 86.2% of all respondents experienced 

feelings of isolation and/or loneliness. In the discussion groups, students studying at 

Postgraduate/PhD level found it difficult to connect with peers and form supervisor 

relationships during Covid-19, and students with a reported mental health condition found 

that their mental health had deteriorated due to the increased isolation.  

 “It was really difficult to get to know other students on my course beyond a 

superficial friendly level, it has made the experience of online teaching 

and learning more isolating.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

“The effects of isolated study and isolated life in general since March 2020 

have led to a sharp deterioration in my mental health.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 

2.1 Disability support  

As a result of Covid-19, delays were experienced across the board both to diagnosis and to 

implementation of reasonable adjustments for students in receipt of Disabled Students’ 

Allowance (DSA). While some of these delays were perhaps outside of a student’s control 

(retrieving medical evidence at a time when the NHS was overstretched), this led to 

instances where disabled students eligible for support were left with no adjustments at all, 

sometimes for the entirety of an academic year.   

“Due to Covid restrictions, I was not able to gain an assessment or be able 

to apply for DSA until June 2021! Having already completed my second 

year.”  

Student studying Higher Education in a Further Education college 

“I had to go through lots of emails to get the support put in place and some 

of which still wasn’t at the end of the year, as with Covid it was hard to get 

medical evidence for some things as they were not seen as urgent and 

the university would not deal with them without evidence.”  

First-year undergraduate student  
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“I had qualified for DSA but there was a long delay in getting my support in 

place, partially due to Covid, so I had finally got my equipment and 

resources just before half way through the academic year.”  

Student from a Black, Asian or minority ethnic background  

“I was literally just sorting DSA support and mentoring for my anxiety when 

the school went remote so nothing was really sorted for this entire time 

I’ve been online.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 

Some disabled students were also required to disclose their condition on multiple occasions 

to different members of staff. This issue was worsened due to the fact that staff were 

working remotely and it was difficult for the student to ascertain who was aware of their 

requirements and who was not 

“Despite a start of year meeting taking place, I had to reiterate my needs 

multiple times during the first few months of my course. One of my 

reasonable adjustments is to access timetables and course materials 

early, and this frequently did not happen, with lectures being rescheduled 

last minute, online materials failing to be uploaded, and assessment 

information taking a long time to be sent out.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student 

“I think that as a first-year disclosing my condition to the university, they 

could have done more to make sure that all my teaching staff were made 

aware so I didn’t have to keep explaining myself every time I had a 

different lecturer. It was even more challenging to find out who had been 

told about my condition and communicate with lecturers because of the 

remote working with Covid-19.”  

First-year undergraduate student 

Finally, in a couple of cases, disabled students felt as if the advice or support they were 

offered during Covid-19, either to postpone their studies or swap to a part-time mode, was 

‘in lieu’ of anything meaningful.  

“I was told to look into postponing my studies until the world was back on 

its feet.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 
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“I feel that the offer of studying part-time was made in lieu of real disability 

support, such as counselling, extra tuition, or software.”  

Part-time student  

2.2 Transition  

Disabled students in all discussion groups experienced a lack of communication during their 

transition period (either entering higher education for the first time, or entering a new 

academic year during Covid-19). While experiences differed depending on level of study, 

barriers such as difficulties contacting support staff and delays to implementing reasonable 

adjustments affected a wide array of students. Many also felt unable to manage their 

expectations as a result.  

“There were many emails sent on how much support there is at university, 

but I never got any! I tried to call them and email them but it was mostly 

some online well-being apps and things like that.” 

Student from a Black, Asian or minority ethnic background 

The following examples highlight the differing experiences of transition in relation to level of 

study. In particular, those entering higher education for the first time during Covid-19 

reported a lack of information, advice and guidance and meaningful follow-up support after 

disclosing their disability to their university. Compounded by the fact that staff were working 

remotely, as mentioned previously, some first year undergraduates were also unable to get 

tailored support requirements in place at the start of their course.   

 

“It was hard to know whether information I disclosed to the support team 

was actually passed on to the relevant departments (eg academic staff, 

exams office) as I didn’t always receive any sort of confirmation. But I 

don’t know whether this is just standard practice or was worse because of 

staff working remotely.”  

First year undergraduate student 

“I had to contact support staff to make the university aware of my anxiety 

and put arrangements in place which I found difficult to communicate 

remotely, and when I asked there wasn’t the option for a face-to-face 

meeting.”  

First year undergraduate student 
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The following student - studying at a Further Education college, felt that they received even 

less information, advice and guidance as they were simply ‘carrying on with education’ in the 

same setting. 

“We did not have an induction experience… we got enrolled on the course 

online. Because I was carrying on with education and wasn’t at the 

organisation for the first time, I didn’t get proper instruction; I was just kind 

of put right into my lessons. I found it hard to settle in because there was 

no support or expectation set of what the year would entail.” 

Student studying Higher Education in a Further Education college 

Finally, at Postgraduate/PhD level, some students also noticed a drop-off in the level of 

support provided during the induction process in comparison to Undergraduate, again 

creating confusion around how and where to access the appropriate support.  

“The induction was very brief, not as thorough as during my 

undergraduate. This meant that there was a bit of confusion when it came 

to timetables, when the term is starting, personal tutors, where to access 

support etc. I am lucky that I did my UG at the same university, so I was 

already familiar with quite a bit. In regards to support and access, again I 

feel like there was less emphasis on how to seek this support as a PG 

student.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student 

Disabled students across the board also felt that support staff were overloaded, and were 

thus wary about ‘bombarding’ them with queries relating to their disability. While in some 

cases this led to tangible delays putting support in place, delays to receiving responses also 

added to the perception that disabled students’ requirements had been ‘forgotten’, and that 

they had not been afforded the same adjustments to work from home in comparison to staff.   

“I felt anxious about pestering staff as in person, you could ask a few 

questions in one go easily, but via email, I felt like I was bombarding staff. 

It also took longer for them to get back to us and due to them having 

home-life commitments, consideration and adjustment was expected for 

lecturers working from home and juggling childcare and work, whereas I 

and other students were having to make adjustments and it was treated 

with less consideration.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 
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“I think perhaps the general stress the department/academic staff were 

under at the start of the year had more impact – they were so busy sorting 

everything out more generally that the needs of disabled students got 

forgotten; and this is possibly how the things I described (failure to upload 

materials, rescheduling things last minute, late assessment information) 

ended up happening.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

“The disability service at my university was overloaded, and I had some 

difficulty getting my mask exemption approved by them in advance of 

returning.”  

Student with more than one or multiple impairments 

“I required a wireless keyboard or a good quality microphone for speech to 

text software provided by my disability supplier, but due to high volume of 

emails, this had meant I had to wait for a long period of time.” 

Student from Black, Asian or minority ethnic background 

2.3 Remote learning, teaching and assessment  

Discussion group findings mirrored those reported from the DSC’s survey results, in that 

students’ experiences of remote learning, teaching and assessment were nuanced and 

differed by impairment type. Students across all discussion groups discussed both positive 

and negative aspects of adapting to a remote model during Covid-19, and it became 

increasingly clear that any differences in experiences were, in part, also attributed to 

inconsistency between institutions, departments and even individual modules.  

While there are clear benefits for disabled students of moving to a remote or blended 

learning model, there are nonetheless key learnings to be gleaned from the findings to 

ensure that any future model accommodates both synchronous and asynchronous learning 

in an accessible and equitable way.     

Areas of accessibility  

There were a number of areas whereby remote learning and teaching created more 

accessibility for disabled students. The following students highlighted that they felt more in 

control of their home-learning environment and could regulate accordingly to accommodate 

flare-ups of conditions.  

“It means that if I am having a flare up on my mental health condition, I can 

watch lectures at a time that suits me or go back to things I missed.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  
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“It proved to be far more accessible for me, as I could control my own 

sensory environment and self-regulate off-screen without attracting 

attention.”  

Student with more than one impairment  

“The experience of remote learning has been overall positive for me as a 

disabled postgraduate student. I often have flare ups of my illness which 

means I am unable to leave the house. Remote learning enabled me to 

still actively engage with lectures and seminars even during a flare up, so 

essentially my attendance and engagement with university life was better 

than my undergraduate experience.”   

Postgraduate/PhD student  

Remote learning and teaching also negated the requirement for disabled students to 

commute into their university. For many, commuting previously required expending a large 

amount of energy and transport was often inaccessible. From home, they could manage 

their time and learning pace more easily.  

“I am definitely feeling much more comfortable with doing things remotely. 

It allows me to save my energy for the most important things like looking 

after myself and I don’t have to use energy on commuting which is a huge 

drain on me.”  

Student with more than one or multiple impairments  

“It was a lot easier not having to travel into university, and I found time 

management simpler without having to factor in the extra time it took me 

to get to campus and find accessible transport.”  

Student with more than one or multiple impairments  

 

“I have GAD as well as dyspraxia so not having to make the commute has 

been amazing.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 

Finally, the following two students reflected on the importance of accessibility, and 

questioned why the implementation of certain reasonable adjustments had not been 

possible in the past given the positive benefits for disabled students (ie grade improvements 

and increased participation).   



Exploring the impact of Covid-19 on disabled students’ experiences 

Disabled Students’ Commission 

 

13 
 

“Once online learning became the norm, it upset me to realise how many 

adjustments were possible to me that had been denied in the past, and for 

example online lectures helped me to overcome fatigue issues.”  

Student with reported mental health condition  

“In 2019-20 when teaching was in person, I had to drop out due to 

inaccessibility. This year online I have received a first in all my modules.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

Areas of inaccessibility  

Some students found that the workload (and thus cognitive capacity required) increased as 

a result of the shift to remote learning and teaching, and noted a general trend towards 

‘written academia’. The following student with a reported mental health condition mentioned 

that looking at a screen for hours at a time was difficult, and overall it was felt that the 

additional health considerations of disabled students learning online were not taken into 

account.  

“Using a screen for teaching, assessment and self-study has made my 

academic life feel quite insular so it’s been a barrier in practical terms. It 

gave me headaches and I felt physically sick at the thought of looking at 

my screen sometimes.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 

In addition, some students highlighted a lack of training on the use of online learning 

programmes put in place during the pandemic, meaning they felt unprepared to use them to 

the best of their ability.  

“We weren’t given any induction into how to learn virtually, we were just 

expected to do it, which is a shame, because I found it took a lot of getting 

used to.”  

Student with more than one or multiple impairments  
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Some disabled students also found it more difficult to engage with the learning material as 

they were unable to print out, annotate or make notes – something which they would 

normally do to support their learning on account of their disability. 

“Due to my disabilities, I learn best by taking notes/having paper print outs 

to read back on, then discussing ideas with other people. However, this 

has been practically obliterated since Covid hit. I appreciate the time I get 

with Zoom/Teams lectures, but note taking isn’t the same and discussion 

is pretty much non-existent.” 

Student studying Higher Education in a Further Education college 

“A software called Articulate was used at our university, which served the 

same role as a PowerPoint presentation, but was a bit more animated. 

This made my studying really difficult, because I couldn’t annotate on this 

application, download the content or print it.” 

Postgraduate/PhD student 

Compounding the above, there were also a handful of reported cases in which reasonable 

adjustments (eg note-takers) were not transferred or adapted to an online environment. 

Given the reduction in opportunities for note-taking and annotation due to restrictions on 

certain learning platforms (as mentioned above), as well as an occasional reluctance from 

staff to provide recordings, the absence of an official note-taker was of particular concern to 

disabled students.   

“When we had on campus seminars I had a note-taker provided by the 

university, however this was not transferred online and as seminars 

remain unrecorded, taking notes while working with a system unfit for 

purpose was impossible.” 

LLB Law student 

For students studying particular subjects, such as an applied subject or a subject with a 

placement element, the remote learning environment also limited their ability to engage with 

and improve the practical skills required as part of their course. 

“Pre-pandemic my educational experience was great as it was a blend of 

theory and practical. The access to resources was great. This has 

changed as it affected placement and now means out academic year 

plans have changed very drastically.”  

BSc Therapeutic Radiography student 
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“As part of my course is focused on personal skills, I feel being taught 

online has taken away from some of the personal conversation skills that I 

particularly lack or cause me greater anxiety.” 

FDA Birth and Beyond student 

In some of the more extreme reported cases, disabled students saw a deterioration of their 

grades as a result of pockets of inaccessibility in learning and teaching, and a lack of 

tailored support to accommodate the shift to online. This also included students (including 

those studying practical subjects as mentioned above), whose inability to conduct fieldwork 

saw them fall behind.  

“I achieved a pass (3rd) in this module, my lowest grade on the whole of my 

course yet it was a subject I enjoyed and knew well. I believe this was due 

to not having access to a note-taker, or be able to access academic 

writing support.” 

Student studying Higher Education in a Further Education college 

“Without access to research material in the field, I have not progressed as 

far as I would have liked and am therefore dropping behind the expected 

time schedule.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student 

Captioning  

There were also prevalent issues around the use of automated captioning. Experiences 

were varied, and as was reported with the wider learning and teaching experience, 

inconsistencies were common between modules, departments and universities – something 

which could be attributed to a lack of central solution and adequate resourcing to carry out 

checks on the transcripts. More work also needs to be done to improve the perception of 

captioning and the accessibility it offers, rather than incorrectly perceiving it as the provision 

of ‘notes’ and contributing to decreased physical attendance.  

“I asked for transcripts of the lectures because of my sensory disorder. I 

thought that reading would be better than watching and listening. This 

took over two months to get approved because some lecturers were 

angry about it. They said it was handing me notes.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition  
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“They didn’t have human-checked captions in place from the start, and 

often no captions at all. After my disability advisor intervened this changed 

for two of the modules, not the rest.” 

Postgraduate/PhD student  

In the instances where captions were provided, disabled students felt that they were limited 

overall and often varied in quality as no checks had taken place. One student stated that 

transcripts were ‘awful’, and another stated that it rendered some of their lectures ‘less 

useful’ as a result.  

“Most disabled students I talk to say that automated captions are better 

than nothing but very limited. Often they are not nearly good enough to 

understand everything that is being said. Even if a captioner can’t be hired 

for every video I wish lecturers would at least go over the automatic 

captions.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

“Not all of my lectures have used closed captions which has meant that 

lots of my lectures have been less useful to me as I have auditory 

processing issues.”  

Student with more than one or multiple impairments  

Assessment  

As a result of Covid-19 there was a marked change to the way in which assessments were 

conducted. A number of institutions adopted a remote, 24-hour ‘open book’ assessment 

format, which proved positive for many disabled students due to the accessibility it offered in 

relation to factors such as rest breaks, memory recall, and no longer requiring to commute to 

the test centre. 

“I definitely found the remote assessment process much more accessible 

as whereas usually I would need to arrange a smaller exam venue and 

rest breaks due to the anxiety that being in an exam hall can cause me, 

being able to complete my assessments online from home meant I felt 

much more comfortable and was able to perform better.”  

First-year undergraduate student 
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“Online assessments have been really good for me this year. Exams make 

me very nervous due to past experience and because of my disability I 

always feel disadvantaged in exams (my memory is awful so closed-book 

exams aren’t great).”  

Part-time student  

The following student, studying at PhD level, also mentioned that some universities had 

adopted virtual vivas.  

“I know that viva’s can be virtual – several of my friends have done theirs 

this way. The process seems to have some benefits – you can have mind 

maps, and post-its on the wall in front of you, which you can’t do in a face-

to-face viva (the person who did this is dyslexic).”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

However, even as new assessment formats were introduced, students reported that they 

were not offered an opportunity to familiarise themselves with new ways of working. While 

all students’ expectations of assessment were no doubt managed as a result of the 

pandemic, disabled students (and particularly those with a reported mental health condition) 

were at risk of experiencing further disadvantage as a result of the lack of clarity 

communicated to them around choice of assessment formats. 

“It being an unknown produced a different kind of anxiety to previous 

years’ exams; from the format to the marking, at times I didn’t know what 

the expectations were.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 

“I have never had a proctored exam, and we don’t have an opportunity to 

practice, nor have we been provided with any information about it.”  

Student with more than one or multiple impairments  

And while a 24-hour ‘open book’ assessment was more accessible to some, others noted 

the negative aspects of this format. The longer time-frame often felt ‘challenging’ and 

‘exhausting’, and made it difficult to manage certain conditions.  

“I suffer with chronic anorexia nervosa, and so the long time-frame for the 

exam proved to be very challenging in terms of making sure I ate enough 

to sustain 24 hours of work (compared to the normal three hour format). I 

felt that I was very disadvantaged (and I did underperform, compared to 

previous years’ results).”  

Student with more than one or multiple impairments  
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“As we were expected to spend longer amounts of time on assessment 

work rather than prepare for brief exams or presentations, my exhaustion 

was higher.”  

Part-time student  

Finally, a handful of disabled students expressed concern at the fact their additional time (or 

other similar reasonable adjustments) had been taken away altogether, as a 24-hour format 

was perceived to be sufficient for all students, including disabled and non-disabled peers.  

“My exam papers were submitted without any information informing the 

marker of my disability and were therefore marked without allowance for 

my disability. The university also refused extra time for disabled students 

on the 24 hour exams even though we were qualified for it.”  

First-year undergraduate student 

2.4 Culture change  

Students in nearly all discussion groups noted an increased understanding and awareness 

of disability as a result of Covid-19, both from fellow students and members of staff. 

However, the concern was that this would only be a temporary change unless knowledge 

was properly embedded and any follow-up initiatives were meaningful.  

“I think that acceptance has increased and universities are just beginning 

to understand that their attitude towards disabled students can have a 

pivotal impact on their experience, but more can always be learned.”  

Student with a reported mental health condition 

“Perhaps attitudes have improved but unless staff can join up the dots 

between the knowledge and the practice, it doesn’t really help.”  

BA Applied Health and Social Care student 

In particular, students highlighted the prevalence of more positive attitudes towards mental 

health and wellbeing, something which was especially noticeable to first-year undergraduate 

students. However, one student felt that while there had been improvements, these were 

only ‘surface’ level and had not extended to tangible support provided to those with reported 

mental or physical disabilities during the pandemic. 

“I think there has definitely been more awareness of mental health, which 

more acceptance/less judgement when disclosing a mental health 

condition or requiring extra support.” 

First-year undergraduate student 
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“I think people (staff and students alike) have been much more empathetic 

towards those living with mental illness. Even the most stoic of us have 

struggled over the last eighteen months.”  

First-year undergraduate student 

“There has been a shift towards viewing mental health breaks and 

extensions as reasonable and necessary, and more surface use of mental 

heath language, but I have seen no increase in support or understanding 

towards those with mental or physical disabilities.” 

Part-time student 

Despite the concerns highlighted above, the following student showcased a positive 

example of how an increased understanding and awareness of mental health and wellbeing 

at a broader level can sometimes trickle down to the individual. In this case, it led them to 

apply for DSA, which they previously felt they did not ‘deserve’.  

“I had been told previously that I could apply but at the time I felt I didn’t 

deserve it and that a mental health issue wasn’t really a disability and I 

didn’t know how DSA could help me. I think the pandemic has changed 

my attitude towards this in that I now realise that when my mental health 

impacts on my studies in a debilitating way, as it has this year, it does 

enable me to access this level of support in the same way as it would for 

any other disabled student.” 

Student with a reported mental health condition 

Another positive example of culture change related to the shift in monitoring of attendance 

as a result of Covid-19, in part due to the requirements around self-isolation. The 

introduction of remote learning and teaching meant that there was no longer a need to be 

‘physically’ in the room, and so those experiencing flare-ups or managing a long-term health 

condition could learn from their home environment without limiting their overall attendance if 

they were unable to attend 

“I think the whole situation has raised a lot of questions around attendance 

because people have been forced to self-isolate and miss face-to-face 

teaching because of Covid-19 with remote alternatives provided, but in 

normal times if someone's attendance was limited by a disability this 

provision probably wouldn't have happened.” 

First-year undergraduate student 
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“Previously the attendance policy has been really ableist and I was put in 

meetings about my attendance (it fell below their minimum requirement) 

but it wasn't my fault as the accessibility was awful. Now it’s mostly catch 

up stuff and you do it when you want to do it, so attendance isn't really a 

thing anymore.”  

BSc Criminology student 

Finally, when asked if Covid-19 had instilled any degree of culture change within their 

institution, a number of students disagreed for one similar reason. It was strongly felt that - 

as leniencies and accommodations had been offered to all students during the pandemic - 

disabled students were put on par with their non-disabled peers. In some instances, their 

requirements were overlooked or refused entirely as institutions focussed on supporting the 

‘majority’ and experiences were ‘generalised’.    

“It was the same exceptions on work for all students, including those with a 

long-term disability. I have no issue with all students given leniency, but 

they failed to consider how someone already suffering from a mental 

health condition would have worse/exacerbated symptoms during the 

pandemic, just like those who were previously ‘healthy’ but they had to 

make leniencies for. All the attention went to the majority.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

“I think there has been a positive change because now everyone is 

struggling it gives them a chance to understand how those with disability 

or specific learning disabilities have been feeling even pre-pandemic. The 

downside to this is you tend to get overlooked and it’s generalised that 

everyone is struggling.” 

BSc Therapeutic Radiography student 

“Sure, there has been greater understanding of how mental health is 

affecting the majority now, however support or empathy hasn’t necessarily 

extended to those students that were already suffering with a long-

standing disability. Disabled students were expected to cope with the 

same extensions/leniencies provided to non-disabled students.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  
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2.5 Student led recommendations  

In the final discussion topic, disabled students were invited to consider any policy, 

procedural or practical changes that should be put in place within the higher education 

sector to better support disabled students and improve their experiences based on the 

lessons learnt during Covid-19.  

Firstly, disabled students across the board hoped that more flexible access to extensions 

and relaxed rules around submission of evidence would continue beyond the end of the 

pandemic. One student felt that the flexible approach and attitude applied within the realm of 

assessment should be extended to all disabled student-specific administration.  

“Another thing that has definitely helped (and I think should be continued 

going forward) is the relaxation of medical evidence requirements for 

accessing support or mitigating circumstances which can be time-

consuming and difficult to obtain, preventing disabled students from 

accessing the support they should be entitled to.”  

First-year undergraduate student 

“I think the Academic Safety Net policy should continue as it allows 

students at my institution to apply for a week extension without reason. 

This would be amazing for me as I can often be burnt out and very 

fatigued at short notice so I could get an extension without fear of 

retribution.”  

Student with more than one or multiple impairments  

“Universities that have eased the administrative burden associated with 

applying for extensions during the pandemic should continue with this and 

a similar approach should be applied to disabled student-specific 

administration.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

Furthermore, given the isolation, loneliness and potential trauma all students have 

experienced during the pandemic, and especially disabled students, increased access to 

safe, intersectional spaces and opportunities to socialise in an accessible way would be 

beneficial. This could create an opportunity for disabled students to share issues and 

concerns with others who might be experiencing the same.  
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“Support groups for those with disabilities would be great, not a students’ 

union society necessarily, because it can be a bit daunting in that 

environment. But maybe if the accessibility/support departments 

organised lunches, teas or just simple hang-outs, so you don’t feel alone 

and so that you can discuss similar issues you might be having with other 

students.”  

Postgraduate/PhD student  

“I feel the SU could provide opportunities to allow their spaces to become 

more accessible such as perhaps a quiet hour or quiet evenings for 

students who may feel the average SU experience overwhelming, I think 

this could decrease cases of loneliness and low mental health in students 

with disabilities.”    

FDA Birth and Beyond student 

“Due to some cultural backgrounds in society some may feel it could be a 

burden to speak about what they are going through so I believe 

universities could shed light in helping students feel reassured to speak 

up whenever they require support and raising awareness of hidden 

disabilities that may not be seen from the outside of a person.” 

Student from a Black, Asian or minority ethnic background 

The following recommendations, while raised by fewer students overall, were unique to 

students’ experiences either in relation to their level of study or impairment type, and so 

useful to consider to ensure support can be tailored going forward:   

+ Students studying at Postgraduate/PhD level wished for increased mentoring 

opportunities, or the opportunity to develop closer relationships with their supervisors. 

This was especially pertinent given the levels of isolation and loneliness experiences by 

disabled students as highlighted in the DSC’s survey (over a quarter of 

Postgraduate/PhD students reported feelings of isolation/loneliness as a result of Covid-

19).  

+ Students studying at Postgraduate/PhD level also recommended that a form of blended 

learning continue, allowing for both synchronous and asynchronous attendance. This 

would in turn accommodate disabled students who have additional considerations, such 

as caring responsibilities.  

+ Students with more than one impairment or disability also reinforced the benefits of 

continuing with a blended learning approach, allowing them to more easily participate in 

lectures and seminars, particularly during times of flare-up of a condition.  
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+ Students in this group also recommended that institutions increasingly invest in their own 

disabled student community through student partnerships and opportunities for co-

creation.   

+ Finally, first-year Undergraduate students wished for improved communication and 

greater clarity around policies that may affect them as a disabled student, especially 

when entering higher education for the first time during Covid-19. 

 

3. Conclusion and next steps 
The findings from the discussion groups expose the continuing impact of the pandemic and 

its ability to exacerbate existing inequalities between disabled and non-disabled students. 

Despite there being aspects of good practice highlighting that institutions are capable of 

making the adjustments disabled students have been requesting for years, the barriers and 

challenges faced continue to be widespread and endemic. The stratification of the 

discussion group sample also highlights the experiences of disabled students at different 

points of the HE lifecycle, as well as shining a light on intersectionality and the 

disproportionate impact on particular demographic groups.  

While it is clear that the pandemic has impacted on all students, the sector’s ambition to put 

in place blanket policies that support the interests of the majority of non-disabled students 

has, in a number of scenarios, left disabled students particularly vulnerable; in some of the 

more extreme reported cases their reasonable adjustments have been taken away 

altogether.  

Recommendations  

To mitigate further negative impact, the DSC recommends that disabled students are 

prioritised in any longer-term response, with specific interventions considered and 

embedded into blanket policies where required. Above all, institutional planning should focus 

on the following key areas, to help create a more accessible and inclusive higher education 

experience for disabled students going forward: 

Communication 

+ During Covid-19, it has often been laborious and difficult for disabled students to 

ascertain the correct staff member with whom to communicate their requirements. This 

has been compounded by the fact that staff have been working from home with an 

inevitable increased workload. At the same time as paying increased attention to the 

wellbeing of disability support staff and the volume of their workload, attention must also 

be paid to improving information, advice and guidance for disabled students and how to 

effectively and efficiently get support in place. 
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+ Institutions must also consider innovative and practical ways to ensure a disabled 

student is not required to re-disclose or repeat their requirements multiple times over. A 

more joined-up approach between academic staff and disability support services must be 

explored to help alleviate this issue.  

+ Any future policy changes in relation to all students should consider intersectionality and 

the disproportionate impact on certain demographic groups. If implementing blanket 

policies, consider the ways in which this might impact disabled students directly, for 

example if accommodations for additional time during a remote 24-hour assessment are 

taken away altogether. With this in mind, disability support services should be consulted 

as much as possible on any future policy changes.  

+ Disabled students, in particular those with a pre-existing mental health condition or 

studying at postgraduate/PhD level, disproportionately felt the impact of isolation and 

loneliness during the pandemic. Establishing avenues of communication with these 

students is vital, such as creating access to safe, intersectional spaces on campus for 

disabled students to share their experiences of the pandemic and creating more 

opportunities for co-creation. 

+ Ensure the lessons learnt during Covid-19, including an increased awareness of mental 

health and wellbeing among students and staff is meaningfully embedded in any follow-

up policies, practices and processes.  

Certainty  

+ At key transition points, such as entering higher education for the first time or entering a 

new academic year, institutions should as much as possible avoid making last-minute 

changes that will disproportionately impact disabled students, in particular students with 

a mental health condition who might find it more difficult to manage expectations.  

+ To help reduce the perception that there is a ‘drop-off’ in support for disabled 

postgraduate/PhD students, consider the possibility of establishing supervisor or mentor 

relationships at an earlier stage.  

+ Given the delays experienced by disabled students in receipt of DSA for the 

implementation of reasonable adjustments, a timetable outlining when reasonable 

adjustments expect to be implemented, as well as any possible interim support, would be 

of benefit.  

+ Finally, if a course is going to be taught exclusively face-to-face or is adopting a blended 

approach, this must be communicated to disabled students as soon as possible ahead of 

a new academic year to ensure they have certainty on expectations around attendance. 
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Choice 

+ Institutions must increasingly consider to what extent flexibility can be built-in to learning, 

teaching and assessment to help avoid the need for post-hoc implementation of 

reasonable adjustments. For example, disabled students would benefit from choice of 

assessment format (ie 24-hour open-book assessment as opposed to commuting to an 

examination centre), offering increased ways in which to demonstrate learning outcomes.  

+ The above is particularly relevant for online and blended learning, whereby offering 

disabled students the choice to study synchronously or asynchronously allows them to 

stay at home when necessary (for example, accommodating a flare-up of a condition) 

without impacting on their overall attendance.  

+ Institutions should engage directly with disabled students and staff to understand how 

flexible access to extensions and relaxed rules around submission of evidence put in 

place during Covid-19 might be formalised and expanded.   

Consistency  

+ There are clearly a number of examples of an absence of both consistency and certainty 

for a disabled student with different areas of an institution (and the sector more widely) 

responding with varying measures. It is important that in order to avoid over-use of formal 

complaints processes and to ensure appropriate support, that institutions identify a senior 

member of staff who has the authority to determine consistency from the beginning. 

+ Adjustments put in place during Covid-19, such as the provision of automated captioning, 

are often inconsistent between courses and across the sector. Institutions should explore 

the possibility of introducing a sector-standard, whereby automated captioning is viewed 

as an informal offering for all students but not a replacement for meaningful 

communication support such as a Palantypist or BSL interpreter.  

+ Where possible, the higher education sector should capitalise on scaling up existing 

pockets of good practice implemented during the pandemic, and focus on improving 

information, advice and guidance to help create a more consistent approach to disabled 

student support. 
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