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Editors’ Preface
This guide is one of a series of ten published by the Geography Discipline
Network (GDN) as part of the GDN Inclusive Curriculum Project (ICP), a
three-year initiative running from January 2003 to December 2005, funded by
the Higher Education Funding Council for England’s Improving Provision for
Disabled Students programme.
The ICP Guide series is written primarily for academics, educational developers,
learning support staff and disability advisers supporting disabled students
studying geography, earth and environmental sciences in higher education.
In addition, one guide is aimed at helping disabled students to optimise their
experience of higher education. The project builds on the success of an
earlier HEFCE-funded GDN disability project, Providing Learning Support for
Disabled Students Undertaking Fieldwork and Related Activities. This project,
unbeknown to us at the time, broke new ground. Adams (2002), the Director
of the National Disability Team (NDT), subsequently stated that:
‘The Geography Discipline Network project was, for a variety of
reasons, an extremely important project:
a. It was one of the ﬁrst disability-funded projects that exclusively
addressed issues concerned with teaching, learning and
assessment.
b. It was led by academic staff in partnership with disability
practitioners – this kind of partnership has signalled a real shift in
thinking regarding disability issues.’
The project, as is the current one, was undertaken by the Geography Discipline
Network, a consortium of old and new universities based at the University
of Gloucestershire, whose aim is to research, develop and disseminate good
learning and teaching practices in geography and related disciplines.
At the beginning of the Inclusive Curriculum Project, we wanted to capture
the student voice. Accordingly, we undertook a survey of disabled students
studying geography, earth and environmental sciences in the consortium
institutions (Hall & Healey, 2004). The survey was supplemented by case
studies of the learning experiences of disabled students and the different ways
in which departments and tutors have supported them, which are also available
on the GDN website at <www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/icp/>.
Awareness of the need to develop inclusive practices, which provide equal
opportunities for disabled students in various elements of their courses, is
spreading throughout Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in the UK. This has
been stimulated by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) Code of Practice Students with Disabilities, published in 2000, and the extension of the Disability
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Discrimination Act (1995) to education through the Special Educational Needs
and Disability Act (2001), later incorporated into Part IV of the DDA and the
Disability Discrimination Act (2005).
The ICP project focuses on the fundamental principle of inclusivity, whilst
addressing the day-to-day practical realities of supporting students with a wide
range of speciﬁc physical and mental difﬁculties. Although the series is written
from a disciplinary perspective and some guide titles address particular areas
of disability, the project provides guidance which offers transferable lessons for
what is good practice throughout teaching and learning in higher education.
Despite using medical categories for describing impairments, we are committed
to emphasising a social model to exploring disability, which examines the
barriers to disabled students which society creates. The distinction between
the medical and social model is important because it shifts the responsibility for
improving the provision for disabled students from the individuals themselves
to society, and the strategies and policies that higher education institutions
and their constituent departments develop and enact. However, we support
recent modiﬁcations to the social model which emphasise the reality of the lived
experience of disabled people, and we are sympathetic to calls to construct
a more adequate social theory of disability which recognises that everyone is
impaired (Shakespeare & Watson, 2002). The focus of this series of guides is
on identifying the barriers that disabled students face to participating fully in
the curriculum and the ways in which institutions, departments and tutors can
help to reduce or overcome them.
The GDN ICP team comprises a well established group of discipline-based
academics, educational developers and disability advisers. Each guide has been
written by a specialist author or team of authors, based on outline content and
structure discussed by the team as a whole, and has been reviewed in detail by
nominated representatives from the team. Each draft was also circulated to the
whole team and a panel of external advisers for comment before ﬁnal editing.
Rather than adopt an imposed standardised format across the series, each
authoring team was given freedom to develop their guide in the way they
felt most appropriate. This also applied to the much-exercised question of
appropriate language. Editing, therefore, has been intentionally a ‘light touch’
process, so individual guides in the series may vary from time to time in relation
to language protocols adopted. In terms of layout and presentation for both
printed and web-based versions of the guides, however, the editing team has
attempted to follow nationally-established accessibility guidelines as set out, for
example, by the National Disability Team <www.natdisteam.ac.uk/
Accessible%20printed%20documents.doc> and TechDis <www.techdis.ac.uk/
index.php?p=9_4>.
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The project was undertaken in consultation with the Higher Education Academy
Subject Centre for Geography Earth and Environmental Sciences (GEES). It has
the strong support of the main professional associations and representatives
of Heads of Department in the geography, earth and environmental sciences
sector:
• the Royal Geographical Society with the Institute of British
Geographers (RGS-IBG)
• the Geological Society (GeolSoc)
• the Conference of Heads of Department in Geography in Higher
Education Institutions (CHDGHE)
• the Committee of Heads of Environmental Sciences (CHES)
• the Institution of Environmental Sciences (IES)
• the Committee of Heads of University Geoscience Departments
(CHUGD).
We would like to thank the many individuals who have contributed to the
ICP project and to making this series of guides possible. In particular, we
recommend to our readers the stalwarts of the Geography Discipline Network
project team, many of whom have over many years uncomplainingly devoted
more of their time than we could reasonably expect to producing high quality
materials and sound advice. We would also like to acknowledge the project
Advisory Panel, the National Disability Team and the numerous colleagues who
helped to keep the project on track and provided additional resources when
necessary.
The net outcome of recent quality assurance and legislative changes is that
HEIs need to treat disability issues in a more structured and transparent way.
In particular, we may expect to see a relative shift of emphasis from issues of
recruitment and physical access to issues of parity of the learning experience
that disabled students receive. The implication of this shift is that disability
issues ‘cannot remain closed within a student services arena but must become
part of the mainstream learning and teaching debate’ (Adams & Brown, 2000,
p.8). But there is an opportunity here as well as a challenge. As we become
more sensitive to the diversity of student needs, we can adjust how we teach
and facilitate learning in ways which will beneﬁt all our students.

Michele Hills and Mick Healey
University of Gloucestershire
October 2005
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Abstract
This guide is intended as an introduction and overview to the other eight
staff guides in this series (see Editors’ Preface). It examines speciﬁc issues in
developing an inclusive curriculum for disabled students in geography, earth
and environmental sciences. The emphasis is on identifying the barriers that
disabled students face in participating fully in the curriculum and the ways in
which institutions, departments and tutors can help to reduce or overcome
them. The guide focuses on issues, such as models of disability, the legislative
and regulatory framework and the Quality Assurance Agency Code of Practice,
which tutors supporting disabled students will ﬁnd helpful. There are separate
sections on the design, delivery, assessment and support of an inclusive
curriculum. It draws and builds on material in the guide we wrote on Issues
in providing learning support for disabled students undertaking ﬁeldwork and
related activities (Healey, et al., 2001). Sections 7.4 and 8 were written for the
earlier guide by Carolyn Roberts and have been reproduced here with minor
revisions and updates. We are very grateful to the other members of the GDN
Team and the GDN Advisory Panel for their helpful comments on an earlier draft
of this guide.
‘If widening participation is to become a reality for disabled students,
academic staff will need to take ownership of disability issues and
work in partnership with disability practitioners and disabled students
to ensure an appropriate learning experience.’
(Adams & Brown, 2000, p.9)

Part A:

Introduction
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Setting the scene

Abstract: This section sets the scene by discussing the case of the golfer
who successfully sued his professional association for refusing to allow
him to use a golf cart in a tournament. It draws some parallels between
this experience and the attempts to develop an inclusive curriculum.
The aims of this guide, its intended readership and the funding source
are all identiﬁed. Two case studies covering the experience of disabled
students who wished to participate in ﬁeldwork, an area of the curriculum
in which the issues faced by disabled students are often magniﬁed,
are presented. One had a positive outcome, the other negative.

Should a golfer be allowed to compete professionally, even if s/he can’t walk
properly and needs a wheelchair? Casey Martin successfully sued the US
Professional Golfers’ Association (PGA) when they refused to allow him to use a
golf cart in a tournament. The PGA argued in effect that strenuous walking was
central to what is being assessed in a professional golf tournament.
‘Professional golf is an athletic competition and the ability to walk
ﬁve miles each day for four consecutive rounds, week after week,
often under adverse conditions is part of the challenge of playing
professional golf at the highest level.’
(Tim Pinchem, PGA Tour Commissioner, quoted in
The Economist, 20 Jan 2001, p.56)
Looking at issues of disability and teaching, learning and assessment from this
golﬁng context suggests a range of issues connecting these different worlds,
including:
• Are intelligent, committed students unable to pursue our disciplines
because we design our teaching, learning and assessment in ways that
exclude them?
• But, as with ‘strenuous walking being an essential element of an
athletic competition’, are there certain aspects of our discipline that are
essential and cannot be modiﬁed / ‘watered down’ to meet particular
needs - however deserving?
• What, then, is core to our disciplines?
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• What adjustments might we make to our teaching, learning and
assessments, such that students with particular impairments can
achieve those core requirements without unduly advantaging them or
disadvantaging others?
• If we look at issues of disability and teaching, learning and assessment
through the beneﬁts of creating an ‘inclusive curriculum’, how would
this beneﬁt all our students?
These issues are now being considered and resolved internationally, through
legislation and discussions with professional bodies.
Some tentative answers to some of these questions begin to emerge if we look
at the experience of disabled students undertaking ﬁeldwork, an area of the
curriculum in which the issues faced by disabled students are often magniﬁed.
Two case studies are presented in Boxes 1 and 2. Both speak of the excitement
and beneﬁts of participating in ﬁeldwork. One, despite this experience, relates
how on changing schools at 16, he was prevented from taking geography Alevel because of the perception of the head of department of the difﬁculties
of taking a disabled student on ﬁeldwork. Working to prevent this kind of
experience recurring is one of the stimuli behind undertaking this project. The
second case study shows how, with imagination and willingness, severely
disabled students may still participate and be integrated effectively with other
undergraduate students in ﬁeldwork.

Box 1:

Supporting the learning of disabled students: the
situation in 1989

I attended what was referred to then as a special school for disabled
students in East Sussex. Geography was my best and favourite subject.
I vividly remember the geography ﬁeld trips to both Bodmin Moor and
the Yorkshire Dales as part of my GCSEs. Abseiling down a viaduct was
not a problem for me (I was very trusting of the guy holding the rope!).
Visiting china clay quarries was also a challenge but most interesting.
It was these experiences that decided my academic career. I attended
a mainstream 6th form college in Hampshire but resided at the specialist
college nearby. At my interview I met with the assistant principal and
told her that I wanted to do geography A-level. She said she wouldn’t
be a minute and that she would get the head of geography to come and
talk to me.
Five minutes later he poked his head around the door and disappeared.
It transpired that he didn’t know how to handle disabled people, the
ﬁeld trip element of the course would be impossible and, therefore, he
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wasn’t going to allow me a place on the course. The response from the
assistant principal was I ‘must be used to disappointments’!
This was 1989, and I am glad to say that this attitude is not as prevalent
today. My career path was changed because a key person felt they
couldn’t/or I couldn’t cope with being on the course.
What was needed: A change in attitude – an opportunity to demystify
disability, creativity and innovation in thinking about those parts of the
course which may or may not have been a challenge – the concept
of widening participation was not a seed that had been sown in Lord
Dearing’s mind at this point.
Mike Adams (May 2001)
Director of the National Disability Team (NDT)

Box 2:

The experience of undertaking ﬁeldwork: a disabled
student’s perspective on geological ﬁeldwork with
the Open University

Background
My interest in geology started at primary school, where I met a likeminded individual of my own age. By the time we reached senior
school we were actively involved in ﬁeldwork and our holidays became
intensive geological expeditions. In a spirit of competitive co-operation
we taught ourselves to GCE level. My friend went on to university and
is now a Doctor of Geology, whilst I became an insurance underwriter,
relegating geology to a hobby.
However, in 1990, at the age of 39, the long-term complications of
diabetes forced me into early retirement. Since then I have had renal
dialysis and subsequently, a kidney transplant, my right leg has been
amputated below the knee and I am registered as partially sighted. I
found the frustration of being unable to read and take an active role in
life intense.
The Open University (OU) was my salvation. Over the last ten years
I have been able to study a variety of subjects, using audio tapes
provided by their Ofﬁce for Students with Disabilities and the RNIB,
together with computer technology (courtesy of a grant from the RNIB)
and an array of magnifying lenses.
Many OU courses include Residential Summer Schools. My ﬁrst two
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attempts at attending these were abortive due to health problems, but
fortunately the OU adopts a ﬂexible attitude to this and I was able to
seek excusal and complete the courses. Similarly I have been able to
take special late examinations.
Fieldwork and summer school
The OU Geology course, S236, involved a small amount of ﬁeldwork at
local level, with group outings to nearby sites of interest. Being centred
on Essex these weren’t too demanding and my wife accompanied me
on them as my helper. However, Summer School was a different matter,
but I was determined to get there this time. The OU operates a Special
Support Summer School week for disabled geology students, based at
Durham University. I opted to go on this, not least because it was only
months since my amputation and although I could walk reasonably well
with my prosthetic leg I really wasn’t sure how I and it would stand up
to tramping across the moors. As the time approached my trepidation
grew, but this time my brittle health held out. My wife accompanied
me again – you can take your own helper or the OU will provide one if
required. We weren’t quite sure how this would work out, but it seemed
the best option for us personally and we had some practice on the local
ﬁeld trips. The OU also kindly paid my wife’s expenses.
The Regional Ofﬁce at Newcastle sent me a Summer School handbook
in large print. When we arrived at Durham we were greeted and shown
around. We had expected Spartan accommodation, but were given a
pleasant double room on the campus. There was always a choice of
at least two wholesome meals from which I was able to ﬁnd something
to suit my diabetic diet. For those on more restrictive diets, special
arrangements could be made by prior notiﬁcation.
The days were divided between tutorials, laboratory work and each
day a coach trip to some geologically interesting part of the north of
England for ﬁeldwork. At the ﬁrst tutorial I was given a large print
copy of the Summer School Notes and each successive days handouts
were provided in this format. Although probably only about 10% of
course members were disabled, a wide variety of disablements was
represented. A range of special needs equipment was available from
which I took advantage of a sturdy walking stick (I normally just use a
white cane).
In the ﬁeld the less mobile of us tended to work together in groups with
our helpers. This built up bonds of mutual support and encouragement
between us. We were always helped on and off the coach. Easier,
shorter routes were found for us where possible, even to the extent of
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having a car follow the coach on one occasion, so we could be ferried
down the last steep section of road that the coach couldn’t manage.
There were always extra demonstrators on hand to give help and
encouragement if and when we needed it. They might describe
something we couldn’t see or even give a bodily push over difﬁcult
terrain. Safety was always borne in mind and we were discouraged
from taking dangerous routes.
We visited a variety of outcrop types, quarries, cuttings, sea cliffs with
wave cut platform, limestone pavements and riverside exposures, all
of which presented different visual and physical challenges. We were
taken up close to the outcrops for the best visibility where possible and
encouraged to feel sections to examine texture and grain size.
My wife acted as my amanuensis and drew ﬁeld sections for me, so that
I could examine them later in the laboratory. We both learned a lot of
geology and a lot about ourselves as well (even after some 25 years of
marriage).
The tutors, demonstrators and counsellors were all very helpful and
concerned, but we were not patronised or made to feel awkward
because of our disabilities in any way. We were accepted as equals by
the other students, even though they sometimes had to wait for us to
catch them up. In fact they were not all always aware of our difﬁculties;
after one particularly strenuous day I was asked if I had a blister as I
limped down the corridor. And I think I surprised a few people when I
arrived in shorts on the ﬁnal day.
The social side of Summer School is traditional and we were able to
join in the quiz night, disco and ceilidh. If someone had told me a few
months earlier that I would be dancing at a ceilidh (albeit the more
restrained numbers) I don’t think I would have believed them.
Although there were inevitably a few moments of frustration at the
things I wasn’t able to do or see, these did not diminish the elation and
sense of achievement I felt at the things I was able to do. The week
was enjoyable, stimulating and informative for both my wife and me. I
felt that going on the Special Support week was beneﬁcial and increased
what I was able to get out of the course.
At the end of the year I passed my Geology examination with distinction
and have since graduated with a BSc degree. My Summer School
experiences did give me the conﬁdence to start independent ﬁeldwork
again, with my wife’s sterling assistance, of course. On a recent visit to
Yorkshire we did the several-mile traverse at Ingleton and the High

7

8

Geography Discipline Network Inclusive Curriculum Project

Force unconformity, and went down White Scar caves, both of which
had featured in OU Geology TV programmes.
I am continuing with my OU studies and am currently taking AA309,
Culture, Identity and Power in the Roman Empire, a very different
challenge to geology.
Alan Totham, Chelmsford (May 2001)

1.1

Aims
‘Universities must be seen to be transparent about all different forms
of disabilities and not just focus on dyslexia.’
Leigh, Case Study 12
<www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/icp/caselist.htm>

The increased interest in disability issues is part of a larger agenda concerned
with widening access and participation in higher education. Some of the
current interest in higher education in the UK was inspired by the Dearing
Report’s call for reducing the disparities in the participation of disabled students.
It noted that ‘disability awareness is poorly developed in most HEIs’ (NCIHE,
1997, p.3).
The project, which this introductory guide forms a part, is designed to
identify, promote and transfer the principles and good practices of how to
provide learning support for disabled students. This guide is intended as an
introduction and overview to eight other guides for staff that examine speciﬁc
issues in developing an inclusive curriculum for:
• students with mobility impairments;
• students with visual impairments;
• students with hearing impairments;
• students with mental health difﬁculties or Autistic Spectrum Disorder /
Asperger Syndrome;
• students with hidden disabilities or dyslexia;
• a guide for heads of departments and course leaders;
• a guide for lecturers;
• a guide for departmental support staff (i.e. administrators and
technicians).
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Just over 5% of undergraduate students in the UK studying geography, earth
and environmental sciences (GEES) self-assessed themselves as being disabled
in 2001/02. This is similar to the percentage of all undergraduates. Given that
there is no obligation for students to report an impairment, the actual number
may be closer to 10%. Birnie & Grant (2001) refer to a survey which suggests
that approximately 10-15% of students are experiencing difﬁculties that may
beneﬁt from, or require, some form of professional intervention, ranging from
counselling to medication or, more rarely, hospitalisation. The numbers and
percentage of students self-declaring themselves as having impairment are
increasing. Between 2001/02 and 2003/04, the number of ﬁrst-year, selfassessed disabled undergraduate students in the UK recorded by the Higher
Education Statistics Agency (HESA) increased by 5,500 to 37,700, a rise from
4.8% to 5.6% of the cohort (see Table 1 overleaf).
Despite common perceptions of the students who register themselves as having
an impairment, only 6% of GEES students in this situation were wheelchair
users or had mobility difﬁculties. The most common category was dyslexia
(38%); unseen disabilities, such as epilepsy, diabetes or asthma was the next
most common category with 19% of students declaring an impairment; a
further 12% assessed themselves as having ‘other disabilities’; 9% had multiple
disabilities; and 7% were deaf or had a hearing impairment. Students who
were blind / partially sighted or had mental health difﬁculties each accounted
for less than 5% of the disabled students (see Table 1). Many conditions are
temporary, such as a broken limb, and do not appear in these ﬁgures.
Our aim, in this guide, is to identify and discuss some of the general issues
in developing an inclusive curriculum and apply them to situations facing
geographers and earth and environmental scientists.
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Table 1: The percentage of ﬁrst-year, self-assessed disabled
undergraduate students in the UK
Disability

Percentage of
UK disabled
students in
GEES subjects,
2001/02*

Percentage of
UK disabled
students,
2001/02**

Percentage of
UK disabled
students,
2003/04**

Dyslexia

38.1

37.2

41.5

Unseen disability

19.4

23.3

18.9

Multiple disability

9.2

7.5

9.0

Deaf / Hearing
Impairment

7.3

6.4

5.6

Wheelchair user / Mobility
difﬁculty

6.0

5.0

4.4

Mental health difﬁculty

4.6

4.5

5.2

Blind / Partially sighted

3.1

3.4

2.8

Other disability

11.9

12.5

12.3

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

n

453

32,165

37,700

% of all undergraduates

5.2

4.8

5.6

* Based on special tabulation for the Learning and Teaching Support Network
(LTSN) from HESA statistics; 453 students identiﬁed an impairment or 5% of
8,900 HESA registered population (the responses of 119 of these were not
known or information not sought)
**NDT (2005a) based on HESA statistics

1.2

Who should read this guide?

Our primary audience is teaching and support staff in geography, earth and
environmental science departments, their heads of department, and disability
advisers in higher education institutions. However, the principles are equally
relevant to all disciplines. Although the focus of the guide is on the UK, much
of what it contains is equally applicable in other countries.
Disabled students considering taking a degree course in geography, earth or
environmental sciences should ﬁnd the information valuable in seeing what
kinds of learning support they might expect to receive and what kinds of
learning activities may be involved in taking such a course, although more
useful is the guide especially written for them - To a degree: a guide for
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students of geography, earth and environmental sciences with speciﬁc learning
difﬁculties, long–term medical conditions or impairments (Clark, Wareham &
Turner, 2006).

1.3

Project funding

Since 1993/4, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) has
had a series of disability-focused special initiatives to encourage HEIs to make
better provision for disabled students. The project, on which this guide is
based, is one of 24 funded under Strand 2 of the ﬁfth initiative on Improving
Provision for Disabled Students programme.
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2

Some stereotypes, scenarios and
student voices

Abstract: After presenting some common stereotypes and myths about
disability this section examines some scenarios presenting a range
of practical situations that provide challenges to staff concerned with
developing an inclusive curriculum. The section ends with an analysis
of a survey of disabled students undertaking geography, earth and
environmental science subjects.

2.1

Stereotypes and myths

Many stereotypes and myths surround the idea of disability. It is as well to put
some of these to rest before dealing with practical situations (Boxes 3 and 4).

Box 3:

Some common stereotypes about disability

Some common stereotypes that have emerged from a history of
devaluing disabled people include:
• disability is a monumental tragedy;
• disabled people are appropriate objects of pity and charity;
• disabled people who do ‘normal’ things (like hold an interesting
job or get married) are exceptional;
• disabled people lead boring and uneventful lives;
• disabled people are brave and saintly;
• disabled people are asexual, eternal children.
(Based on University of Newcastle (NSW), 2001, Part I, p.4)

Box 4:

Some common myths about disability

Some common myths about disabled students include:
• Equal opportunity means that everyone is treated the same
– so disabled students should not get any ‘special treatment’.
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Equal opportunity exists to provide all people with access
to achieving their potential. The application of reasonable
adjustments addresses barriers to access. It does not provide
advantage.
• Disabled students require too much staff time and their needs
are inordinately difﬁcult to cater for at university.
Disabled students, as other students, want an education with
its ensuing benefits. They are often not only experienced but
motivated at finding solutions and overcoming barriers that may
appear daunting to others.
• Disabled students create substantial costs through the need to
provide extra equipment and academic time.
Inclusive policies and practices, such as accessible
classrooms or the provision of book reading lists at the start
of the semester, create an environment in which the number
of requests for major adjustments are reduced. Many
adjustments are simple and low cost, and support personnel,
such as notetakers, can in some cases assist a student
independently of teaching staff.
• Disabled students would be better off studying externally.
All students can find external study isolating, with restricted
opportunities for interaction in a stimulating social and
intellectual environment. Qualifying students, with or without a
disability, should have the choice of studying on or off campus.
(Based on University of Newcastle (NSW), 2001, Part I, pp.4-5)

2.2

Some scenarios

The following composite cases present some practical situations that present
teaching, learning and assessment challenges for disabled students. Thinking
through your responses to these situations should help you to identify several of
the issues that are involved in providing learning support for disabled students.
1. Winston has been allocated to your seminar group. He is deaf and uses
a signing interpreter. The seminar group of twelve students is run as
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a discussion group. The ﬁrst half of the course is based around a set
reading each week. In the second half students prepare and make 20minute presentations in pairs on preset topics.
Question: How can you ensure equality of opportunity for Winston in
this context? What should the seminar leader and Winston’s fellow
students do?
2. Tom had a leg amputated as a child. Nevertheless, with the aid of
crutches he is agile in the ﬁeld (certainly more agile than some of the
staff), and on a recent ﬁeld course had little problem scaling steep
mountain paths in the Lake District, and carrying out all the required
ﬁeldwork.
Question: At a departmental meeting where forthcoming ﬁeld courses
are discussed, some staff, mindful of recent accidents involving
school students on school trips abroad, asked whether Tom should
be allowed to come and if so how would they be insured against
any claims of malpractice if there was an accident involving him?
However, other staff argued for an inclusive policy. The department
may be reviewed the following year as part of the QAA Audit. What
would you contribute to this discussion?
3. Sacha, who has severe dyslexia, is undertaking a library-based project
on moraine deposits. She is one of the students producing a project
proposal, a literature search and presentation of the ﬁndings by a poster.
Question: What, if any, assistance and advice would you give Sacha
and the other students in her group? How can the assessment
of the task be designed to enable all to feel equally involved and
intellectually stretched?
4. Claire has epilepsy and experiences ﬁts once or twice a year, which can
lead her to have blackouts. These may be due to her failing to take
medication regularly, but may also sometimes be due to unconscious
recurring seizures.
Question: What are the appropriate decisions about whether she
should be allowed to participate in laboratory and ﬁeld classes; and if
so, what if any special arrangements need to be made? Who in the
department and the institution has responsibility here?
There is a danger of thinking of the challenges of designing an inclusive
curriculum as a series of problems. It is worth remembering the signiﬁcant
gains which have been made in higher education in recent years in giving
greater recognition to gender, race and different learning styles. Improving
the opportunities for disabled students to participate fully in higher education
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can be seen as a move to improve our teaching and the quality of the learning
experiences we provide for all our students.

2.3

Listening to disabled students

In devising policies and practices to support disabled students, one of the
ﬁrst principles is to ask the students themselves what is most helpful to them.
However, there have been few systematic surveys undertaken about the learning
experiences of disabled students (Fuller et al., 2004a; 2004b). To contribute to
our understanding of this under-researched area, we undertook a survey in 2003
as part of the Inclusive Curriculum Project (ICP) of all the disabled undergraduates
taking GEES subjects in the six institutions represented in the Geography Discipline
Network (GDN) ICP Team (Gloucestershire, Lancaster, Liverpool John Moores,
Middlesex, Oxford Brookes, and Plymouth Universities). The full ﬁndings are
available on the GDN website (Hall & Healey, 2004). A few of the main ﬁndings
are summarised here. The emphasis of the survey was on identifying the barriers
which disabled students faced in the areas of teaching, learning and assessment.
The survey received 80 completed questionnaires, a response of 32%. One in
seven students in the survey said they chose their institution or their ﬁeld of
study in the light of their impairment. Perhaps most surprisingly, less than half
of the respondents, and in many cases less than a quarter, identiﬁed disabilityrelated barriers in terms of most of the modes of teaching that they experienced.
Only one in ﬁve GEES students recognised barriers related to residential or
non-residential ﬁeldwork. The two exceptions were lectures, where close to
50% of respondents in the GEES surveys identiﬁed barriers, and independent
ﬁeldwork (e.g. undertaking a dissertation) where 43% of GEES disabled students
acknowledged barriers (Table 2). The reasons for this were explored in the GEES
survey (Boxes 5 and 6). The nature of the difﬁculties the students identiﬁed varied
and included issues involving attendance, note taking, participation, conﬁdence,
concentration, and the longer time it takes them to complete tasks.
Table 2: Barriers related to modes of teaching
Disability-related barriers
Lectures
Laboratories / practicals
Other on-campus classes
Fieldwork – residential
Fieldwork – non-residential
Fieldwork – independent
Using IT facilities
Source: Hall & Healey (2004)

%
54
25
29
19
19
43
17
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Barriers were rather more prevalent when it came to assessment, especially
among the GEES students. About two-thirds of the disabled students
identiﬁed barriers with examinations and coursework. Relatively fewer students
acknowledged difﬁculties with multiple-choice tests and oral presentations
(Table 3).

Table 3: Barriers related to modes of assessment
Disability-related barriers
Written examinations
Multiple choice / other exams
Coursework
Oral presentation

%
62
45
63
37

Source: Hall & Healey (2004)

Box 5:

Responses from students who indicated that they
had faced barriers which have impacted on their
learning experience in lectures

• The three-hour lectures could pose a problem if no break was
given as it’s important for me to eat to avoid hypos and if they
clash with lunch / dinner times this can be awkward. (Diabetes)
• In geography there are not so many slides and notes on the
intranet as in sport. This means I have to take more notes and
I ﬁnd this difﬁcult when I am trying to concentrate on what is
being said. (Dyslexia)
• My assimilation of knowledge is made more difﬁcult by my
having to take medication which slows the process down; so
many more hours than would usually be expected are taken
at study within the laboratories and trying to recall data within
lectures. (Mental health difﬁculty and spondylosis)
• Couldn’t get to some distant lectures for a while – missed
out on vital information. (Wheelchair user / mobility difﬁculty
– broken leg)
(Based on Hall & Healey, 2004, p.7)
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Box 6:

Responses from students who indicated that their
experience of independent ﬁeldwork has been
affected by their disability

• I found it difﬁcult to get started on the dissertation and I felt
that extra support from a tutor helped as well as a disability
tutor. (Dyslexia)
• Takes me longer than others to carry out the research for this;
should have asked about an extension. (Dyslexia)
• I’m not conﬁdent doing this sort of thing because of my
disability. (Dyslexia)
• Dissertation research was very hard and in large quantities.
This made me base my dissertation on physical work so that I
didn’t have to read as much. (Dyslexia)
• Concentration for long periods of time can be a problem. If
I work for days on end I ﬁnd by the end I’m not taking in as
much as I would have at the beginning. (Dyslexia)
• Yes, I feel my epilepsy holds me back as on days I am not
feeling well [it] affects my work considerably. In general, the
seizures do affect my long-term concentration and I take a long
time to do work. (Unseen disability – epilepsy)
• I was feeling constant headache, dizziness and tiredness
throughout the time I was doing research for my dissertation,
up to now I still feel the same way. (Unseen disability)
(Based on Hall & Healey, 2004, p.14)

Box 7:

Responses from students who have faced barriers
related to their disability which have affected their
experience of different types of assessment

• Written exams – I get pain, even though [I’m] given longer.
Hard to concentrate. (Complex, multiple disability)
• Written exams and course work – hard to concentrate
because I suffer from tinnitus and am easily distracted; oral
presentations – speech problems sometimes. (Deaf / hearing
impairment)
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• Written exams – have worried about having a hypo in an
exam and I’m a little shy about telling the examiners so I must
let them know about my condition beforehand. Also high
blood sugars can affect performance and revision can lead to
tiredness. (Diabetes)
• Written exams – short-term memory affected my ability to
answer exam questions effectively but extra time does help.
Written course work – structuring an essay can be tricky as
ideas can end up being scattered and not following well, as
well as language. Oral presentation – I felt that dyslexia
affects my ability to explain clearly orally. (Dyslexia)
• I always read the questions wrong in written exams. Multiple
choice is better but I get confused quickly when I try to read
fast. I am really bad at course work. Luckily my course is
mainly portfolios. Good at oral presentations but sometimes
misspell on OHPs then everyone sees. (Dyslexia)
• I am often told my written work doesn’t pay credit to my
understanding of the subject. I am continually frustrated by
my inability to convey my understanding and views of a subject
whenever written work is involved. (Dyslexia)
• I am much better doing a multiple choice exam than a written
exam as it is difﬁcult for me to explain the knowledge of a
subject I know in essays but I would be quite conﬁdent in a
multiple choice exam because I would know the information in
order to be able to answer the question and would not have to
worry about language structuring and spelling and grammar.
I hate oral presentations because it is very difﬁcult for me
to converse my ideas out aloud and this is not to do with
conﬁdence but speech problems. (Dyslexia)
• My disability does not affect me orally. However, in written
exams I need the use of a scribe, which is very difﬁcult, as I
lose my train of thought. Other exams, I write myself, and
if they are multiple choice I don’t have too many problems,
but short answer tests tend to be more difﬁcult. In course
work, it takes me a lot longer to write stuff up. I have also
had problems in getting deadline extensions. (Other disability
– arthritis)
(Based on Hall & Healey, 2004, p.16)
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Difﬁculties with assignments and different modes of teaching are not, of course,
restricted to disabled students. However, although the extent and nature
of the difﬁculties are generally more severe for disabled students, this is not
always the case. The initial ﬁndings from a large institutional survey illustrates
this (Healey et al., 2006). Table 4 identiﬁes six learning experiences where
the percentage of disabled students acknowledging a difﬁculty with a learning
experience exceeded the percentage of non-disabled students by 10 or more
percentage points. These include difﬁculties taking notes, with literacy and
the amount of time taken reading and completing assignments. Surprisingly,
there were three areas in which fewer disabled students identiﬁed difﬁculties
compared with non-disabled students. These were in knowing the standard of
work expected, participation in group work, and undertaking oral presentations.
It is possible that these differences reﬂect the relative signiﬁcance of the
difﬁculties that disabled students face and not that the extent of the difﬁculty is
in reality any less than for non-disabled students.

Table 4: Selected learning experiences of disabled and non-disabled
students in one university
Agree / Strongly agree

%
disabled
students
(n=276)

% nondisabled
students
(n=272)

I have had difﬁculty in taking notes

55

24

I have had difﬁculty due to the time given to
read material not being realistic

45

32

I have had difﬁculties with the amount of time I
require to complete assignments

55

39

I have had physical difﬁculties with writing

25

5

I have had difﬁculties with lecturers not
understanding my circumstances

29

11

I have had difﬁculty with literacy skills

54

17

Areas in which disabled students
have greater difﬁculty (10% + point
difference)
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Agree / Strongly agree

%
disabled
students
(n=276)

% nondisabled
students
(n=272)

It’s easy to know the standard of work expected

51

43

I have had difﬁculties with participation in
group work

19

29

I have had difﬁculties with oral presentations

28

33

Areas in which non-disabled students
have greater difﬁculty (5%+ point
difference)

Source: Healey et al (2006)
Although the surveys found that in many cases only a minority of disabled
students faced barriers in teaching, learning and assessment, for those who did,
the impact was serious. These ﬁndings suggest that using a catch-all category
‘disabled students’ is problematic and that devising generic policies to support
their teaching, learning and assessment may not always meet the speciﬁc
needs of individuals. This emphasises the importance of individual discussion
with disabled students, rather than assuming that an impairment indicates the
teaching or assessment adjustment that is required (Healey et al. 2006).
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Our approach

Abstract: Our approach emphasises the application of the social
model to disability and puts the issues in the wider context of equal
opportunities and diversity. Provision for disabled students in higher
education is shifting away from a stress on physical accessibility to one
emphasising an inclusive curriculum. As this happens, the issue becomes
more part of the mainstream teaching and learning debate.

If you have thought through your responses to the composite case studies
in the previous section (2.2), it is likely that you will have identiﬁed a wide
range of issues. Some of them will have to do with the nature of the particular
impairment; others will concern the barriers that disabled students face in
accessing the full range of learning experiences. The ﬁrst approach focuses on
the medical condition faced by students, the second emphasises the obstacles
which society places in the way of disabled students obtaining equal access to
learning opportunities. Although we emphasise the latter, we recognise the
reality of the lived experience of students who are disabled (see section 6).
Discussion of models of disability also raises the issue of appropriate language.
This is a mineﬁeld and is constantly changing. Table 5 indicates some of the
terms which are currently thought to be appropriate or inappropriate in line
with the social model of disability.
Table 5: Appropriate and inappropriate language associated with
disabled people
Appropriate

Inappropriate

Disabled people

People with disabilities

Disabled people

The disabled

Non-disabled people

Normal / able bodied

Impairments (or state actual
medical condition) [Note: this is
not the case for people who are
blind, Deaf or hard of hearing]

Disabilities
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Appropriate

Inappropriate

Requires substantial or signiﬁcant
personal assistance

Severely disabled

People with dyslexia (or other
named impairment)

Dyslexics (or any word ‘…ic’
which replaces the identity of the
individual)

People with learning difﬁculties

Learning disabilities

Living with (state medical
condition)

Suffers from… / a victim of…

Accessible toilet

Disabled toilet

Orange / Blue Badge holder
parking

Disabled parking

Wheelchair user

Wheelchair bound

Accessible to wheelchair users

Wheelchair accessible

Personal assistants

Carers (meaning paid home
carers)
Phrases such as ‘physically
challenged’ or ‘differently abled’
Avoid analogies, e.g. ‘deaf as a
post’, ‘blind as a bat’

Source: Gravestock (2006a, p.7)

Developing an inclusive curriculum is an equal opportunities issue and many of
the principles of good practice in providing equal opportunities in the curriculum
apply (Box 8). Equal opportunities is about managing diversity (see section 5).
This means seeing disabled students as individuals who have many different
characteristics, one of which just happens to be an impairment. As the other
guides make clear, treating people in categories, such as ‘students who are
blind’ or ‘students who have hearing difﬁculties’, is fraught with problems. Not
only are there many different forms and degrees of blindness and deafness, but
the needs of any two disabled students may vary because they are individuals,
who may have different learning styles, educational backgrounds, abilities and
motivations. This point comes out clearly from the survey of disabled students
studying GEES subjects (Hall & Healey, 2004) – see Section 2.3.
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Box 8:

Good practice in developing opportunities in the
geography curriculum

• Provide explicit information.
• Operate transparent procedures, criteria and decision-making.
• Undertake student experience surveys, monitoring and
information.
• Adopt policies and procedures on inclusive language, respect,
values, modes of communication etc.
• Develop Student Charters, which indicate students’ rights and
responsibilities.
• Examine the curriculum to see if it is responsive to a variety
of student needs, provides opportunities for all students
to achieve their potential and to participate fully, and uses
approaches which positively value student and staff diversity.
(Based on Carroll, 1999)
‘Equal opportunities is not about treating everyone the same.
It is about recognising that people have different needs and
that some people suffer greater levels of disadvantage and
discrimination than others do. In the curriculum, it is about
positively responding to ‘diversity’ and ensuring equality of
opportunities in terms of access, treatment and outcomes.’
(Ryan, 1997, p.5)
Ryan (2000) went on to produce a guide for teaching international
students. Many of the principles equally apply to teaching disabled
students. In the following quotations, the term ‘international’ has been
replaced by ‘disabled’ and the term ‘home’ by ‘abled’. The changes are
shown in bold italics.
‘It is not about lowering standards or doing more. It is
about doing things differently. Take a step back and look
at how you can change your practices. Start small, making
changes with which you feel comfortable. Remember that
abled students have needs as well and that these should be
balanced with the needs of disabled students.’
(Ryan, 2000, p.4)
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‘Universities need to respond to the needs of disabled
students by opening not just their doors to them, but once in,
making sure that the curriculum is also accessible. Disabled
students are too often seen as a ‘problem’ that needs solving.
Instead they should be seen as one group among many in an
increasingly diverse student population, with needs that may
be unfamiliar. Instead of expecting all students to ﬁt to preexisting structures, universities need to respond to diverse
student populations, including disabled students.’
(Ryan, 2000, p.5)
A sensible response to recognising this diversity is to negotiate with
individual disabled students what kinds of learning support they need
and how the barriers that they face to effective learning in the ﬁeld
can be reduced or overcome. This negotiation is a two-way process.
Many disabled students may have a stereotyped vision of what doing a
degree in geography, earth and environmental sciences involves, just as
many non-disabled staff (and students) may have a stereotyped view of
what disabled students can or cannot do. The aim of such negotiations
is to help disabled students achieve the learning outcomes that are
associated with their courses.

Providing learning support for disabled students is not just a matter of meeting
legislative requirements, and the Codes of Practice of the Disability Rights
Commission and the QAA and (see Sections 7 and 8), important though
these are. It is just as much part of the wider issue of improving learning
opportunities for the increasingly diverse student body that is entering higher
education. There are many examples in the other guides of how relatively
small changes or additions to the curriculum made to beneﬁt a disabled student
have also lead to beneﬁts for other students on the degree programme (Box 9).

Box 9:

Examples of modiﬁcations and additions to the
curriculum that may beneﬁt more than just disabled
students

• Putting lecture handouts, including references, and PowerPoint
slides on the intranet before the lecture so that students with
visual difﬁculties and those who take a long time to read, have
an opportunity to download them in a format most suitable
for them and to obtain an idea of the structure of the lecture
before the event. Other students may also ﬁnd this helpful.
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• Making a video of a classic geological site that is not accessible
to a student in a wheelchair may also be used in other classes
and as part of the pre-ﬁeldwork introduction for students
visiting the site in subsequent years.
• Preparing all handouts using at least 12 point Arial or other
sans serif font printed on yellow or buff coloured paper will
help most students with dyslexia, but also make them more
readable for all students.

Making special provision for disabled students by providing, for example,
alternative forms of assessment, extra examination time, technological
assistance, scribes, readers and so on, is a way of enabling them to compete
on a level playing ﬁeld with non-disabled students. ‘Disabled students are
fully expected, and indeed themselves expect, to be subjected to the same
measurement against academic standards as non-disabled students’ (Gosden &
Hampton, 2000, p.4).
Provision for disabled students in higher education is shifting away from a stress
on physical accessibility to one emphasising an inclusive curriculum. As this
happens, the issue becomes more part of the mainstream teaching and learning
debate.
‘At the cornerstone of the debate are two mutually interdependent
overriding principles:
– a need for both variety and ﬂexibility in all aspects of teaching and
learning.
– a need to ensure quality and parity with students’ non-disabled
peers.
… whatever the approach undertaken, we must avoid falling into the
trap of viewing disabled students as a homogeneous group. The
process of designing an ‘accessible curriculum’ for one disabled
student will undoubtedly be different, and in some cases at total
odds, with that of other individuals. Therefore, in developing new
courses academic staff should be striving to ensure that no ‘hidden
barriers’ are unnecessarily included in the course content and
delivery and that the learning outcomes build for both variety and
ﬂexibility from the outset.’
(Adams, 2000, p.1)

Part B:

Conceptual context
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Nature of an inclusive curriculum

Abstract: This section outlines the nature of the curriculum and what
needs to be done to it to make it inclusive. It includes some suggestions
for designing an inclusive curriculum.

This section addresses the responses of individual departments and individual
courses to meet the speciﬁc needs of disabled students. We take as given
an encouraging institutional environment that in theory embraces the needs
of all students and welcomes their diversity. While we assume such a ‘liberal’
welcoming philosophy, we also assume that you have very real practical
concerns about the difﬁculties and impairments that some students (and staff)
face, and you wonder whether / how you can meet their needs.
We also take as given that until recently, few of us have individually or
collectively reﬂected and acted to ensure that such ‘liberal’ human-rights
values are clearly developed across the curriculum. You have probably made
limited adjustments to individual courses to meet the particular needs of
individual students e.g. shifting the assessment deadline for a student who
at that time is ‘clinically’ depressed. You may wonder whether it is practical
or possible to shift the focus from such individual adjustments to a more
structured holistic approach. But you are willing to see what such an approach
can ‘deliver’. You recognise that it is in effect the logical response to national
legislative requirements. And you are open to the possibility that such a
structured approach can have beneﬁts for not just the students with particular
impairments, but potentially for all students. As authors that is certainly our
position.
We recognise that you will already have a curriculum in place that has been
designed to meet a whole variety of needs / perspectives. The need now is to
review and probably (in part) redesign the curriculum to clearly meet the needs
of disabled students. In considering how the whole departmental curriculum
can be ‘inclusive’ we start by setting out a general model of the ‘curriculum’ and
then address issues of inclusiveness with respect to the curriculum.

4.1

What is a curriculum?
‘The curriculum on paper is only a script: the real curriculum is
acted out and lived through. Thus, in a sense, we can say that the
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lecturer is also a kind of content, and so are the methods he or she
uses, the department he or she works in and, last but not least, the
assessment that is made.’
(Squires, 1987, p.10)
For some, the term ‘curriculum’ just signiﬁes content - what is to be studied.
We take the curriculum at its widest, and we think most useful sense, to mean
the way that student learning is structured and/or in effect ‘happens’. So
this deﬁnition leads to concern not only with content, but also with teaching
methods and assessment. It also directs our attention to what some call
the ‘hidden curriculum’, those subtle messages that staff and students send
as to what is valued, for example, that climbing mountains in big boots is a
‘good thing’, or that exploration of alien cultures and landscapes overseas is
inherently of greater value than the analysis of local and perhaps more familiar
and accessible settings. This wider view of the curriculum also directs us to
consider the ‘co-curriculum’, the wider student life and learning outside the
formal curriculum — i.e. that students’ need to earn money may impact on their
ability to engage with their courses; and the informal curriculum of student
behaviour on and off the campus, e.g. that certain evenings are typically
spent in the bar. This wide view of the curriculum we believe is valuable to
all perspectives on course design, but it is particularly pertinent to creating an
‘inclusive’ curriculum, for here, the boundaries between the ‘formal curriculum’
that is written down and the wider, but no less real, ‘lived curriculum’ are often
blurred.
There are a number of models of curriculum design, some of which specify a
particular approach - for example, starting with the learning outcomes, which is
a perspective that has become widely adopted, at least on paper, as it accords
with external QAA and many institutional ‘requirements’. Jenkins (1998) argues
that this focus on outcomes fails to recognise the diverse issues that impact
on the curriculum. He suggests that it may be helpful to think of curriculum
design as in effect taking control of, or rather seeking to ‘steer’, a ouija board,
where the curriculum is continually shaped and reshaped by a variety of forces,
each of which at various times is recognised and prioritised (Figure 1). At
different times the curriculum will be reshaped to meet various perspectives,
for example, linking teaching to department research interests; resource
constraints; ﬁtting into university or faculty modular / course requirements. All
of these exert their own inﬂuence.
At certain points particular issues become prominent, often for ‘political’ or
current disciplinary concerns. Here we are focusing on ‘inclusivity’, and the set
of questions which need to be asked by the designers of the curriculum when
this force is prioritised. But it is recognised that the other forces will still be
exerting their own inﬂuences. In a few years the curriculum will need to be
reshaped again to meet other imperatives, while ensuring that what is central to
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the ‘old’ curriculum is retained, and where necessary, updated. This, in effect,
is where most of us are. We need to revise our current curriculum to meet
DDA requirements and perspectives; in particular, the requirement to make
reasonable adjustments to our learning and teaching to ensure that disabled
students are not substantially disadvantaged in relation to their peers.
Figure 1: The ouija model of course design

(Based on Jenkins, 1998)

4.1.1

Aligning the curriculum

One key idea or concept that may help us in meeting the needs of disabled
students is that of an ‘aligned curriculum.’ Developed by Biggs (2003), the
Australian writer on higher education, it brings together the insights of much
higher education research. The central ideas will be familiar to many staff who
have recently taken institutional courses on teaching for ‘new staff’. In brief, it
argues that for a curriculum to be effective, the various elements (the teaching
methods, the learning outcomes, and in particular, the assessment methods)
are aligned to ensure that the students can meet the goals of the course. We
need to consider how the various aspects of the curriculum align with and
support students in experiencing an ‘inclusive curriculum’, but ﬁrst we should
explore what is meant by an ‘inclusive curriculum’.

4.2

What is an inclusive curriculum?
‘Inclusive education means disabled and non-disabled … young
people learning together in … colleges and universities, with
appropriate networks of support. Inclusion means enabling
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(students) to participate in the life and work of mainstream institutions
to the best of their abilities, whatever their needs.’
(Centre for Studies in Inclusive Education, no date)
‘Accessible Curricula refers to designing course materials that are
barrier-free. If course content is well designed so that disabled
students are able to gain access to it, it will enable them to receive
the same learning experience as their contemporaries. A corollary
of this approach is that if course materials are made accessible
for students with disabilities, the more ‘usable’ it [sic] is to all
students’ [emphasis added].
(Doyle & Robson, 2002, p.1)
The call for inclusive education comes ‘immediately’ out of the civil and human
rights concerns of the 1960s, particularly with respect to issues of race and
gender. At school level, it has challenged a long ‘tradition’ of separate provision
for students with particular impairments, thus there were separate schools
for ‘deaf’ students and ‘blind’ students which often received higher levels of
provision; but such provision was outside ‘mainstream education’.
‘The changing world view liberated people with disabilities to give
voice to their anger about the stigma, degradation and curricula and
social limits imposed by the segregated education to which they had
been subjected. Simultaneously, evidence about the surprising lack
of success of the segregated system (surprising, that is, given the
generous resources allocated to it) began to accumulate with such
consistency that it could not be ignored.’
(Thomas, Walker & Webb, 1998, p.4)
Box 10 sets out a deﬁnition of ‘inclusion’ from a school-level project that aids
our thinking and practice in higher education.

Box 10:

Deﬁnitions of inclusion in education

Inclusion in education involves:
• Valuing all students and staff equally.
• Increasing the participation of students in, and reducing their
exclusion from, the cultures, curricula and communities of local
schools.
• Restructuring the cultures, policies and practices in schools so
that they respond to the diversity of students in the locality.
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• Reducing barriers to learning and participation for all students,
not only those with impairments or those who are categorised
as `having special educational needs’.
• Learning from attempts to overcome barriers to the access and
participation of particular students, to make changes for the
beneﬁt of students more widely.
• Viewing the difference between students as resources to
support learning, rather than as problems to be overcome.
• Acknowledging the right of students to an education in their
locality.
• Improving schools for staff as well as for students.
• Emphasising the role of schools in building community and
developing values, as well as in increasing achievement.
• Fostering mutually sustaining relationships between schools
and communities.
• Recognising that inclusion in education is one aspect of
inclusion in society.
(Centre for Studies in Inclusive Education (no date))

Setting our concerns in higher education in the wider context of schooling (and
society at large) should help us recognise that colleagues in our disciplines
at school level have experience we can draw on to shape our practice. But
there is a key difference. Whereas in the UK the National Curriculum is for all
school students regardless of academic ability, in higher education there is the
recognition that higher education is for the more academically able, though
that is now seen as some 40-50% of the population. What we are required
to do in higher education is to make sure that our concern to assure academic
standards is not used ‘spuriously’ or ‘inadvertently’ to exclude or disadvantage
individuals who could in effect, through ‘reasonable adjustments’ on our part,
attain the required academic standards. ‘Inclusive’ also indicates that all
sections of the university have (particular) responsibilities for ensuring that
the overall curriculum and university experience is ‘accessible’. This is now
not just, or even mainly, the responsibility of ‘professionals’ in student service
departments. Teaching staff have central responsibilities for initiatives in key
areas, in particular, the curricula and in methods of teaching and learning.
There follow some suggestions regarding curriculum design.
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4.2.1

Suggestions on designing an inclusive curriculum

As a course team (and as individuals), consider the following:
• Do the programme speciﬁcations and descriptions give sufﬁcient
information to enable disabled students and staff to make informed
decisions about their ability to complete the programme?
• What are the core elements of the programme that all students
have to achieve? Can you clearly ‘demonstrate’ that these should be
required of all students in your programme?
• What ‘reasonable adjustments’ are available to support students with
particular impairments to meet these requirements? What support is
available to students with particular impairments?
• Are these clearly conveyed to students before entry (in particular,
on course prospectuses / websites), as they are inducted into the
programme, and as they proceed through the programme?
• How have staff – including part-time staff – been supported to know
what is required of them and the support available to them? How
do you monitor the student and staff experience of issues regarding
disability on the course? What are the mechanisms for feeding that
information into curriculum review?
• Should problems / issues occur, what are the main mechanisms for
dealing with any concerns by students and / or staff?
Within the UK, the issue of inclusivity is now enshrined in legislation and codes
of practice which institutions, departments and indeed individual staff have
to recognise – and achieve. Central to these requirements is the QAA Code
of Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher
education; Section 3: Students with Disabilities – October 1999. The key
sections with respect to the curriculum are shown in Box 11.

Box 11:

QAA Code of Practice for Disabled Students:
Curriculum design

Precept 8
Programme speciﬁcations should include no unnecessary
barriers to access by disabled people.
Institutions should consider establishing procedures which ensure that:

Issues in developing an inclusive curriculum:
examples from geography, earth and environmental sciences

• the setting and / or amendment of academic and other
programme requirements during approval or validation
processes includes well-informed consideration of the
requirements of disabled students;
• programme speciﬁcations and descriptions give sufﬁcient
information to enable students with disabilities and staff to
make informed decisions about the ability to complete the
programme.

Precept 10
The delivery of programmes should take into account the
needs of disabled people or, where appropriate, be adapted to
accommodate their individual requirements.
Institutions should consider making arrangements which ensure that all
academic and technical staff:
• plan and employ teaching and learning strategies which make
the delivery of the programme as inclusive as is reasonably
possible;
• know and understand the learning implications of any
disabilities of the students whom they teach, and are
responsive to student feedback;
• make individual adaptations to delivery that are appropriate for
particular students, which might include providing handouts
in advance and / or in different formats (Braille, disk), short
breaks for interpreters to rest, or using radio microphone
systems, or ﬂexible / interrupted study for students with mental
health difﬁculties.

We return in more detail to discuss the issues involved in developing inclusive
curricula in Part D.
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5

Managing diversity

Abstract: This section looks at the relevance of a diversity management
approach to meeting the needs of disabled students. The relationship
between equal opportunities and diversity management is explored.
The reader is invited to consider how to manage the process of change
involved in developing more inclusive processes.

5.1

Equal opportunities and valuing diversity

5.1.1

Equal opportunities

People are rarely equal with each other in life; some have more power, more
money, better living and working environments and so on, but access to such
factors should not be determined by disability, ethnic origin, gender or other
irrelevant differences. Equal opportunities approaches emphasise equality of
access to facilities such as higher education. However, although organisations
may strive to treat their members and potential members equally, the fact that
people are diverse in their backgrounds, abilities and needs means that it is
difﬁcult to ensure equality of outcome. Disabled people have been found to be
consistently disadvantaged in the job market.
Organisations are not normally allowed to engage in positive discrimination to
increase the recruitment of under-represented groups. However, they can make
sure that they are recruiting in areas where they are likely to reach such people.
They must also make sure that they are not putting any barriers in the way of
members of particular groups. Current legislation and codes of good practice
encourage and require universities to make their organisations as accessible as
possible. This is not always an expensive proposition; many accommodations
are a matter of common sense.

5.1.2

Diversity management

Diversity management is an approach that goes beyond the avoidance of
discrimination against particular sections of society to an active valuing of the
diversity and individuality of the members of a varied population.
‘Diversity recognises that each of us is different and unique, and that
uniqueness is made up of a ‘mix’ of visible and non-visible individual
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characteristics. Consequently, it makes sense that treating everyone
the same is not necessarily going to work. Different people will have
different aspirations, expectations, opportunities, responsibilities
and needs. Therefore treating people fairly means respecting their
differences and acting accordingly.’
(Open University, 2004, p.18)
Kandola & Fullerton (1998) compare equal opportunities and diversity
management approaches in the workplace (Table 6), but many of the issues
raised are also relevant to an education setting, and universities are, of course,
also employers.
Table 6: A comparison of managing diversity and equal opportunities
approaches
Managing diversity

Equal opportunities

ensures all employees
maximise their potential
and their contribution to the
organisation

concentrates on issues of
discrimination

embraces a broad range of
people; no-one is excluded

perceived as an issue for women,
ethnic minorities and people with
disabilities

concentrates on issues
of movement within the
organisation and meeting
business objectives

less of an emphasis on culture
change and the meeting of
business objectives

is the concern of all
employees, especially
managers

seen as an issue to do with
personnel and HR practitioners

does not rely on positive
action/ afﬁrmative action

relies on positive action

Source: Kandola & Fullerton (1998, p.167)
Many of the issues addressed in this and the accompanying guides are
managed not by concentrating support on individual disabled students, but
by developing inclusive practices. Developing an inclusive curriculum is at the
heart of a diversity management approach to teaching and learning. Higher
education institutions manage diversity through questioning and, if necessary,
addressing traditional practices. This means recognising practices which act
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as barriers to students who differ from the stereotypical norm. The focus is
on developing organisations and practices which can cope with, and actively
welcome, diversity. This has organisational, business and individual beneﬁts,
allowing the university to access a much wider pool of experience and talent.
One aspect of managing diversity is concerned with communication.
Commitment to diversity is communicated not only by overt policy statements,
but also more subtly in the images and examples used on websites and in
prospectuses, posters and teaching materials. As well as considerations
of what is communicated, how things are communicated is also important.
For example, having more than one means of providing information, e.g.
electronically as well as on paper, may beneﬁt a large number of students,
including those with certain visual and physical impairments.

5.2

Managing change

Developing an inclusive curriculum requires an openness to change at many
levels within an organisation. That change may come about in response to
internal and external drivers. The recent disability anti-discrimination legislation
is a major external factor which is helping to focus people’s minds on internal
processes within universities. However, change in a busy environment such as
higher education is not always welcome. There are many pressures on staff
time and many other changes to be accommodated. Whilst academic and
other staff may not be opposed in principle to improving practice in relation to
disabled students, they are likely to be concerned about the implications for
their own workload.
It is important that change is supported throughout the organisation.
Information can be provided in staff handbooks and intranet sites. Staff
development workshops with a very practical focus can be offered. Senior
management endorsements of any new initiatives or changes in practice may
be helpful. An approach which emphasises the positive beneﬁts of enabling
access for disabled students and reassures staff that they will not have to spend
a lot of time learning new skills is likely to be more successful than one which
raises their anxieties about possible problem areas.
Any process of change is more likely to succeed if it is supported by individuals
with designated responsibilities for managing and supporting the process.
As the changes required are likely to affect academic, administrative and
managerial staff, it would be very helpful to involve representatives of these
groups as change agents or champions from a very early stage. If other staff
get the impression that meeting the needs of disabled students rests with
specialist disability and student services staff, they are less likely to play their
essential part in promoting inclusion.
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Models of disability

Abstract: This section explores the meaning of disability looking at
individual, charitable, medical, social and integrated models of disability
and discusses the implications of these models for academic staff. The
use and signiﬁcance of the terminology applied to disabled people is also
considered.

6.1

Why do you need to know about models of disability?

Models of disability, like all models, are representations of reality; in this case,
the reality of disabled peoples’ life experiences. These models inﬂuence the
attitudes and behaviour of disabled and non-disabled people alike. Knowledge
of these models can help you examine your own approach to supporting
disabled students.
Over the past three decades, there has been a shift in thinking towards the
position of disabled people in society. The debate is changing from how can
disabled people be best cared for, to how can they attain civil rights and achieve
social and economic integration. This is reﬂected in a move from institutional to
community care, from segregated to integrated education and in the adoption
of the 1995 and 2005 Disability Discrimination Acts. As we look at different
models of disability, you will see that each has implications for how you view
the provision for disabled students.

6.2

Who is a disabled person?

The Disability Rights Commission <www.drc-gb.org/> states that there are
9.8 million disabled people in Britain, equivalent to one in seven of the total
population. Obviously, the number of people included in this ﬁgure depends
on the deﬁnition of disability. We shall look at deﬁnitions later on, particularly
in relation to the Disability Discrimination Act. For many people, the image
conjured up by the word ‘disabled person’ is likely to be that of someone
in a wheelchair; indeed, this image is used as a symbol to denote disabled
access points, parking spaces and so on. However, no more than 4-6% of the
population of working age disabled people are wheelchair users. Academic
staff need to be aware, therefore, that there will be many students who, whilst
not being obviously disabled, will have less visible impairments which are
nevertheless an issue in various teaching, learning and assessment situations.
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Examples of these impairments include: angina, arthritis, asthma, epilepsy,
dyslexia, hearing loss, mental health problems and restricted vision (see also
Section 1, Table 1).
Mention of such speciﬁc medical conditions may leave staff feeling concerned
that they will be expected to develop medical expertise in order to support
disabled students. This is where an understanding of different models of
disability becomes important.
A medicalised model of disability sees the disabled person as subject for
treatment and cure, and tends to pay less attention to social, economic and
environmental factors affecting the person. Whilst most people are grateful
for medical interventions that counter the effects of chronic illness, various
writers have pointed out that the medicalisation of disability causes a number of
problems (Barnes, 1991; Oliver, 1990; Shakespeare, 1996).

6.3

A medical model of disability

Many disabled people are not ill, but differ from the expected norm in terms
of physical or mental functioning. To give an example, someone who has lost
a limb is not ill, but is disabled in relation to certain activities such as driving a
car. What the person needs here is not medical intervention but an adapted car
and the ﬁnancial resources necessary to obtain and run it. The World Health
Organisation (WHO) has distinguished between impairment, disability and
handicap:
Impairment: Any loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological or
anatomical structure or function.
Disability: Any restriction or lack (resulting from an impairment) of ability
to perform an activity in the manner or within the range considered
normal for a human being.
Handicap: A disadvantage for a given individual, resulting from an
impairment or disability, that limits or prevents the fulﬁlment of a role
(depending on age, sex, social, cultural and environmental factors) for
that individual.
(WHO, 1980)
Handicap is a word that is not in favour now, and many writers use the terms
impairment and disability, but not quite as above.
The WHO has produced a re-working of the above deﬁnitions (WHO, 2000).
The word handicap has been dropped. Impairments are deﬁned as ‘problems in
body function or structure as a signiﬁcant deviation or loss’. The term disability
now refers to the negative aspects of the interaction between impairment,
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activity limitation, participation restriction, and barriers/ hindrances encountered
in the world.
Whilst some people have been disabled by a previous illness, we should not
assume that they are now ill. However, a medically-dominated approach may
lead to hope for a ‘cure’, which gets in the way of ﬁnding ways to overcome the
barriers that they face. This approach is also criticised for taking power and
control from the disabled individual and putting it in the hands of the medical
expert. It is also criticised for focusing on what is ‘wrong’ with the disabled
person at the expense of valuing their abilities.

6.4

Individual and charitable models

It is not just medical personnel who need to re-evaluate their approach to
disability. There are many people who individualise the problems experienced
by disabled people. One aspect of this approach is typiﬁed as the ‘charitable’
model of disability. From this perspective, the disabled person may be seen as
a tragic individual who needs help to cope with their loss. Alternatively, some
disabled individuals may be held up as exemplars who have bravely triumphed
over adversity. Such images have been used in fund-raising campaigns run by
various charities and may indeed provide motivational stimulus. The danger
of this approach is that it can lead to disabled people being seen as objects of
pity who need to be cared for and protected from the demands of daily life.
This approach also relies on a ‘feel good factor’ in that people are encouraged
to support disabled people as a deserving cause. There is also a danger doing
things for disabled people rather than with them, or even enabling disabled
people to organise things for themselves.

6.5

A social model of disability

In contrast to (and in reaction to) these disempowering approaches to disability,
a number of disability activists and disabled academics have developed a
social model of disability. From this perspective, disability is seen as a form
of oppression. In the same way that women, people from ethnic groups and
gay people have been held back by a society that cannot cope with diversity,
disabled people form another disadvantaged group. The focus shifts from
what is ‘wrong’ with an individual to the barriers that prohibit their participation
in mainstream activities. At a very simple level, this can be in the barriers
faced by a wheelchair user when trying to access a building that can only
be approached via a ﬂight of steps. However, barriers exist at many levels
beyond the environmental, e.g. attitudinal, social, economic and political.
Disability theorists point out that societies tend to be organised on the basis of
assumptions of what is ‘normal’ (Finkelstein, 1993; Oliver, 1990). Those who
do not ﬁt the stereotype will ﬁnd it difﬁcult to participate. Rather than trying
to make disabled people ‘normal’, the social model of disability asserts that
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society needs to recognise and celebrate difference. From this have arisen
campaigns for civil rights not charity. Deﬁnitions used in the literature reﬂect
this approach, distinguishing between ‘impairment’ and ‘disability’:
Impairment: lacking all or part of a limb, or having a defective limb,
organ or mechanism of the body;
Disability: the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a
contemporary social organisation that takes no or little account of people
who have physical impairment and thus excludes them from participation
in the mainstream of social activities.
(UPIAS, 1976)

6.6

Attempts to integrate individual and social models of
disability

A number of writers have been concerned that some proponents of the social
model have ‘thrown the baby out with the bathwater’ (Crow, 1996; French,
1993; Low, 1993). They agree that it is not politically correct to talk about
the pain and the physical and emotional difﬁculties associated with some
impairments because this will detract from the focus on society’s failure to
remove the barriers faced by disabled people.
‘… we have tended to focus on disability as ‘all’. Sometimes it feels
as if this focus is so absolute that that we are in danger of assuming
that impairment has no part at all in determining our experiences.
Instead of tackling the contradictions and complexities of our
experiences head on, we have chosen in our campaigns to present
impairment as irrelevant, neutral and, sometimes, positive, but never,
ever as the quandary it really is.’
(Crow, 1996, p.58)
These authors and others have suggested that it is possible to acknowledge
both the individual and the social levels as legitimate concerns, whilst
maintaining a focus on societal and political change. In fact, some social model
theorists do accept this. Michael Oliver states that:
‘This denial of the pain of impairment has not, in reality been a denial
at all. Rather it has been a pragmatic attempt to identify and address
issues that can be changed through collective action rather than
medical or professional treatment.’
(Oliver, 1996a, p.48)
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6.7

What are the implications of the social model of disability for
academic and support staff?

6.7.1

Terminology

Whilst certain terms have quite rightly been dropped from use, e.g. ‘cripple’
or ‘spastic’, the use of language can have powerful effects and staff need to
be aware of this. Most people don’t like being referred to as medical labels:
‘asthmatics’, ‘schizophrenics’, but may ﬁnd the term ‘people with asthma’, and so
on, more acceptable. ‘Handicapped’ has cap-in-hand associations with charity
and is largely out of favour. If you accept the importance of the social model,
‘disabled people’ is preferable to ‘people with disabilities’. This is because, as
you will recall, ‘disability’ is a socially-created situation. People may ‘carry’
their impairments around with them e.g. hearing loss, restricted mobility, but
disability is the experience of barriers and lack of provision within society. ‘The
disabled’ is a rather impersonal term, which suggests that disabled people are
somehow a different species. In certain situations it would be possible for
someone to have an impairment, but not be disabled, for example, a wheelchair
user in a fully accessible building (see also Section 3, Table 5).

6.7.2

Identification and removal of barriers

The main implications of the social model are that disabled people do not need
sympathy or pity, but that the barriers to their participation in mainstream
activities need to be identiﬁed and overcome. In the context of human
environments, disability can be designed out by the provision of level access,
ramps, lifts, Braille and speech output devices, text-phones, and so on. In
a teaching context, there is much that can be done to ensure that disabled
students participate in teaching and learning activities. In the ‘natural’
environment, as used for ﬁeld trips, it may be less clear how to make sites
accessible. However, creative solutions can often be found and there are
many disabled students for whom limited mobility is not the problem. You will
need to consider communication barriers experienced by students with visual
or hearing impairments. Students with mental health problems may ﬁnd new
situations anxiety-provoking. We will come back to the subject of making
reasonable adjustments for disabled students in Section 7.3.

6.7.3

Disabled people and / or medical professionals as ‘experts’ on
disability issues

Another implication of the social model is that the concern is less with
the medical diagnosis attached to a student and more with what they are
functionally able to do, and what support they need to overcome any barriers
faced. In this instance, it is likely to be the disabled students themselves
who are the experts on what they need rather than any medical personnel.
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If an individual student is not sure of the solutions, it may be that another
disabled student or staff member has relevant experience that can be shared.
There are also a number of agencies set up (often by disabled people) to
provide consultancy advice on access issues. The National Register of Access
Consultants: <www.nrac.org.uk/> has an Online Register of Access Auditors
and Consultants.

Part C:

Legislative and quality context
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Legislation and regulation

Abstract: The context of anti-discrimination legislation is discussed
by ﬁrstly looking at the historical background and practice in other
countries. This section goes on to consider the impact of the Disability
Discrimination Acts (DDA), the Special Educational Needs and Disability
Act (SENDA) and other legislation on providers of education. Legal
deﬁnitions of disability and discrimination are covered. Issues of
identifying disabled students, provision of information and making
reasonable adjustments are identiﬁed as important. A brief discussion of
lessons from Australia and the Disability Discrimination Act is included.
Health and safety legislation is discussed in relation to disabled students.

7.1

Context

In these sections, the focus is on the legislation and regulatory framework
in the UK. However, it is important to note that the UK has lagged behind
countries such as Australia, Canada and the USA in bringing in antidiscrimination disability legislation (Box 12).

Box 12:

UK policies for disabled students: comparisons with
other countries

Higher education institutions in Australia, Canada and the USA have
disability policies underpinned by strong equal opportunities and human
rights perspectives. A number of features can be highlighted in the
disability statements of universities and colleges in these countries,
which will become increasingly relevant to the UK as education becomes
more fully covered by disability rights legislation:
• clear links between national legislation and the institution’s
policies;
• a setting out of the rights and responsibilities of disabled
students;
• an explanation of the rights and responsibilities of staff;
• a statement of what can be funded by whom;

47

48

Geography Discipline Network Inclusive Curriculum Project

• guidelines on conﬁdentiality issues;
• clarity that disabled students are to be included within
mainstream activities;
• an emphasis on removing disabling barriers;
• statements of intention to combat discrimination and
harassment of disabled students and to promote awareness of
disability issues throughout the institution;
• a description of the appeals procedure that may be initiated by
students who feel they have been treated unfairly.
For examples of policies for disabled students in higher education in
other countries, see:
Australia
<www.equity.qut.edu.au/programs/forstudents/
disability_services/index.jsp>
Canada
<students.ubc.ca/access/drc.cfm>
USA
<dsp.berkeley.edu/BerkAcomPolicy.html>
<www.sa.ucsb.edu/Policies/DisabilityPolicy.asp>

Legislation relating to disabled students’ access to further and higher education
in the UK has been in place since 1992, when the Further and Higher Education
Act (1992) required all institutions to ‘have regard’ for students with learning
difﬁculties. As a result of this legislation, institutions were required to produce
a Disability Statement, to appoint or identify an Adviser with responsibility for
assisting disabled students studying at the institution, to state what speciﬁc
provision existed currently in the institution, and to explain the future plans
for developments in this arena. Various organisations were also established
over the next few years, including ‘Skill: The National Forum for Students
with Disabilities’, ‘Disforum’ (a web-based information exchange for disability
ofﬁcers), and the ‘TechDis’ website.
The Disabled Students’ Allowances scheme has also been put into place
to enable full-time, and some part-time, students to beneﬁt from ﬁnancial
assistance towards the cost of specialised equipment, non-medical personal
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assistance and other provision. Some of these resources can be used by
disabled students to support them undertaking ﬁeldwork.
The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) (1995) addressed issues of
discrimination in employment and the provision of goods, facilities and services.
It established that disabled people were entitled to equal treatment and
adjustments to their working conditions to enable them to participate fully.
Initially, education was exempt from this legislation, but this is no longer the
case (see Section 7.2). The QAA also already requires minimum standards to
be observed in the provision of education (see Section 8). Health and safety
legislation also needs to be considered when planning ﬁeld trips involving
disabled students. The associated risk assessments may need particular
attention.

7.2

The impact of the Disability Discrimination Acts (DDA 1995
and DDA 2005) and the Special Educational Needs and
Disability Act (SENDA 2001) on providers of education

7.2.1

The DDA, SENDA and the Disability Rights Commission

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act, passed in May 2001, brought
the ﬁeld of education within the scope of the 1995 Disability Discrimination Act.
Under this legislation:
The responsible body for an educational institution must take such steps
as it is reasonable for it to have to take to ensure that –
a) in relation to the arrangements it makes for determining admissions
to the institution, disabled persons are not placed at a substantial
disadvantage in comparison with persons who are not disabled, and
b) in relation to student services provided for, or offered to, students by
it, disabled students are not placed at a substantial disadvantage in
comparison with students who are not disabled.
(HMSO, 2001, p.27)
SENDA consists of a series of amendments to the 1995 Disability Discrimination
Act and applies to all further and higher educational institutions in England,
Scotland and Wales. The provisions of the Act have been introduced in phases:
• From 1 September 2002, it has been unlawful to discriminate against
disabled students by treating them less favourably than others.
Responsible bodies are required to provide certain types of reasonable
adjustments to provision where disabled students might otherwise be
substantially disadvantaged.
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• From 1 September 2003, responsible bodies have been required to
make adjustments that involve the provision of auxiliary aids and
services.
• From 1 September 2005, responsible bodies are required to make
adjustments to physical features of premises where these put disabled
students at a substantial disadvantage.
In April 2000, the Disability Rights Commission (DRC) was established. The
DRC has a role in the enforcement of the DDA, which up to then relied upon
aggrieved individuals bringing cases before tribunals. The DRC also picked
up the work of the former Disability Rights Task Force (DRTF) in making
recommendations for further anti-discrimination legislation.
Under the terms of the Disability Discrimination Act 2005, educational institutions
are expected to develop and publish a Disability Equality Scheme which is likely to
address several areas over a three year period, with an annual report on progress
(Box 13). The legislation covers both disabled students and staff.
Box 13:

Areas that institutions need to address under the
Disability Discrimination Act 2005

• The current level of provision which is already in place for
disabled students. This would include an audit of current
policies, practice and procedures, and the extent to which they
are likely to meet the new general and speciﬁc duties.
• Existing monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, and the extent
to which they will provide the necessary information about
disabled students which will be required. It is important that
institutions build on existing systems rather than creating
bespoke mechanisms.
• Mechanisms to ensure the active participation of disabled
people throughout the process.
• A review of plans for increasing accessibility of the institution’s
physical estate. Institutions should be able to draw on
the physical audits which were recently undertaken as a
prerequisite for HEFCE capital funding.
• Start drawing on the current expertise of those involved with
the implementation of the Race Relations Amendment Act
(RRAA) as the scope of the Act closely mirrors this legislation.
(NDT, 2004, p.4)
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The rest of this section is given over to exploring the implications of the DDA
for educational institutions.

7.2.2

DDA definitions of disability and discrimination

Disability
The DDA deﬁnes a person’s disability as ‘a physical or mental impairment which
has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on his or her ability to carry out
normal day-to-day activities’ (Box 14).

Box 14:

Disability deﬁnitions

Impairment –
the deﬁnition covers physical and mental impairments. These include:
• physical impairments affecting the senses, such as sight and
hearing;
• the conditions of some cancers, multiple sclerosis and HIV from
the point of diagnosis, even if they have not yet signiﬁcantly
affected functioning;
• mental impairments including learning disabilities and mental
illness.
Substantial –
for an effect to be substantial, it must be more than minor. Examples:
• inability to see moving trafﬁc clearly enough to cross a road
safely;
• inability to turn taps or knobs;
• inability to remember and relay a simple message correctly.
Long Term –
these are effects that:
• have lasted at least 12 months or are likely to last at least 12
months or are likely to last for the rest of the life of the person
affected.
Long-term effects include those which are likely to recur. For example,
an effect will be considered to be long-term if it is likely both to recur,
and to do so at least once beyond the 12-month period following the
ﬁrst occurrence.
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Day-to-day activities –
normal activities carried out by most people on a regular basis, and
must involve one of the following broad categories:
• mobility – moving from place to place;
• manual dexterity – for example, use of the hands;
• physical co-ordination;
• continence;
• the ability to lift, carry or move ordinary objects;
• speech, hearing or eyesight;
• memory, or ability to concentrate, learn or understand;
• being able to recognise physical danger.
(HMSO, 1995, and DRC (no date)

The 2005 Disability Discrimination Act removed the necessity for mental health
conditions to be classiﬁed as ‘clinically well-recognised’ before they could be
considered a disability as was the case under the 1995 Act. However, not
all cases of people with depression are covered by the Act. The Act also
introduced protection for people with some cancers, multiple sclerosis and HIV
from the time of diagnosis, recognising that they could face discrimination for
such conditions before their ability function, either physically or mentally, was
signiﬁcantly affected.
Question:
Casting your mind back to Section 6, to what extent do the deﬁnitions in
Box 14 encompass a social model of disability?
As you may recall, advocates of the social model describe ‘disability’ as a social
condition, the result of a society which does not cater for the diverse needs of
people with impairments and which creates barriers to their participation. In
contrast, the DDA deﬁnes ‘disability’ as substantial impairment, and does not
include the broader area of barriers and discrimination within the deﬁnition.
However, the content of the 1995 Act itself did recognise the disabling effect of
environments and organisational arrangements that exclude disabled people.
Barriers and discrimination have been addressed to some extent in the 2005
Act. Educational institutions now have an ‘anticipatory duty’ to provide for the
needs of disabled students. In other words, it is not good enough to wait and
see whether students with particular types of impairments enrol on courses
before planning how to overcome potentially disabling barriers. Institutions
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have to be ready to meet the needs of a diverse range of disabled students.
Public bodies are also required to promote positive attitudes towards disabled
people and to encourage their participation.
Discrimination
To avoid discrimination under the terms of the DDA, you must not treat a
disabled person less favourably than someone else because of the person’s
impairment, unless there is good reason to do so. However, the legislation
states that less favourable treatment of a person could be justiﬁed if it was
necessary to maintain academic standards. This leads to consideration of
circumstances under which it is justiﬁable to exclude a disabled person from an
activity.
Question:
Can you think of any situations under which it might be reasonable to
exclude a disabled person from an activity?
If the nature of someone’s impairment means that, even with the use of aids
and adaptations, they would not be able to carry out essential functions, it
would be regarded as permissible to exclude them from an activity. If someone
could be shown to be likely to jeopardise their own safety or that of others,
they could be excluded. However, you must be careful not to exclude anyone
on the basis of assumptions; physically disabled people have climbed Everest.
Another situation might be where technically it is possible to overcome the
effects of someone’s functional limitations, but in practice it would be very
difﬁcult and expensive. You would need to show that, despite trying to get the
necessary resources, it has not been possible to accommodate that person’s
needs.

7.2.3

The Code of Practice

The DDA’s legal requirements upon educational institutions are backed up by a
Code of Practice for post 16 education (DRC, no date).
Although it is a lengthy document, the Code of Practice contains many useful
examples of how the Act relates to higher education. The two examples below
are speciﬁc to ﬁeld trips. However, the Code relates to many wider aspects of
planning and running courses, as well as the general provision of services and
support within institutions, and is worth reading at length.
Example 5.8E
As part of an earth science course, students are required to undertake a
ﬁeld trip involving an overnight stay in a mountain hut. A student who
needs regular dialysis cannot go on the residential ﬁeld trip without
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missing her dialysis. A reasonable adjustment might be for the tutor
to arrange for her to take part during the days but for someone to
return with her to a nearby village at night where she has set up her
equipment.
DRC (no date) Part 1, p.70
Example 5.10A
A student with a heart condition goes on a ﬁeld trip as a compulsory
part of her geography course. The student has not told the college
about her condition although she had been given the opportunity
to do so in private on several occasions including when the ﬁeld trip
was announced. Part of the trip involves walking around the town
counting shops and residential housing. During the day, it becomes
apparent that she cannot complete the assignment although some last
minute adjustments are made. Because it could not have known about
the disability in advance, the college is unlikely to have been acting
unlawfully.
DRC (no date) Part 1, p.72

Commentaries on the DDA as it relates to education can be found at
<www.skill.org.uk> and at <www.natdisteam.ac.uk/>.

7.3

Practical implications of the Disability Discrimination Act for
higher educational institutions

7.3.1

Identifying disabled students

Under the DDA, a disabled person is one who ﬁts the deﬁnition of having ‘a
physical or mental impairment which has a substantial and long-term adverse
effect on his or her ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities’. This raises
the interesting question as to whether ascending a mountain or undertaking
sub-aqua diving is a ‘normal day-to-day activity’. The chances are that such
activities would not be so classed. So a student who is merely unﬁt but can
carry out more normal daily activities would not be classed as disabled. Also a
student who has a short-term illness, e.g. ﬂu would not be classed as disabled.
The deﬁnition would include a wide range of impairments, some more obvious
to academic staff than others. Some of the more obvious ones include:
• visual impairment;
• hearing impairment;
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• loss of limb;
• mobility restrictions;
• Multiple Sclerosis.
Question:
What other impairments might be signiﬁcant, but not so obvious, if
you don’t know the student well?
Some examples include:
• angina;
• arthritis;
• asthma;
• epilepsy;
• mental ill-health;
• Myalgic Encephalitis (ME) also known as Chronic Fatigue Syndrome
(CFS).
The point of this exercise is not to make you feel that you must become an
expert on medical conditions, but to be aware that it is not always obvious
when you have disabled students in your group. Educational institutions
need to give thought to how they identify disabled students and how that
knowledge is shared with the staff who need to know. Students are more likely
to share information if it is focused on the practicalities of how to enable their
participation in academic and related activities.

7.3.2

Provision of information

Before enlisting on courses students should be made aware of assignments
and activities, such as ﬁeldwork and work-based learning, and the physical and
mental demands these might make on participants. This will enable time to
explore how, if possible, the effects of any impairment might be overcome or
reduced. This early provision of information will also enable students to choose
a course more suited to their situation if the difﬁculties cannot be overcome.
Question:
Are there any issues you would like to note about how your institution
collects information on disabled students and their needs, and how it
provides disability-related information to students?
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7.3.3

Making reasonable adjustments
‘The aim of reasonable adjustment is to minimise disadvantage in the
environment and not to provide competitive advantage to students
with a disability.’
(University of Newcastle (NSW), 2001, Part I, p.2)

Under the DDA, educational institutions are expected to make ‘reasonable
adjustments’ in order to allow students access to their courses. What
constitutes a reasonable adjustment in this context is open to a certain amount
of interpretation, but is inﬂuenced by various considerations:
There are a number of factors which, in particular, education providers
will have to consider when assessing whether an adjustment or additional
equipment or service is ‘reasonable’:
• whether the adjustment would affect the maintenance of academic
and other standards;
• the cost of the adjustment and the ﬁnancial resources available;
• whether making the adjustment or additional provision is practical;
• the effectiveness of the adjustment or additional provision;
• the disruption caused to others;
• whether the student, or others, should provide the additional provision
or services; and
• the importance of the service to which access is being sought.
(DfEE, 2000, p.21)
As mentioned previously, educational institutions are required to anticipate the
needs of potential disabled students. Institutions should not merely react to
meet the needs of individual disabled students, but should be reviewing how
their policies, procedures and practices will impact on the experiences of a
range of disabled students.
‘Oliver’s mobility difﬁculties are not immediately obvious. He
doesn’t use a wheelchair and he looks strong and healthy,
but he has difﬁculty keeping up on rough terrain and got
left behind. He said that he disclosed his disabilities on
enrolment but that no one from his course or the university
contacted him about his needs. The consequence of this
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early experience was that in the second year of his course he
deliberately avoided modules that included ﬁeldwork.’
Oliver, Case Study 15
<www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/icp/caselist.htm>
Disabled students are sometimes excluded from particular courses because
they cannot meet the ‘essential course requirement’, but there are cases where
students have successfully appealed against such rulings (Box 15). What is
‘reasonable’ in terms of cost has been interpreted by employment tribunals as
suggesting that large organisations with large budgets are expected to make
adjustments that smaller organisations could justiﬁably claim to be too expensive.
Just where this leaves a small department with a devolved budget within a large
university, is not clear. But there is a strong argument for central funding to be
made available for the costs incurred in making provision for disabled students.
At the time of writing (July 2005) three higher education cases are listed
on the Disability Rights Commission’s website as receiving funding from the
DRC for proceedings to be issued. Two concern students denied places on
nursing courses, the other involved a student with mental health issues refused
reasonable adjustments. The latter case was settled out of court, the remaining
two are in progress.
Box 15: Essential course requirements
Where a student’s disability directly affects their capacity to undertake
the essential and central components of a course, there may be grounds
for excluding the student from the course.
An example is a case where a student whose capacity to speak
was severely curtailed by a respiratory disability but who
wished to enrol in a counselling course. She was advised that
it was unlikely she would be able to comply with the essential
requirements of the course, which included simulated crisis
counselling, and that it would be in the interests of those taking
the qualiﬁcation if she were to be exempted from these.
There is a need to review courses to establish whether all compulsory
activities and components are really essential to the particular
qualiﬁcations. Situations have arisen where a student is unable to
comply with a speciﬁc compulsory aspect of a course due to a disability,
but the student has argued that this aspect is not one which will hinder
them from working in that ﬁeld after graduation.
(Based on University of Newcastle, 2001, Part I, pp.2-3)
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Questions:
In your institution, would the inability of a student to fully
participate in a compulsory course which includes practical
elements such as ﬁeldwork prevent them from taking the
course? Is the way the activities are currently organised the
essential requirement? Could the learning outcomes of the
course be achieved in a different way? Could adjustments be
made to the course programme to remove the barriers which
are preventing the student participating? Could the student
obtain a job in the ﬁeld after graduation without that particular
experience?
The fear which many tutors have is if they accept that certain practical
elements are not essential components for a disabled student,
administrators may argue that they are therefore not essential for nondisabled students, and the ﬁnancial support for these elements of the
course will diminish.
Question:
Is this a fear that you share? In which case, are there ways in
which this fear may be overcome, for example, by adding the
word ‘normally’ in the regulation about the compulsory nature
of the certain forms of practical work?
On the other hand, if this was seen as an easy way to exclude a disabled
student from a particular course, it may reduce the need to examine
critically the nature of the barriers preventing the student participating
and how they could be reduced or overcome.
If the student is eligible for Disabled Students’ Allowances, this may go some
way to covering the costs of any necessary aids, adaptations or adjustments
(see Box 27).
Question:
What sort of reasonable adjustments are likely to be needed to help
disabled students participate in practical activities connected with
your course?
As previously discussed, disabled students can have a wide range of
impairments, so there can be many answers to this question. Adjustments
are about overcoming barriers, so you might like to refer to Part D to help you
consider the range of options possible.
Question:
Are there any aspects of practical course work for which you think
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it is not possible to make reasonable adjustments for students with
certain types of impairment?
There will be some areas in which it is clearly not possible, for example to
accommodate a blind student or a wheelchair user in very challenging physical
environments. However, before reaching this conclusion, you need to have
consulted the student to ﬁnd out what they know they can and can’t manage,
and if necessary, to get advice from others who may have relevant experience
or knowledge. These other sources of advice and information could include:
• disabled people who have experience of ﬁeldwork;
• your institution’s Disability Ofﬁcer / Adviser;
• staff running similar courses in other institutions;
• specialist disability organisations such as the Royal National Institute of
the Blind (RNIB) or the Royal National Institute for the Deaf (RNID);
• your local Disability Information and Advice Line (DIAL).
There can be some creative solutions to overcoming the barriers faced by
disabled students and, as well as learning from others, you may well be able
to share good practice developed within your own area. The key lesson is
to never make assumptions about what is or is not possible when including
disabled students in your activities. Make good use of your research and
problem solving skills and don’t be afraid to seek the advice of anyone who can
offer a fresh perspective, especially disabled students themselves.

7.3.4

Lessons from Australia

In meeting the needs of the DDA legislation, we in the UK can look to the
lessons from the enactment of The Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act
(1992) in Australia. They have had several more years to learn how to meet
such requirements and how the courts may interpret such legislation. The
central message is a harsh one: approximately 90% of the cases that went to
court in the early years, and where the judgement went against the university,
were directly concerned with teaching, learning and assessment. In particular,
the courts ruled against universities for:
• direct discrimination – tutors refusing entry onto courses for reasons
directly related to a student’s disability;
• an inability to make ‘reasonable’ adjustments to learning and teaching
practice;
• inadequate access to timely materials in an alternative format.
(Adams & Brown, 2001).
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Health and safety legislation

Heads of Department and other nominated people carrying institutional
responsibilities for health and safety matters in academic programmes often
feel that the burden they carry is unreasonable, even without the potential
for further complications introduced by more diverse student groups.
Interpretation of the UK’s health and safety legislation remains a matter partly
for judgement, not least because of the (fortunately) limited amount of case
law relating to students and staff on ﬁeld courses, in laboratories or in other
potentially hazardous environments in higher education. Accidents with serious
consequences have been few so far. The Disability Discrimination Act (1995)
states explicitly that:
‘The Act does not require a service provider to do anything which
would endanger the health or safety of any person. A service
provider can justify less favourable treatment or a failure to make an
adjustment if it is necessary in order not to endanger the health or
safety of any person, including the disabled person in question.’
(Disability Discrimination Act, 1995, Section 6.10)
However, the Act goes on to emphasise that spurious health and safety reasons
provide no defence for institutions which refuse to meet the reasonable needs of
disabled students. Two useful examples are set out in the Act. The ﬁrst relates
to an outdoor venture centre providing training weekends involving some physical
effort and some personal risk. Participants are required to undergo a medical
examination before they are admitted, and clients who are disabled as a result of
high blood pressure or heart conditions are judged to be justiﬁably excluded under
the terms of the Act. However, it is suggested that the venture centre might make
adjustments to its policy by admitting disabled clients to parts of the course which
do not create a safety risk, either to themselves or other participants. There are
some clear resonances here with ﬁeld class participation in challenging or risky
settings by students with known medical conditions, but the onus would be on the
institution to justify an exclusion following discussion with the disabled student. It
would also be incumbent upon them to provide a reasonable alternative ﬁeld class
or experience, if this were the only venue on offer. In most cases, the student
would presumably also not wish to expose themselves to excessive risk anyway,
and other students might legitimately object to the programme on offer.
The second example illustrates Section 6.17 of the Act, namely:
‘A service provider can justify refusing to provide (or deliberately not
providing) a service to a disabled person if this is necessary because
the service provider would otherwise be unable to provide the service
to other members of the public.’
(Disability Discrimination Act, 1995, Section 6.10)
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The scenario outlined concerns a tour guide who refuses to allow a person with
a severe mobility impairment on a tour of old city walls because he believes that
the help he would have to provide would prevent the party from completing
the tour. This is agreed to be justiﬁable, but only on the grounds that other
people (students, for example) would be effectively prevented from using
the service (or experiencing the ﬁeld class) at all, unless the disabled person
were treated less favourably than others. Mere inconvenience to others is
insufﬁcient grounds for refusing to allow participation, provided the appropriate
arrangements to minimise the risk to the disabled person (student), and to
others, can reasonably be made. In this case, the provision of a helper would
probably be judged to be reasonable, or permitting the student to examine
the urban morphology from some other more accessible vantage point, with
or without personal support. The example in the Act continues by suggesting
that the provision of an additional or auxiliary guide should be considered, if
this could be done without fundamentally changing the nature of the service.
For higher education students, a helper could be provided (see Box 27), thus
removing the health and safety-related issues.
One further example is provided in the Disability Rights Task Force (DRTF, 1999)
recommendations on post 16 Education (Annex 2), Section 25. This concerns
students allowed to work unsupervised in a laboratory, where after a proper
assessment, the institution decides that there would be signiﬁcant health and
safety risks attaching to a blind student working alone. In the view of the Task
Force, if no reasonable adjustment could be made to allow sole working, this
refusal to allow participation would be judged reasonable. The given example
does raise a further interesting issue, however, which is whether any student
should be permitted to work in speciﬁc types of laboratories without supervision
of some kind. In the case of laboratories covered by COSHH regulations and
probably others containing high value technical equipment which could be
damaged by inexperienced users, the answer would certainly be no, and in this
situation, the blind student might be little differently placed to other students.
Supervision would be required, and the ﬁnancial entitlement of the disabled
person could be used to facilitate an additional helper to work alongside them,
taking guidance from the laboratory supervisor in the normal way.
Lines of responsibility for health and safety need to be clear. Heads of
department often have oversight of the issues, but sometimes responsibility
may be devolved up or down the administrative hierarchy and may vary
according to the risk. Thus, for example, laboratories may come under a
faculty chief technician, classrooms under campus control, while ﬁeld classes
may be dealt with within the department. Support staff often have day-to-day
responsibility for implementation of policies (Roberts, 2006). It is in everyone’s
interests that the policies and practices are put in writing.
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8

Quality assurance and enhancement

Abstract: This section provides a brief review of the QAA’s (1999) Code
of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in
Higher Education; Section 3: students with disabilities.

The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) has published a suite of inter-related
documents forming a full Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic
Quality and Standards in Higher Education (October 1999). The objective of
Section 3: Students with Disabilities is ‘to assist institutions in ensuring that
students with disabilities have access to a learning experience comparable
to that of their peers’. Extracts from this section of the Code are included
in various boxes throughout this guide (Boxes 11, 18, 22, 25). This section
is seen as part of the general philosophy embracing equality of opportunity
and widening access for students, which is becoming more widely accepted
internationally. Although the details of the QAA Code are speciﬁc to institutions
of higher education in the UK, the general approach should be applicable
everywhere.
The QAA Code includes a series of precepts regarding to monitoring and
evaluating performance in relation to disability against targets, and promotes
the requirement to incorporate the needs and views of disabled students
into core elements of overall service and academic development planning at
institutional level. Each precept has associated guidance notes which, although
not expected to be prescriptive, nevertheless constitute good practice. The
practical advice included is intended only to be introductory. Institutional audits
and reviews of courses must therefore assume that broad adherence should
be demonstrable by departments, even without the pedagogic and moral
imperatives which underpin the philosophy of this set of guides. It might be
anticipated that institutions will build these considerations into their normal
internal review processes anyway.
Precept 1 deals with ensuring that institutional policies and procedures
provide for disabled students’ participation in the academic and social life
of the institution. Precepts 2 and 3 refer to ensuring access to the physical
environment and to facilities and equipment in institutional settings, but
naturally the same principles apply to work and residence beyond the
campus, albeit if temporary. Transport, accommodation, access to sites and
buildings, use of technical or scientiﬁc equipment and personal or technological
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assistance, would all be embraced. The requirement for appropriate and
timely published information is covered in Precept 4, which emphasises the
requirement that ‘information on placement opportunities, where relevant, is
available at an early stage’. The same consideration must relate to advance
information on ﬁeld classes, where generic issues about living and working in
groups, plus detailed information on facilities, potential physical constraints, and
special needs for particular locations and settings, will need to be explained and
explored at the appropriate point.
Precepts 5 to 7 are concerned speciﬁcally with the selection and admission
of students and their subsequent enrolment, registration and induction.
Institutions are speciﬁcally reminded to:
‘ensure that the criteria and procedures used for selecting students
are relevant to the requirements of the programme, including any
professional requirements, and do not unjustiﬁably disadvantage or
debar applicants with disabilities.’
For students on BEd or PGCE programmes involving geography, earth or
environmental sciences, there are medical requirements which usually need
to be met by applicants planning a career in school teaching (though in
practice not all students on these programmes do plan to teach). But for the
majority of programmes to which reference is made in this guide, professional
requirements will not debar disabled candidates. As Hall et al. (2002) have
demonstrated, many departments do nevertheless need to consider carefully
the imagery and descriptions they use in recruitment, to avoid deterring some
groups of prospective applicants by suggesting subliminally that successful ﬁeld
class participation inevitably requires students to be young, physically strong
and (usually) male. There is also some guidance in the notes accompanying
the Precept relating to the collection of information from students and the
measures taken to ensure conﬁdentiality. These will impact upon information
held by ﬁeld class organisers perhaps for health and safety reasons, or for
reasons associated with access to additional specialist support needs. Speciﬁc
guidance may also need to be taken from the host institution’s Data Protection
Act specialist.
Learning and teaching at undergraduate and postgraduate level are covered
by Precepts 8 to 12, which relate to planning the detailed curriculum (including
research programmes) to be inclusive and accessible, minimising the barriers to
participation by disabled students and ﬂagging up areas of potential challenge.
Adapting programmes to render them appropriate for particular individuals
is clearly an expectation of the QAA, for example, through the provision of
information in different formats, by accommodating the needs of interpreters
and through ﬂexible timetabling.
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Precept 11 relates speciﬁcally to ﬁeld trips, placements and study abroad, and
states:
‘Institutions should ensure that, wherever possible, disabled students
have access to academic and vocational placements including ﬁeld
trips and study abroad.’
However, many of the other precepts also suggest appropriate methods
of ensuring the move towards an inclusive curriculum. Precepts 1 and 2
are concerned with the principle of inclusivity, and stress the need for both
academic and social inclusion in all parts of the physical environment of the
institution (see Section 6). Precept 2 also raises the point that:
‘ﬂexible and imaginative approaches to enabling alternative means
of participation where physical access is impossible or unreasonably
difﬁcult’
must be a consideration. For some departments and particular ﬁeld classes, the
exploration of what is ‘impossible’ or ‘ unreasonably difﬁcult’ will be a matter
for continuing debate and the establishment of precedent, but the exhortation
to be imaginative should nevertheless be seen as encouraging and positive, and
acted upon. The key word ‘reasonable’ is critical, and some guidance on this is
available from the DDA itself. Following the example given in the Act, a student
with a mobility impairment visiting a quarry to inspect a particular sedimentary
sequence and associated structures in situ, may not be able to approach all
parts of the exposure or quarry face because it would be unreasonable to
expect ramps and or lifting apparatus to be provided for this short visit. It
would be entirely reasonable however, to expect that the student could remain
on the quarry ﬂoor at an accessible point (perhaps even inside the transport)
and have hand specimens brought to them for examination. Building upon
this, it might be possible for the student and the assistant to communicate with
walkie-talkies, such that the assistant could be directed to particular points for
sampling. Similarly it might be unreasonable to expect a range of group ﬁeld
classes to different destinations in order to address the learning outcomes of
a single course element for an individual or small group of students. But it
might be reasonable to expect them to provide academic tutorial support for
a disabled student to undertake self-managed ﬁeld study close to their home.
Sharing good practice between departments will be necessary in order to
develop corporate understanding of what is possible and impossible, reasonable
and unreasonable, but the Code provides a clear steer to departments
increasingly to ensure full participation.
The guidance notes for Precept 11 refer speciﬁcally to re-locating ﬁeld classes
and trips to alternative sites, or providing alternative experiences where
opportunities to satisfy the learning outcomes can be provided. The QAA
makes no suggestion about the appropriate balance between relocating
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all classes and provision of alternative locations (that is, multiple runs for
different groups or individuals) or experiences (for example by using teaching
methods which do not require students to go off campus, but achieve the same
outcomes), a matter which may be a fruitful area for debate for departments
with small numbers of students.
Access to research programmes is covered in Precept 12. Precepts 13 and 14
concern assessment and progression, again stressing ﬂexibility and the need for
consideration of alternative but equivalent methods for students to demonstrate
their competencies and achievements. Staff development needs (Precept 15)
embrace provision both for general awareness of disability amongst all staff,
and the use of speciﬁc training for individual staff with particular responsibilities
when needs arise.
The remaining precepts, 16 to 24, contain a range of considerations concerning
access to support services (which should include those available to students
studying off-campus either for the day or over a longer period), provision of
specialist skills relating to disability at institutional level, and understanding and
communicating the individual disabled student’s speciﬁc needs to staff. The
effectiveness of provision for disabled students should be automatically and
regularly reviewed, thus providing opportunities for enhancement (Precept
24) for all students. Some process for recording and acting on complaints
is also indicated (Precept 23), but this should be a normal part of most class
evaluations, either in general terms or in relation to speciﬁc events.

Part D:

Issues in developing an inclusive
curriculum
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Design

Abstract: Design is central to the process of developing an inclusive
curriculum. This section explores how to undertake a disability
curriculum audit and the usefulness of the concepts of learning styles and
universal design.

9.1

Undertaking a disability curriculum audit

A good starting point for developing an inclusive curriculum is to review current
practices by undertaking a disability curriculum audit. The action plan arising
from such an audit may then provide a strategic framework at the department
level, which will provide guidance for what individual lecturers should undertake
at the level of individual modules. It is important that an inclusive curriculum
is aligned so that any adjustments proposed to teaching methods and/or
assessment continue to meet the learning outcomes (see Section 4.1.1). It
may be possible to integrate a curriculum audit with an institutional audit of
provision for disabled people (NDT 2005b, c).
A range of audit tools have been developed for reviewing the provisions made
for disabled students (for a review see NDT, 2005b; see also Gravestock, 2006b
for a discussion of their application). Probably the best known audit tool is the
Teachability Project (University of Strathclyde, 2000, 2004). It suggests (2000,
Getting Started, p.4):
‘the following questions as a prompt to ‘start’ creating an accessible
curriculum:
1. How accessible is the curriculum for students with a range of
impairments?
2. How might the curriculum be made more accessible for students
with a range of impairments?
3. What steps would need to be taken to implement the ways
identiﬁed to enhance access to the curriculum?
4. What barriers are there to achieving the changes you have
identiﬁed and what can be done about them?
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5. How can the ways in which the curriculum is particularly
accessible or inaccessible be made known to potential students
with a range of impairments?
Individuals may decide to alter their own teaching practices in some
way(s). At department level, changes to procedures and processes
might lead to more accessible curriculum delivery. However, where
barriers do exist, the acknowledgement of constraints is essential
in order to inform the programme choices of potential students.
Effective strategies, of course, incorporate plans for monitoring and
evaluation.’
The main features of Teachability are summarised in Box 16. A useful example
of the application of this approach in geosciences is given by Stephens (2001).
Box 16:

Teachability: Creating an accessible curriculum for
students with disabilities

Focus
A tool for academic departments aiming to identify barriers that prevent
disabled students from participating in programmes of study.
What’s involved?
The tool provides a resource to assist self review of provision. It can be
conducted by an individual or as supported self review. It is presented
as a book (version published in 2000) or a series of eight themed
booklets (a rewrite of the 2000 version that was published in 2004).
For the 2004 version, tool users:
• read a themed discussion about practice; by peppering this
text with suggestions of good practice (e.g. by stating relevant
QAA Code of Practice statements or by quoting staff practice
or student experiences) staff are prompted to think about the
core subject/ programme requirements and reﬂect on existing
provision;
• read the legislative requirements; legal information is presented
as answers to a series of questions that are relevant to the
topic being covered (e.g. one booklet (2004 version) asks
‘When I am preparing and delivering lectures, are there any
legal obligations I need to be aware of?’; the answer to this
question is then given);
• evaluate current practice by answering the themed statements
(e.g. one statement says ‘Assessment feedback to students
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is accessible to all our students…’; staff are encouraged to
answer ‘True’ or ‘False’ and then comment and/or suggest
solutions where there is a need for action);
• visit the suggested reading for more information (if required).
The tool users are encouraged to formulate a strategy to improve
practice if the answers to the statements do not match with the
legislative requirements or the user’s personal standards.
Topics covered
The tool covers curricular provision for disabled students with a different
booklet (for the 2004 version) focused on a different topic.
Booklets currently available cover creating accessible:
• placements, study abroad and ﬁeld trips;
• seminars and tutorials;
• lectures;
• information about courses or programmes of study;
• examinations and assessment;
• e-learning resources.
Booklets still being developed cover creating accessible:
• practical classes for disabled students;
• curricular and degree programmes.
Outputs
Tool users obtain:
• a series of actions for staff to progress that have been
prompted by answering the themed statements;
• personal development and training for staff.
Strengths
The tool:
• provides a resource that highlights curriculum issues, suggests
good practice and outlines legislative requirements relating to
disabled students;
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• provides quotes from disabled students and academic staff to
illustrate real experiences;
• is presented in discrete themed booklets (2004 version) which
allow staff to focus on one curriculum issue at a time;
• has a themed checklist for each topic that is worded to suggest
good practice (phrased as closed questions).
Developed by:
The Teachability Partnership (the Glasgow Caledonian University, the
Glasgow School of Art, the University of Glasgow, the University of
Paisley and the University of Strathclyde). Authored by Anne Simpson,
Manager of the Teachability Project,
(email: a.simpson@mis.strath.ac.uk).
The tool was produced as part of a Scottish Higher Education Funding
Council–funded project.
Cost
Teachability (2004 version): Hard copies of individual booklets can be
obtained from Anne Simpson (cost and availability on request) or many
of the booklets are free to download online from
<www.teachability.strath.ac.uk/>.
Teachability (2000 version): Free to download online from the
Teachability website (see URL above).
Source: NDT (2005b), University of Strathclyde (2000, 2004)

9.2

Building inclusivity into course review and design

9.2.1

Learning styles and universal design: guiding principles

Two key principles that may help in considering meeting the teaching needs of
disabled students are the concepts of ‘learning styles’ and ‘universal design’.
Learning styles: That different students (and staff) have predispositions to
learn in particular ways is now widely recognised. Research and writings, in
particular by David Kolb (1984) on ‘learning styles’ and Howard Gardner (1999)
on ‘multiple intelligences’, have alerted us to the complex and different ways in
which individual students choose and are best able to learn. Thus any course
has within it students with a range of individual preferences and abilities as
learners (Healey & Jenkins, 2000; Healey et al., 2005). As teachers we need to
recognise this – in part by varying the ways we teach in order to help students
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make best use of their particular abilities, but also in stretching them in areas
where they feel less conﬁdent. It is a small step to extend this principle to
ways of ensuring that disabled students are fully included in the way we teach
and assess.
Universal design: The premise of universal design highlights that
accommodations that are made for speciﬁc individuals can greatly beneﬁt all
individuals. To draw on an example of physical accessible design, consider the
use of a curb ramp for individuals with wheelchairs:
‘Although the curb ramp is extremely beneﬁcial for wheelchair
users, it is estimated for every one individual in a wheelchair, 100
other users will use it (e.g. (parents) with prams, shopping trolleys,
bicycles, pedestrians)’
(Doyle & Robson, 2002, p.8)
Thus the principle of universal design recognises individual / group variations
and seeks to ensure that accommodations made to meet these particular needs
also beneﬁt others. Silver et al. (1998) propose a Universal Instruction Design
(UID) approach to teaching and learning in which accessibility issues are placed
at the heart of the curriculum planning and course delivery. Examples of the
application of these principles to teaching and learning are given in Box 17.
Box 17:

Principles of universal design applied to teaching and
learning

Below are examples of instructional methods that employ principles
of universal design. Applying these strategies can make your course
content accessible to people with a wide range of abilities and
disabilities, ethnic backgrounds, language skills and learning styles.
1. Inclusiveness. Create a classroom environment that
respects and values diversity. Put a statement on your syllabus
inviting students to meet with you to discuss disability-related
accommodations and other special learning needs. Avoid
segregating or stigmatising any student. Respect the privacy of all
students.
2. Physical Access. Assure that classrooms, laboratory classes, and
ﬁeldwork are accessible to individuals with a wide range of physical
abilities and disabilities. Make sure equipment and activities
minimise sustained physical effort, provide options for operation,
and accommodate right- and left-handed students and those with
limited physical abilities. Assure the safety of all students.
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3. Delivery Methods. Use multiple modes to deliver content.
Alternate delivery methods, including lecture, discussion, handson activities, internet-based interaction, and ﬁeldwork. Make
sure each is accessible to students with a wide range of abilities,
disabilities, interests and previous experiences. Face the class and
speak clearly. Provide printed materials that summarise content
delivered orally. Provide printed materials early to allow the
student to prepare ahead of time.
4. Webpages. Provide printed materials in electronic format. Create
printed and web-based materials in simple, intuitive and consistent
formats. Provide text descriptions of graphics presented on
webpages. Arrange content in order of importance.
5. Interaction. Encourage different ways for students to interact
with each other and with you. These methods may include inclass questions and discussion, group work, and internet-based
communications.
6. Feedback. Provide effective prompting during an activity and
feedback after the assignment is complete.
7. Provide multiple ways for students to demonstrate
knowledge. For example, besides traditional tests and papers,
consider group work, demonstrations, portfolios and presentations
as options for demonstrating knowledge.
(Based on Burgstahler, 2001)
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Making ‘reasonable adjustments’ to
teaching and learning

Abstract: This section identiﬁes some of the ways in which reasonable
adjustments to the needs of disabled students may be made in lectures,
seminars, student presentations, laboratories and practicals, ﬁeldwork
and independent learning off-campus, and through the use of Virtual
Learning Environments. Many of the adjustments will beneﬁt all
students.

Box 18:

75

QAA Code of Practice for Disabled Students: Teaching
and learning

Precept 10
The delivery of programmes should take into account the
needs of disabled people or, where appropriate, be adapted to
accommodate their individual requirements.
Institutions should consider making arrangements which ensure that all
academic and technical staff:
• plan and employ teaching and learning strategies which make
the delivery of the programme as inclusive as is reasonably
possible;
• know and understand the learning implications of any
disabilities of the students whom they teach, and are
responsive to student feedback;
• make individual adaptations to delivery that are appropriate for
particular students, which might include providing handouts
in advance and / or in different formats (Braille, disk), short
breaks for interpreters to rest, or using radio microphone
systems, or ﬂexible / interrupted study for students with mental
health difﬁculties.
Institutions should consider implementing IT and computer
arrangements which maximise disabled students’ access to learning,
including:
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• IT strategies and procedures that pay due attention to the
needs of disabled students;
• ensuring that any courseware and electronic learning materials
are fully accessible to disabled students using, if necessary,
alternative hardware or software;
• installing appropriate specialist hardware and software on
computer facilities;
• ensuring that computer services staff have appropriate training
and time to meet the needs of disabled students.
Source: QAA (1999)

As individuals and as a department, we are certain to ‘confront’ particular issues
and seek to resolve particular students’ needs as we teach in various contexts
and to meet the QAA Code of Practice (Box 18). This section considers what
we can do in the particular circumstance of teaching in lectures, seminars, and
so on. Box 19 presents 10 useful tips for designing modules for accessibility.
This section draws heavily on two valuable and easily available sources: Doyle &
Robson (2002) and University of Strathclyde (2000).

Box 19:

Ten ways to design modules for accessibility

1. Be sensitive to the presence of disabled students in modules
• Include an announcement at the beginning of the module
inviting students with speciﬁc requirements to approach you
in conﬁdence to discuss any particular learning support needs;
put a similar invitation in the module handout.
2. Accessible handouts
• Prepare handouts using sans serif font (Arial or Comic Sans) in
at least 12pt; preferably print on cream or off-white coloured
paper (easier for many students with dyslexia).
• If reproducing PowerPoint slides as handouts with four slides
per page, print the paper on landscape (the size of the slide is
enlarged).
3. Have the provision for alternative formats of material
• Save material used on to disk which can then be enlarged on
request, or transcribed onto tape / Braille.
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• Use an efﬁcient and reasonable transcription agency for visually
impaired students – contact Skill or RNIB for recommendations
e.g. <www.a2i.co.uk>.
• Put handouts, OHTs and notes on the intranet in a format
that allows students to print out in the size they want and on
preferred coloured paper.
4. Vary the format of the presentation
• Use of ﬂowcharts, spider diagrams, pictures, graphs,
illustrations will all capture the attention and represent
information to a student who may not manipulate text well.
5. Accessible classroom strategies
• Face the class when speaking; repeat discussion questions /
responses.
• Give both written and oral instructions; put key phrases on
OHTs / whiteboard.
• With OHTs / slides, avoid blocks of upper case letters; use
bold to highlight rather than italic or underlining (as this can
make words ‘run together’); use bullets or numbers rather than
continuous prose.
• Give students a list of ‘new’ terms and abbreviations; provide
copies of diagrams.
• In tutorials and seminars – is there space for groups to sit
in circles? (may be lip reader amongst group) – introduce
mechanism of gesturing in seminar work (easier for lip reader
to follow discussion); ensure only one person speaks at a time.
• If lecturing in darkened space (e.g. when showing slides), it is
important that information is available as a handout (a visually
impaired student may have difﬁculties taking notes in such
conditions).
• Give these guidelines to students who are presenting seminars.
6. Accessible web pages
If planning to supplement material with information on the intranet:
• try to avoid ‘ﬂashy’ graphics;
• have good colour contrast of text over background;
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• avoid text over background images;
• have alternative text for images;
• if there’s a large amount of written material, add a link to a
Word document or rtf ﬁle so the student can print them in their
own preferred format.
7. Try to vary assessment methods within a student’s module options
• All students have different preferred methods of learning some students like exams, others prefer to have the time to
spend on course work.
• Some students prefer the ability to work in a creative manner
(students with speciﬁc learning difﬁculties often display skills
in lateral thinking and visuo-spatial analysis), other students
may prefer a more prescriptive approach (e.g. students with
Asperger Syndrome are thrown by new situations and rely on
routine upon which to focus their concentration).
8. Consider the learning outcomes
• Is the format of presentation / assessment a barrier to
achieving the learning outcomes? E.g. 50% of the module
grade is based upon the student’s ability to give an oral
presentation to their peers.
• What is the learning outcome of this exercise? If it is to
show an understanding of the subject being presented,
then a student whose mental health difﬁculties result in a
particular inability to talk to large groups of people in unfamiliar
surroundings may be disadvantaged, and although they may
have the knowledge, the format of the assessment itself is a
barrier to their achieving.
• If there is a barrier, are alternative methods explored – e.g.
doing the presentation on video rather than ‘live’?
9. Build awareness of disability issues relating to the subject into the
modules where appropriate
• Good practice e.g. Norman (2002 - Planet Special Edition 3)
used an ‘urban trail’ in a module on ‘Place, Gender and Social
Groups’, in which students explored barriers to wheelchair users
undertaking day-to-day tasks in a city centre e.g. going to the
post ofﬁce, withdrawing money from a cash machine, getting

Issues in developing an inclusive curriculum:
examples from geography, earth and environmental sciences

79

a drink in a pub, using a public telephone. Students took turns
in roles of ‘wheelchair user’, ‘helper’ and ‘planner’ to come up
with suggestions for ways to minimise the difﬁculties.
10.

Be adaptable
• Individual students have individual requirements, e.g. if a
student is hard of hearing, they may want the others in their
lecture / seminar group to know so that they can position
themselves to always see the speaker; another student who is
hard of hearing may not want others to know, but may require
support such as reserving a chair at the front for them.

(Based on a handout by Anna Donough produced in 2002, modiﬁed with
permission)

10.1

Lectures
‘His chief problem has been with lecturers who deliver their
content very quickly and run through crowded PowerPoint
slides too fast.’
Chris, Case Study 3
<www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/icp/vaselist.htm>

For many courses, lectures are a central teaching method. Clearly, their form
and role in the course vary. They can be broadly categorised as providing
structure and information to guide students, and in their interactive form
(e.g. where there are regular breaks for discussion) providing opportunities
for large groups of students to clarify and extend their understanding of ‘core
material’. A variety of impairments can limit or even prevent students learning
in lectures; some students may have difﬁculties in hearing; some in seeing
(OHP) slides etc; some may not be able to concentrate for some 50 minutes;
while (periodically) some may not be able to attend. Here are some of the
reasonable accommodations you can make to recognise certain impairments
which may then also beneﬁt other students.
Before the lecture
• Make clear to students the role of lectures in the course and the extent
to which attendance is expected (and what alternatives are available
to students who cannot for ‘good reasons’ attend).
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• Recognising that you have limited control over room allocations, do
provide clear guidance to students on the location of the room and
any difﬁculties / features of access; and consider how the needs of
students with particular impairments (e.g. those in wheelchairs or with
limited vision) can be met in the allocated room. If the room is totally
unsuitable or is inaccessible for a particular student, ask for a room
change.
• Provide readily available lecture summaries / structures / or even the
whole set of lecture notes to students through handouts and / or web
materials. This helps those who have difﬁculties in listening, taking
notes and in effect helps all students to concentrate on the ideas
and concepts in the lecture – rather than taking copious notes, while
thinking little.
• Make available these notes in a variety of formats, including enlarged
text, Braille, on disk. However, it is often easiest to provide such
resources electronically via an intranet as this enables students to
customise your resources to their needs – e.g. students with dyslexia
often ﬁnd it useful to print out materials on particular coloured paper.
You provide a basic format that they can customise, they can then
make their choices.
• You may think it more appropriate to give outline structures and key
information in these notes – and encourage students to take active
notes in the lecture (and to provide fuller notes after the lecture for
students who have difﬁculty taking notes or possibly provide full notes
on the university intranet).
• Make clear the university / course policies on taping lectures; the
general advice is that disabled students should be allowed to tape
record lectures if necessary, whilst maintaining existing arrangements
for the protection of the intellectual property rights of academic staff
(NATFHE, Disability Rights Commission & Skill, 2003).
• As ever, consult with students as to what will support them.
During the lecture
• Clearly face the class when speaking.
• If you choose to move around, consider ensuring that key information
/ announcements are given where all / most students can readily see /
hear you.
• In certain classes a microphone can particularly help some students
and in effect support all.
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• Ensure that any key instructions are given both orally and visually.
• When there are questions or public discussion, repeat / summarise
what has been said.
• In a darkened room e.g. when showing slides, spotlighting may be
important for lip reading and sign language interpretation.
• Ensure on overhead transparencies or PowerPoint that font size
is large (what is appropriate varies by size of room; but some
recommend a minimum of 28 point).
• Font itself is important – non-serif fonts, such as Arial or Comic Sans,
are easier for many people to read.
• Use mixed case and not all upper case.
• Limit the amount of information on each slide.
• Use bullets / numbers, not continuous prose.
• With colour diagrams, ensure strong colour contrast.
• When using videos / audios, it is good practice to supply transcripts
/ subtitled videos / a written summary to support any students with
hearing / visual impairments.
• As ever, consult with students as to what will support them.
Be assured that the suggestions above will not only give particular support to
some students but also will beneﬁt all.

10.2

Learning through discussion in seminars

In varied forms, many courses on campus have a focus on student discussion;
sometimes as central to the lecture, occasionally in tutorials with 1-2 students
and on some ﬁeld courses, but generally in ‘seminar’ formats of say 10-30
students. Our focus is on such seminars but the principles are also relevant
to all forms of teaching which feature discussion. Some of the points are very
similar to those mentioned under lectures.
Before the seminar / discussion
• Make explicit whether attendance is expected or required (and what
alternatives are available to students who cannot for ‘good reasons’
attend).
• Recognising that you have limited control over the allocated seminar
room, do provide clear guidance to students on the location of the
room and any difﬁculties / features of access; and consider how
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the needs of students with particular impairments (e.g. those in
wheelchairs / or with limited vision) can be met in the allocated room.
If the room is totally unsuitable or is inaccessible for a particular
student, ask for a room change.
• Help students prepare for the session by providing readily available
seminar outlines summaries / structures / and key reading to students
through handouts and / or web materials. This helps those who
cannot readily access libraries or need more time than others to
prepare, and in effect helps all students to prepare effectively for the
session.
• Make available these notes in a variety of formats, including enlarged
text, Braille, on disk. However, it is often easiest to provide such
resources electronically via an intranet as this enables students to
customise your resources to their needs e.g. students with dyslexia
often ﬁnd it useful to print out materials on particular coloured paper.
You provide a basic format and choose how they can customise them.
• Make clear the university / course policies on taping seminars. The
general advice is that disabled students should be allowed to tape
record lectures if necessary, whilst maintaining existing arrangements
for the protection of the intellectual property rights of academic
staff (NATFHE, Disability Rights Commission & Skill, 2003). Taping
discussions raises other issues, as some students may feel inhibited
from contributing if the session is being taped. In such circumstances,
it is best to discuss it with the group and assure everyone that people’s
views are to be treated in conﬁdence, and to point out that some may
play ‘devil’s advocate’ at times to stimulate discussion.
• As ever, consult with students as to what will support them.
In the seminar
• Consider how the classroom layout and seating can best meet the
needs of students with wheelchairs or limited vision. As numbers are
more limited than in a lecture, students can be more easily consulted
as to what best meets their needs.
• For all students, it can help if you, as tutor, ensure that key information
regarding session structure is stated both by speaking and visually.
• For students who lip-read, it is important when there is general
discussion to set out the seating so that all can be readily seen.
• For those with hearing difﬁculties, note that much background noise /
general discussion where many speak at the same time will make
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hearing / learning very difﬁcult. Consider procedures such as requiring
that only one person speaks at a time and that when they start
speaking, they put their hand up to help orientate those with limited
hearing; and consider providing running visual summaries of the
session on, say, a ﬂipchart or whiteboard.
These procedures can help all students.

10.3

Student presentations

Many courses have requirements for students to present material to a class,
often as part of a seminar-based course. Such tasks are clearly seen as central
to students learning and developing ‘key skills’. They may, however, present
problems to students with particular impairments, including those with severe
anxiety or speaking impairments. There are not simple answers to these
issues. Below, though, are a couple of suggestions, and we will return to this in
the discussion of assessment.
• When designing your course, consider whether making a presentation
is a core requirement and whether that requirement could be met in
alternative ways.
• Make this issue and your strategy to deal with it clear in course
documentation and make clear that you are open to discussing
alternative arrangements to meet the needs of particular students.
The key point here is that students who have particular needs are
being encouraged by you to raise them with you and to ﬁnd ways of
meeting course requirements / goals.

10.4

Laboratories and practicals

Box 20:

Extract on practical skills from Benchmark Statement
for Earth Sciences, Environmental Sciences and
Environmental Studies

The Graduate Key Skills that should be developed in ES3 degree
programmes [are]
3.3.5 Practical skills
• planning, conducting, and reporting on investigations […];
• collecting, recording and analysing data using appropriate
techniques in the ﬁeld and laboratory;
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• undertaking ﬁeld and laboratory investigations in a responsible
and safe manner, paying due attention to risk assessment,
rights of access, relevant health and safety regulations[…].
Source: QAA (2000a)

‘Is learning by observation sufﬁcient to achieve the course
objectives? This can be a key component of many practical settings.
If, however, being a ‘hands-on’ participant is a necessary part of the
programme, a student with a disability may be able to work with an
education support worker and direct them through the task. This
would be good practice and would incorporate the principles of
inclusive learning.’
(Doyle & Robson, 2002, p.35)
Laboratory work is central to many aspects of GEES disciplines. Yet this is
an area where particular impairments present issues which need resolving,
particularly in a context where safety has to be central (Table 7 and Box 21).
The central issues:
• When designing the course consider what are the required
outcome(s). In particular are students required to demonstrate
proﬁciency / competency at certain skills or tasks?
• Or is it sufﬁcient that they demonstrate understanding?
• Check against the full benchmark statement and the course
documentation at the last validation of the course.
• Would it be acceptable, for example, for a student to demonstrate that
they could analyse data through working with other students / or an
education support worker?
Advance information is essential
• Ensure the course documentation makes clear what is required and
invites disabled students to discuss how course outcomes could be
achieved.
• Ensure there is advance information on laboratory sessions readily
available to support the students (and any education support workers)
to know what is expected and prepare for particular sessions. Such
advance information can aid students in foreseeing potential barriers
to their learning and how they might be ‘overcome’.
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‘I’m partially deaf in my left ear so in very loud environments
with about 50 people I pick up say about 50% of what you
say, I lip-read about 25% and then I make the rest up! …
It’s much harder in a lab environment because I can only
hear 50% of what is being said - it’s harder to ﬁll in the gaps
because they are not your common words - they’re complex
chemical words. If there’s hydrochloric acid and you mistake
it for hydrocarbon there’s a bit of a difference if you put the
wrong one in the jar!’
Rosie, Case Study 17
<www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/icp/caselist.htm>

Table 7: Needs of disabled students in the laboratory
Disability/
Learning
Difﬁculty

Practical Issue

Resolution

Deaf/hard of
hearing

Unable to hear
demonstrator over
noise
Unable to hear video

Use written information
Use captioning or
transcripts

Students who use
wheelchairs

Work bench too high

School to purchase
adjustable height
benches*

Visually impaired
/ dyslexia / motor
impairments

Use of virtual
laboratories

Ensure access to assistive
software is available
(e.g. screen readers /
magniﬁers) and that
material is presented in
the most accessible way
possible)

Various
disabilities

e.g. use of hand-held
magniﬁers

Purchase equipment, e.g.
clamps for holding items

* Every teaching laboratory should have at least one adapted workbench.
Source: TechDis (2002)
<www.techdis.ac.uk/resources/ﬁles/curricula.pdf>
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Box 21:

Good laboratory practice

• Always discuss procedures and any special safety
considerations with the students before allowing an experiment
to begin. Safety rule sheets should be available in alternative
formats such as on disk or large print.
• Arrange, and discuss, evacuation plans for ﬁre and other
emergencies. Review such plans periodically. Ensure the
evacuation plan covers individuals with mobility difﬁculties and
visually impaired students.
• Give all students safety quizzes or safety rule sheets to
read, sign, date, and return to the instructor. Go over these
procedures and rules with the students. Ask open-ended
questions to obtain clariﬁcation. Provide in alternative formats
such as on disk or large print.
• Ensure copies of safety rules are posted at heights to suit all
laboratory users.
• Give the student with impaired vision an opportunity to
become familiar with the laboratory before the ﬁrst session.
The student can then participate in the safety-orientation
programme with little trouble and will already know the
locations of exits, showers and extinguishers.
• Discuss and resolve any limitations with students who have
impaired vision. Can the student read labels? Are the labels
big enough? Are Braille labels or raised-letter reagent bottles
available? Consult with the student as to whether there are
any operations too risky for the student to handle alone.
• Assign the student with impaired mobility to a laboratory
station on an outside aisle and close to an accessible exit,
if possible. Students with impaired hearing should have
laboratory stations that afford an unobstructed view of the
instructor.
• Students, including those with impaired vision or poor manual
co-ordination, are strongly urged to wear rubber gloves when
working with harsh chemicals or those readily absorbed by the
skin.
• Accessible and usable eyewashes should be located near the
disabled student’s workstation.
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• When a student who is deaf or hard of hearing is working in a
laboratory, it is helpful to have available equipment with lights
or other visual means of indicating on and off status, although
most equipment can be monitored easily by touch. Alarm
systems should also be visual with ﬂashing lights. Expensive
changes to equipment are seldom needed for deaf students.
For example, they can feel when a timer sounds if they hold it
in their hands.
• Lightweight ﬁre extinguishers should be provided for mobilityimpaired students, but all students should be instructed in
the use and limitations of ﬁre extinguishers and in ﬁre drill
procedures. Lightweight dry chemical ﬁre extinguishers are
often the only kind a mobility-impaired student can handle and
are preferred as almost all dry chemical ﬁre extinguishers have
a greater effective range and extinguishing capacity than the
carbon dioxide extinguishers usually provided in laboratories.
• Good general laboratory practice greatly enhances accessibility,
such as leaving aisles clear of obstacles, ensuring shelves are
easily reachable by all users, and ensuring the appropriate
protective clothing is worn at all times by all users.
Source: Doyle & Robson (2002, pp.36-37)

10.5

Fieldwork and independent learning off-campus
‘The Panel believes that it is impossible for students to develop a
satisfactory understanding of ES3 without a signiﬁcant exposure
to ﬁeld based learning and teaching, and the related assessment.
Much of the advancement in knowledge and understanding in our
subject areas is founded on accurate observation and recording
in the ﬁeld. Developing ﬁeld-related practical and research skills
is, therefore, essential for students wishing to pursue careers in
ES3. Additionally ﬁeld-based studies allow students to develop
and enhance many of the Graduate Key Skills (e.g. teamworking,
problem-solving, self-management, interpersonal relationships) which
are of value to all employers and to life-long learning’.
(QAA, 2000a)

Fieldwork is an area which for most of us is a ‘core area’ quite essential to
our disciplines, and where we are likely to ask how can students with certain
impairments - in particular ‘mobility difﬁculties’ - have full access to this aspect
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of the curriculum (Box 22). Related issues involve disabled students in workbased learning placements (Healey, 2002).

‘Paul is a Geography student with Asperger Syndrome,
and faces particular difﬁculties in relation to ﬁeldtrips. He is
volatile in temperament on occasion and the department was
warned about taking him away from home. He was also an
unknown in terms of whether he would be able to control his
social activities (drinking) and how he would behave in such
close proximity to people for 10 days or so - he had a single
room and didn’t share. It was arranged that a support worker
from the National Autistic Society would also go on the ﬁeld
trip. The trip went well, there were one or two occasions
where the support worker was able to diffuse the situation
early on.’
Paul, Case Study 16
<www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/icp/caselist.htm>

Box 22:

QAA Code of Practice for Disabled Students:
Field trips and study abroad

Precept 11
Institutions should ensure that, wherever possible, disabled
students have access to academic and vocational placements,
including ﬁeld trips and study abroad.
Where placements, including international placements, are a formal
requirement or standard component of the programme, institutions
should consider ways of ensuring that the speciﬁed learning
opportunities are available to disabled students by:
• seeking placements in accessible contexts;
• providing specialist guidance on international placements;
• re-locating ﬁeld trips to alternative sites or providing alternative
experiences where comparable opportunities are available
which satisfy the learning outcomes;
• working with placement providers to ensure accessibility;
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• providing support before, during and after placements that
takes account of the needs of any disabled students, including
transport needs.
Where a placement is an optional but desirable element of the
programme, institutions should consider making similar arrangements to
support access for disabled students.

Some questions about designing the ﬁeldwork curriculum for the course team
to discuss include:
• Why do we have ﬁeldwork in the curriculum?
• To what extent – if at all – is it a ‘core requirement’ that all students
have to participate in / achieve?
• How can ﬁeldwork learning be organised in ways that are most
inclusive to students (and staff) with impairments?
• What degree of ﬂexibility is possible in designing / delivering the
ﬁeldwork to ensure / support an inclusive curriculum?
• Is there a choice of destinations from which students can select the
one which most matches their needs?
• Does the level of learning required specify minimum periods of time or
particular locations in the ﬁeld?
• Does the level of learning required specify particular time periods for
completion of the study?
• How does the department inform potential applicants or current
students about the approach taken to render ﬁeldwork accessible for
all its students?
• How can the information about ﬁeldwork be improved to better
empower the students?
• How can staff be trained to be responsive to the special needs of
students in the department?
• How are these aspects of the ﬁeldwork curriculum monitored and the
‘results’ fed back into the ﬁeldwork curriculum?
• How does the rest of the curriculum inform and empower all students
to understand and confront issues of disability?
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For a fuller discussion of the issues involved in supporting students undertaking
ﬁeldwork see Healey, et al. (2001) and Healey (2002).

10.6

Virtual Learning Environments

Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) refer to ‘the “online” interactions of
various kinds which take place between learners and tutors’ (JISC, 2005).
This section draws on ALERT (2005), which discusses Accessibility in Learning
Environments and Related Technologies. According to this, a VLE ‘allows
a ﬂexible approach to learning and teaching through access to resources,
communication between both lecturers and students as well as between
students, and methods of assessment. This wide range of capabilities enables
the provision of an environment for a rich online learning experience.’ VLEs
are increasingly being integrated with face-to-face teaching to provide blended
learning. As with other modes of teaching and learning, most adjustments
made for disabled students beneﬁt all students. Some views of GEES students
about using VLEs are given in Box 23. A summary of the recommendations that
ALERT (2005) makes are given in Box 24.

Box 23:

Views of disabled students about VLEs

A visually impaired geography student:
‘I think [the VLE] has improved my learning and ability to
learn, because everything’s in one place. It’s pretty much
easy to ﬁnd ... and having the presentations and handouts
all available online … if you lost it, if you missed a lecture for
whatever reason … you want to go over it again, it’s all there.’
‘On the VLE you have time to review things and look at things
at your own pace, and then, you can read something back
to yourself again and think “oh, I didn’t quite get that the ﬁrst
time”… it’s more your own paced learning, whereas in the
lecture you’re very much stuck to a time and it has to be like
that.’
‘There’s a lot of maps and pictures and examples of what
different landforms look like or whatever, different situations to
illustrate a point, it’s useful to have all those to go back over
again, and then you can get the references and you can put
them straight on to the online journal search thing and ﬁnd the
articles and get them there and then.’
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An earth science student with joint problems:
’In Geology video simulations are quite useful, if they’re
actually talking about a practical… like Hydrology or
something and they’re trying to show how things are
transported, it’s quite useful if you can actually see that
happening rather than just sort of see a diagram that’s just
stationary and you have to try and imagine what it would
actually look like.’
A geography student with a hearing impairment:
’The key thing is the provision of lecture notes through the
VLE, cos I can’t hear during the lecture sometimes, so I can
keep looking at those if I’ve missed big words and stuff.’
Source: ALERT (2005) <www.dur.ac.uk/alert/case_studies.htm>

Box 24:

Recommendations on using VLEs with disabled
students

Holistic use of a VLE
Pedagogical
• Integrate the use of the VLE within the curriculum by including
references to its capabilities in face-to-face sessions.
• Encourage students to work collaboratively by establishing
online groups. Self-selection and assigning roles within these
groups can be effective ways of encouraging students to
participate.
• Build students’ conﬁdence by demonstrating VLE tools in
face-to-face sessions. This visualisation will give students an
overview of potential uses.
• Promote a more accessible learning experience by considered
use of the VLE e.g. provide reading lists or announcements to
assist students with mobility impairments or promote use of
discussion boards for students who lack conﬁdence in face-toface sessions.
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Practical
• Keep navigation obvious, intuitive and simple, and ensure
content is relevant.
• Try to ensure that navigation, appearance and the organisation
of information are similar across courses.
• Establish inductions to the VLE for staff and students, and
regular sessions thereafter, through liaison with your IT
department or technical support.
Strategic
• Provide an extended community for students through liaison
with student support bodies such as disability support services,
and also pastoral and recreational organisations. In so doing,
much of their learning support and recreational material can be
made available from one location.
• Conduct a departmental / school overview of how the VLE
is being used, and which tools support particular learning
objectives. Not only will this enable staff to share practice, but
also give an illustration of which different activities students are
taking part in on a larger scale.
Asynchronous communication through a VLE
Pedagogical
• Encourage reﬂection by re-using discussion forums.
• Allow anonymous participation to encourage less conﬁdent
students to participate.
• Accept that not all students will post to discussion boards, but
may still be making use of them through passive interaction.
• Clarify how discussion boards will be used for the delivery of
assessment-related information to avoid confusion with use of
assessment tools within the VLE.
• Encourage peer support groups by establishing smaller
discussion board groups for informal interaction between
students.
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Practical
• To encourage students to extend classroom discussions,
establish lecture topic speciﬁc threads.
• Use bespoke discussion boards to support placements and
study external to face-to-face sessions. This gives students a
central point of contact for tutors and other students in their
cohort.
• Use meaningful subject headings and straightforward language
in posts to highlight importance of ideas over format of
response.
Strategic
• To allow students to participate more in a variety of different
discussion topics, conduct a departmental audit of when and
how discussion boards are used.
• Be pro-active in discussion topics, making your participation
visible to students. By starting new discussion threads and
responding to queries, students will observe your level of
activity, and feel assured of a timely response and changing
content.
Synchronous communication through a VLE
Pedagogical
• To enable students to become familiar and conﬁdent with using
the technology, provide a space for socialisation prior to the
academic discussion.
• Highlight the extensibility of the synchronous discussion tools
and encourage students to use it as a communication medium.
• Suggest that for assignments, a transcription may be kept in
order to minimise note-taking.
• Ensure that students are aware of when other students will
be online in order for them to communicate. Schedule speciﬁc
times or encourage students to schedule their own times.
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Practical
• To encourage and give conﬁdence to those students who might
not normally contribute, allow anonymous postings.
• Ensure all necessary software and plug-ins are installed prior to
a virtual chat session. Check institutional support.
Strategic
• Notify students when you will be available online to answer
questions or queries in ‘virtual ofﬁce hours’.
Assessment through a VLE
Pedagogical
• Identify areas where students’ understanding is not fully
developed though regular use of formative assessments.
• Provide tailored feedback to the students and allow the student
to respond.
• Allow students sufﬁcient completion time when using
assessment.
Practical
• Use a variety of assessment types in quizzes, including open
response text options.
• Establish dedicated discussion boards and informal online
support groups to raise issues and provide support to
supplement VLE-based quiz activity.
• Consider the nature of the topic which is to be assessed and
use question types accordingly.
Strategic
• For summative assessment, consult institutional policy on how
to use online assessment.
• Encourage digital submission of assignments to increase
ﬂexibility and extensibility of VLE and explore the ‘gradebook’
facility.
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• Liaise with your learning and teaching support unit to
investigate the capabilities of third party software to enhance
the assessment tools within your VLE.
Group work in a VLE
Pedagogical
• Highlight different levels of expectation of students’
contribution according to task, e.g. a more considered,
thorough approach to reﬂective online group discussion rather
than in spontaneous online group chat.
• To optimise group learning, be active in monitoring student
participation in online groups and encourage students to reﬂect
on their individual roles.
Practical
• Make a wide variety of group tools available to optimise the
group learning experience.
• To form active communities, consider allowing self-selection
of groups where applicable, and establishing relevant group
pages. Students will be more likely to form active communities
if comfortable with their fellow group members.
Strategic
• Encourage feedback from students on the dynamics of their
group. By allowing students to reﬂect anonymously, they can
develop their delegation or collaborative skills by identifying
strong and weak points within the group without the discomfort
of directly naming any classmates.
• Placing responsibility on individuals by assigning designated
roles within group work can encourage participation of all
students.
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Delivery of learning support material
Pedagogical
• Enhance student learning by making lecture support materials
available in advance of a face-to-face session to afford students
preparation time and familiarisation with concepts.
• Allow each student to customise digital materials to meet their
own needs by delivering lecture support materials through a
VLE.
• Encourage independence by ensuring students know how to
access class materials and where pertinent information is kept
within the VLE.
• Allow students to look retrospectively at what they have
studied over a module by archiving learning support materials.
Practical
• Put all materials in the VLE at the beginning of a course, with
timed release.
• Promote blended learning by using the VLE to support face-toface sessions and vice versa.
• Encourage students to reﬂect on how content interlinks and
promote extended reading, research and use of materials by
making several sets of learning support materials available at
one time.
• Link library and web resources to course materials.
• Make sure all documents are available in a ﬂexible format that
students can customise to their needs, e.g. for non-text based
materials, provide a text alternative by way of explanation.
Strategic
• Establish effective and consistent methods of VLE use through
liaison with your departmental colleagues based on considered
use and student feedback.
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• Consider requirements of individual learning objectives in
designing inclusive and consistent VLE course appearance and
navigation.
Source: ALERT (2005) <www.dur.ac.uk/alert/guidelines.htm>
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11

Assessment

Abstract: Assessment drives much student learning. This section
discusses some of the key issues and practices surrounding making
reasonable adjustments to the assessment process for disabled students.

Box 25:

QAA Code of Practice for Disabled Students:
Assessment

Precept 13
Assessment and examination policies, practices and procedures
should provide disabled students with the same opportunity
as their peers to demonstrate the achievement of learning
outcomes.
Institutions should consider implementing procedures for agreeing
alternative assessment and examination arrangements when necessary
that:
• are widely publicised and easy for students to follow;
• operate with minimum delay;
• allow ﬂexibility in the conduct of the assessment;
• protect the rigour and comparability of the assessment;
• are applied consistently across the institution;
• are not dependent on students’ individual funding
arrangements.
Source: QAA (1999)

As we know, assessment is a key shaper of the student experience of a course
and it is central to much of the guidance on effective course design and our
concern for academic standards. It is thus where many of the key and hard
issues confront us in developing an inclusive curriculum. From a student
perspective, it is also probably the central area to get right to give parity to all
students (Box 25).
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The good news is that, given its importance, assessment is also an area where
much work has been done to support staff and students in making reasonable
adjustments without compromising academic standards (see in particular
the excellent website developed at Shefﬁeld Hallam University on ‘Accessible
assessments’, section 14). What follows here is a guide to the key issues and
suggestions on effective practice.

11.1

Some key issues
‘For disabled students it is essential that they are assessed in such
a way as not to disadvantage them, and equally not give them an
advantage over other students’
(Doyle & Robson, 2002, p.48)

As assessment is central to the degree qualiﬁcations with which students
graduate, and central to academics’ and the general public’s concern for
academic standards, assessment practices and policies must ensure they
uphold those standards. Indeed, making adjustments that compromise those
standards in the interests of disabled students would in effect limit their
effective experience of a ‘quality’ higher education.
Yet attempting to devise ‘reasonable adjustments’ to meet the particular needs
of students with particular impairments brings us to ask hard questions of what
is central to what we are teaching, and at the same time raises practical issues
of meeting the particular circumstances of very varied impairments – from a
student being extremely anxious in making spoken presentations to difﬁculties
in reading the instructions on a conventional examination paper. Also it has to
be recognised that assessment is an area where policies and practices operate
from the level of the individual academic to a whole institution, and of course at
national level. Our focus, though, is at the levels of the individual, course team
and department, for that is the central concern of GEES staff and students.

11.2

Suggestions on effective practice

It is advisable to examine issues of disability at the design stage of a course
(or re-design) and not just when it gets to issues of assessment. In particular,
one needs to start from the key learning outcomes / or course concerns and
ask whether these unfairly discriminate against certain students with particular
impairments achieving those outcomes / requirements. In GEES disciplines,
these issues of course design are likely to focus on ﬁeldwork and laboratorybased work, but indeed all areas of the curriculum need to be considered in line
with the national benchmark statements (QAA 2000a and b).
With these decided, you need to ensure that before they join the overall course
and the individual modules, students have clear information on what is required
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of them – particularly regarding assessment – and for you to explain why these
are the requirements.
Just as important as stating what are the requirements is to state explicitly
what are the policies and the procedures for deciding on possible modiﬁcations
to assessment requirements, and how students should go about making such
requests. Here it is sensible to indicate the sort of adjustments that may be
considered ‘reasonable’, while clearly stating that such judgments will be made
by staff sensitively but with central regard to academic standards.
In making these adjustments it is helpful to consider four different responses
suggested by Freewood (2003):
Change in assessment circumstances - Here you may consider it is
appropriate to change the circumstances surrounding the actual assessment
without changing the assessment itself. Thus this might involve enabling
students to have copies of the assessment requirement in large font (those
with restricted vision) or coloured paper (those with dyslexia); or giving
more time to complete the assessment but the assessment itself staying the
same.
Assessment modiﬁcation - Here one may decide that a student’s
individual circumstances mean that they could achieve core requirements
if the assessment task were to be slightly or signiﬁcantly modiﬁed. Thus
course requirements that require students to present their results jointly and
where all are required to speak and to answer questions, might be modiﬁed
to allow one person who cannot speak to take a greater role in the group by
having responsibility for devising the accompanying PowerPoint presentation.
An alternative assessment - There may be circumstances where the
assessments one has devised as ideal for most students mean that a
signiﬁcantly different, but equivalent, assessment, is required to meet
the needs of a particular disabled student. Thus course requirements for
ﬁeldwork in a distant harsh mountainous environment which is assessed
by group written assignments, might be modiﬁed to allow a student with
mobility difﬁculties to complete an equivalent assessment by individually
doing entirely online tasks and by visiting virtual locations.
No change - Freewood (2003) advises that ‘no change’ can be justiﬁed on
the grounds given in the DDA (1995 Disability Discrimination Act) Part IV of
‘the need to maintain academic standards, the ﬁnancial implications, health
and safety and the practicality of the adjustment. To be lawful, however the
choice to make “no change” would need to be considered on a case-by-case
basis and clearly demonstrated.’
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Institutions may wish to consider the following adjustments:
• ﬂexibility in the balance between assessed course work and
examinations;
• demonstration of achievement in alternative ways, such as through
signed presentations or viva voce examinations; additional time
allowances, rest breaks and re-scheduling of examinations;
• the use of computers, amanuenses, readers and other support in
examinations;
• the availability of examinations or the presentation of assessed work in
alternative formats;
• the provision of additional rooms and invigilators for those using
alternative arrangements.
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12

Support

Abstract: This section considers ways of managing support for
disabled students, including staff roles and use of the Disabled Students’
Allowances.

12.1

Developing an inclusive departmental culture

The concept of diversity management, discussed in Section 5, suggests that
there is value developing an inclusive culture within departments, with shared
responsibility for removing disabling barriers and developing supportive
practices. Section 5.2 mentioned some ideas of how change could be managed
within institutions. Similarly, at a departmental level, the process of moving
towards more inclusive practices requires changes in the established ways of
thinking and doing things. Such changes are most likely to be effective if there
is at least one person in the department willing to act as a catalyst or champion
for change. However, it is very important that all members of the departmental
team are involved and that their experience is drawn upon and valued. A series
of meetings could be held at different times, with the aim of including all staff
members at one or the other of them. The agenda of such a meeting could
include the following topics:
• What do we mean by ‘an inclusive department culture’?
• What are the beneﬁts of development and inclusive culture?
• What are the key barriers to inclusion in this department?
• How can we become more inclusive?
• What practical steps can we take right now?
• What other issues need to be addressed before further change can
come about?
Following such meetings it is very important to ensure that changes start to be
implemented and that staff are kept in touch with progress.
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Encouraging disclosure and personal tutoring
‘She thinks that departmental staff knew about her (mobility)
impairment and support needs from information on her UCAS
form: she doesn’t describe herself as disabled, didn’t want to
contact the Disability Adviser and declined to have a proﬁle
of her needs distributed to academic staff by the Disability
Adviser. She is keen not to be seen as different - she just
wanted to get on with things. Her view is that support is most
acceptable when it comes via the department; having to get
help or advice from a central service didn’t seem appropriate.’
Alice, Case Study 1
<www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/icp/caselist.htm>

Many people, possibly as many as 50%, who could be covered by the Disability
Discrimination Acts, may not identify themselves as ‘disabled’. This means that
educational institutions, and those who work for them, need to make students
aware of the wide range of conditions that could be covered.
Whilst certain physical and sensory impairments are very obvious to other
people, there are many others such as asthma, dyslexia and mental health
difﬁculties, which are not. In these cases, staff will not be aware that a student
may need some form of reasonable adjustment. There are a number of
reasons why a student may choose not to disclose an impairment:
1. They do not consider it relevant to their ability to study successfully.
2. They have already found ways of managing its impact.
3. They are not aware of the beneﬁts of disclosure.
4. They are concerned about stigma or being seen as a case for ‘charity’
or special favour.
5. They fear that it will be recorded on ﬁle and could affect their future
career prospects.
In relation to the ﬁrst two points, it may well be that there is nothing to be
done. The students may be satisﬁed with their ability to make good academic
progress and see no point in being classiﬁed as ‘disabled’. However, they
may not realise that their academic performance may be suffering through a
combination of their impairment and disabling barriers.
If students are not disclosing because they are not aware of the beneﬁts of
doing so, this should be a matter of concern both for the department and
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the wider institution. Has information on their rights and the institution’s
responsibilities been made available to them, in suitable formats, throughout
the processes of application, enrolment, induction and ongoing study? Could
the student qualify for Disabled Students’ Allowances? It is not uncommon for
students to be unaware of the help that is available to them, or to assume that
their needs are not serious enough to qualify for support.
‘A responsible body needs to be proactive to encourage people to
disclose a disability. This might involve asking people to declare
their disabilities on application and enrolment forms. It may mean
publicising the provision that is made for disabled people, and then
providing opportunities for people to tell tutors, teachers or other staff
in conﬁdence. It might involve asking students when they apply for
examinations whether they need any speciﬁc arrangements because
of a disability. It means ensuring that the atmosphere and culture are
open and welcoming so that disabled people feel safe to disclose a
disability.’
(DRC (no date), p.44)
Not wanting to be stigmatised or singled out as different can present major
obstacles to disclosure, especially in the case of mental health difﬁculties. This
reinforces the need to develop an inclusive culture amongst both staff and
students. Along with the ﬁnal point in the above list it also raises questions
of conﬁdentiality. Any information disclosed by the student should only be
shared with others on a ‘need to know’ basis, i.e. for the purposes of making
reasonable adjustments. The student should be in charge of who knows what
about their condition. In some cases an insistence on absolute conﬁdentiality –
‘I’m telling you but don’t tell anyone else’ – may result in very limited provision
of support and reasonable adjustments. On the other hand, it is often not
necessary to share information on a student’s speciﬁc impairment or medical
condition in order to make adjustments. For example, it should be sufﬁcient
that a disability adviser or departmental head informs a lecturer that a student
needs to be taught in a ground ﬂoor room, without going into details as to
whether they have arthritis, multiple sclerosis or angina.
The fear that disclosure of an impairment, especially a mental health difﬁculty,
will have an impact on future career prospects is a very real one. Students
need to be informed about how information given by them will be used. It
should be made clear that such information is gathered only in order to make
reasonable adjustments and to address disabling barriers, and would not be
used in the provision of references for future employers or for postgraduate
courses.
The personal tutor can play an important part in enabling disclosure if that seems
to be in the student’s interest. However, it is a subject that needs handling
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sensitively. Staff have to maintain a balance between taking into account any
factors which might be affecting their student’s performance, with the risk of
upsetting the student by suggesting that e.g. they should take a dyslexia test.
Research amongst student populations suggests that students are more likely to
take personal problems to their tutor than a GP, counsellor or other professional
adviser. This suggests the need for training and awareness-raising activities for
academic staff to enable them to identify and act upon disability issues presented
by their students.

12.3

Personal development planning and preparing for
employment

Personal Development Planning (PDP) has been introduced in a number of HEIs
already and the target is for all students in higher education to have access to
this process by 2005/6. The Higher Education Academy points out that:
There is strong linkage between PDP and employability. PDP can help
students to:
• plan, record and reﬂect upon their experiences in a way that develops
their employment related skills and self-awareness;
• understand how their transferable skills might be applied in new
settings;
• make realistic and suitable career plans based upon their heightened
self-knowledge;
• demonstrate both their employment potential and their ability to
manage their future professional development to employers.
<www.heacademy.ac.uk/embedded_object.asp?id=18945&ﬁle>
All of these elements can be seen as highly relevant to disabled students who,
having learned to manage their impairment and overcome disabling barriers
in an educational setting, can beneﬁt from transferring the experience to an
employment situation. Of course the onus remains on the employer not to
discriminate and to make reasonable adjustments, but the student also needs
to play their part in identifying their transferable skills, knowledge and abilities.
Whilst it is likely that personal tutors will play a lead role in PDP, there will still
be a need for the specialist knowledge of careers advisers. Both will beneﬁt
from training and awareness raising on disability issues, as disabled people
generally suffer signiﬁcant disadvantage in the employment market. The
knowledge and skills of the institution’s disability advisers could be very helpful
in supporting an enabling approach to PDP and employment preparation.
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12.4

Role of department disability tutors and institutional disability
advisers

Most HEIs employ at least one person with special responsibility for disabled
students. Within this post there can be a tension between the roles of a)
providing individual support and advice to disabled students and b) acting as
an adviser to other sections of the institution. The danger is that the ﬁrst of
these roles becomes extremely time-consuming and leaves little space for the
second. If academic staff automatically refer disabled students to this person,
their caseload can become overwhelming. However, there is a move towards
a broad range of academic and other staff becoming responsible for ensuring
that courses and facilities are accessible to disabled students. This requires the
Disability Ofﬁcer / Adviser to be a resource to those staff who need information
and ideas on how to make their courses as open as possible to students with a
diverse range of needs (Box 26).

Box 26:

Balancing specialist provision with more general
responsibility for disabled students throughout the
organisation: the case of Oxford Brookes

Responsibility for co-ordination of support for disabled students rests with
the Disabled Students Adviser (DSA) and the Head of Student Services.
A network of special tutors is being developed, one in each Academic
School. These tutors provide liaison between the DSA and the School, and
are expected to become a source of expertise on the learning needs of
disabled students in a particular range of disciplines and to supplement the
support provided by the student’s own personal tutor.
The DSA is often the ﬁrst point of contact for disabled applicants and the
DSA provides advice, information and co-ordination of support for disabled
students from this pre-application stage, through the application process
and throughout the course:
• In the case of those with mobility difﬁculties, this may involve
a full investigation of physical access issues, assistance with
recruiting personal carers and purchasing suitable equipment,
and negotiating study methods with academic staff.
• The support of d/Deaf students is co-ordinated by the DSA
and usually delivered by Teachers of the Deaf employed on a
casual basis by the university to interpret and note-take for
students. The DSA offers advice and training for academic staff
in teaching strategies appropriate for d/Deaf students.
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• Students with visual impairments are assisted with the
recruitment of readers, applications for Disabled Students’
Allowances and negotiation with teaching staff. There is a
small resource base in the Library on the main campus housing
a text scanner and computer. Examination papers can be
provided in enlarged print or Braille.
• There is a well-developed support service for students with
dyslexia provided by a Dyslexia Support Tutor. She offers
support, pre- and post-diagnosis, with study skills problems
on an individual basis and within a group workshop. On
registration with Student Services, students with dyslexia
become eligible for a range of provision, including special
marking and assessment arrangements.
• Students with other impairments, for example epilepsy,
diabetes, mental health difﬁculties, are assisted by the DSA
as appropriate. This may include liaison with tutors, special
examination arrangements and help with the purchase of
equipment.

Services such as those provided at Oxford Brookes University have to look
beyond the academic departments in order to ensure that staff in libraries,
computing support, catering and residential accommodation etc, make their
facilities accessible to disabled students. An institution-wide approach to
disability is likely to be much more effective than one-off ‘ﬁxes’ for individual
students.

12.5

Disabled Students’ Allowances

The Disabled Students’ Allowance scheme enables full-time, and some
part-time, students to beneﬁt from ﬁnancial assistance towards the cost of
specialised equipment, non-medical personal assistance and other provision.
These resources can be used by disabled students to support them undertaking
ﬁeldwork.
‘From the DSA, I got a PC with Texthelp and Inspiration which
I ﬁnd really helpful - I use it all the time. I like the mind-maps
- I’ve just done a report on the ﬁeld trip and I started off with
one word and then came back to it - I don’t have to sit there
for hours planning the report. If something pops into my head
I’ll go and put an extra leg onto the mind map. I ﬁnd it very
good, it’s an extension of my memory because I’ve got
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a terrible memory. It was one of the most useful things that
came through the DSA.’
Rosie, Case Study 17
<www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/icp/caselist.htm>

Box 27:

Disabled Students’ Allowances, 2005-2006

For full-time undergraduate students (including distance
learning students)
• Specialist equipment allowance - up to £4,680 for the whole of
your course.
• Non-medical helper’s allowance - up to £11,840 a year.
• General Disabled Students’ Allowance - up to £1,565 a year.
• Reasonable spending on extra travel costs.
For part-time undergraduate students (including distancelearning students) and relevant Open University students
• Specialist equipment allowance - up to £4,680 for the whole of
your course.
• Non-medical helper’s allowance - as a percentage of the fulltime rate, according to the workload of a part-time course, up
to £8,885 a year. For example, for a student studying:
50% of a full-time course - up to £5,920 a year; or
60% of a full-time course - up to £7,105 a year.
• General Disabled Students’ Allowance as a percentage of the
full-time rate in the same way as the non-medical helper’s
allowance, to a maximum of £1,170 a year.
• Reasonable spending on extra travel costs.
For full-time and part-time postgraduate students, including
relevant Open University students
There is one allowance to meet all costs of up to £5,640 a year for both
full-time and part-time postgraduate students. You can use this for
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specialist equipment, non-medical personal helpers, extra travel costs or
other course-related costs. The amount of DSA you receive will depend
on the DSA assessment.
Source: DfES (2005)
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Conclusion

This guide has aimed to provide an introduction to the main issues involved in
developing an inclusive curriculum for disabled students studying geography,
earth and environmental sciences. Many of the points made are also applicable
to other disciplines. Further details for students with particular impairments
and for staff with particular roles may be found in the other guides in the series
published by the Geography Discipline Network.
Although this series of guides is concerned with helping staff support the needs
of disabled students, we have argued elsewhere (Healey et al., 2006) that in
terms of learning needs, it is invidious to treat them as a separate category.
Rather, disabled students fall along a continuum of learner differences and
share similar challenges and difﬁculties that all students face in higher
education (Hall et al., 2002); sometimes the barriers are more severe for them,
but sometimes not (see Section 2.3). Arguably, in the long run, the main
beneﬁciaries of disability legislation and the need to make suitable adjustments
in advance are the non-disabled students, because many of the adjustments,
such as well-prepared handouts, instructions given in writing as well as verbally,
notes put online, and variety and ﬂexibility in forms of assessment, are simply
good teaching and learning practices which beneﬁt all students.
‘One unintended consequence of this (disability) legislation is that
as departments and institutions introduce more ﬂexible learning and
alternative ways of assessment for disabled students, demand is
likely to rise for giving greater ﬂexibility for all students. Disability
legislation may prove to be a Trojan horse and in a decade, the
learning experiences of all students may be the subject of greater
negotiation.’
Healey (2003, p.26)
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Websites

Note: all web addresses checked November 2005.
The Australian Disability Clearinghouse on Education and Training
<www.adcet.edu.au/> originally launched in December 2003 relaunched
November 2004 aims to support equitable access to post secondary education
and training for disabled people.
Creating Accessible Teaching & Support (CATS) <www.adcet.edu.au/cats>.
Cowork (2002) Widening Access for Disabled Students. Available at:
<http://old.techdis.ac.uk/archive/cowork/about.htm>.
Demos (2002) Online Materials for Staff Disability Awareness. Available at:
<http://jarmin.com/demos/>.
Disability Rights Commission <www.drc-gb.org/sitemap.asp> – includes Codes
of Practice and details on cases bought under Part IV of Disability Discrimination
Act.
Disforum <www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/dis-forum.html> – A discussion list for
disabled students and their support staff.
Geography Discipline Network <www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn> - includes guides and
reports on ‘Supporting disabled students undertaking ﬁeldwork’ and ‘Inclusive
curriculum project’.
The Higher Education Academy Subject Centre for Geography, Earth and
Environmental Sciences (GEES) <www.gees.ac.uk/>.
National Disability Team <www.natdisteam.ac.uk/>.
Quality Assurance Agency’s Benchmarking Statements <www.qaa.ac.uk/
academicinfrastructure/benchmark/default.asp>. (See also the Geography
Discipline Network’s webpages – <www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/qaa/index.htm>.
Quality Assurance Agency’s Code of Practice Section 3: Students with disabilities
(1999) <www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/default.asp>.
SKILL – National Bureau for Students with Disabilities <www.skill.org.uk/>.
Shefﬁeld Hallam University Accessible assessments
<www.shu.ac.uk/services/lti/accessibleassessments/index.html>.
Teachability <www.teachability.strath.ac.uk/>.
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TechDis <www.techdis.ac.uk/> – JISC service aimed at enhancing access for
those with learning difﬁculties and/or disabilities to learning and teaching,
research and administration across higher education through the use of ICT.
University of Brighton Centre for Learning and Teaching Disability Pages
<http://staffcentral.bton.ac.uk/clt/disability/disability.htm>.
University of Newcastle, NSW’s Disability Resource Kit for Academic Staff
<www.ccc.newcastle.edu.au/student-support/DisabilityResourceKit/
Contents.htm>.
Virtual Geography Department
<www.colorado.edu/geography/virtdept/contents.html>.
Virtual Field Course Project <www.geog.le.ac.uk/vfc/>.
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