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2.0 Context 
 
Disabled students are underrepresented in Higher Education (NAO 2003; 
Elliott and Wilson 2004; NDT/Skill 2004).  As cited in Elliott and Wilson 
(2004:7), 'The National Audit Office (NAO) undertook a survey (2003) of 
widening participation in Higher Education and found that an eighteen-year-
old with a disability is forty-per cent as likely to enter Higher Education as 
an eighteen-year without a disability.'  In addition to this telling statistic, 
Riddell, Tinklin, and Wilson (2004:5) indicate that disabled learners 
continue to be underrepresented in Further and Higher Education, 'making 
up about 5% of home students, well below the proportion of disabled 
people in the population (about 16% of the working age population, 
although this is skewed towards older age groups) (Riddell and Banks 
2001).' 
 
From the literature, there are many reasons to explain the disproportionate 
number of disabled learners in Higher Education.  The NDT/Skill (2004) 
report credits the low presence of disabled students in Higher Education to 
three main factors: (1) lack of awareness of HE, (2) lack of skills necessary 
to make the transition from FE-to-HE, and (2) lack of adequate provision 
(i.e. practical, procedural, personal, and financial).  There were other 
contributory factors that the authors listed as well such as attitudes of staff, 
valuing the views of disabled people, and the isolation of disabled students.  
All these factors combined, in a nutshell, are inextricably linked to the 
institutionalisation of the medical model of disability within many sectors of 
education.  Education is not being singled out here.  However, it does serve 
as a reminder that the education arena is a reflection of wider societal 
attitudes towards disabled people.          
 
Thus, a possible explanation for the disproportionate number of disabled 
learners in Higher Education is due to living in a disablist society (Oliver 
1996; Wareing and Newell 2002; Newell and Wilkinson 2003).  The term 
'disablism' is derived from the social model of disability in which everyday 
practices of society members - disabled learners, tutors, parents, disability 
officers, and additional support workers - perhaps unbeknown to them, may 
perpetuate oppressive structures upon those who identify or are 
categorised as being disabled.  The underlying theme of disablism is that 
society produces and reproduces notions of disability.  Disablism is 
understood as a process, similar to the idea of institutional racism 
(Macpherson Report 1999; Ahmad 2000) in which individuals and 
institutions may 'unwittingly' perpetuate discriminatory social processes 
against people with differences.   
 
With the Disability Discrimination Act Part IV making it unlawful to 
discriminate against disabled students in the application, admission and 
enrolment process as well as in the provision of student services, 
educational institutions have been held accountable in addressing ill effects 
of disablism.  However, this has been difficult to achieve due to some 
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disabled learners being labelled and institutionalised as having special 
needs.  As Priestley (2003:109) argues, in terms of removing disabling 
barriers to Higher Education in the UK, the emphasis has always been to 
address 'special' needs.  It has never been about ensuring them their civil 
rights.  This has serious implications.  As Holloway (2001:606) argues, 
'Denying disabled students full equality of opportunity is to deny them their 
human rights.'   
 
From the literature (Holloway 2001; NDT/Skill 2004), obtaining full equality 
of opportunity is difficult to achieve in pursuing Higher Education in the UK.  
Living in a disablist society, disabled students have to contend with issues 
that non-disabled students may not experience.  Disabled students may 
experience anxiety and worry that their disabilities remain invisible to 
university administrators and academics.  This could lead to restricted 
access to classrooms.  Moreover, it could also limit access to what is being 
discussed inside the classroom as Borland and James (1999:95) found, 
'Lip readers have problems watching the lecturer and taking notes at the 
same time.  Students with a sight impairment have difficulty reading white 
boards.  Video and visual presentations produce problems for students with 
sight and hearing impairment.'  Another issue for disabled students is 
having to confront tutors and lecturers about their teaching methods.  This 
means students being placed in a position to disclose their disabilities, 
making a private matter public.  With DDA Part IV, disabled students 
should not have to confront these types of situations.  But, they often do 
(Borland and James 1999).  Holloway (2001:607) has confirmed in her 
study that disabled students in HE experience much undue stress due 'to a 
limited understanding of disabled students' needs and to the lack of 
effective systems within departments for dealing with those needs.'  It is not 
a matter of money in addressing equality measures.  For Holloway 
(2001:607), it is a matter of practice and procedure of individual members 
of staff, both academic and administrative.  Careful attention will be drawn 
to practices and procedures within the education sector with the 
implementation of the Disability Equality Duty in December 2006.  This 
DDA (1995) amendment, according to the Disability Rights Commission, 
will bring a shift from a legal framework which relies on individual disabled 
people complaining about discrimination to one in which the public sector 
becomes a proactive agent of change.       
 
The literature suggests that disabled learners are underrepresented in 
Higher Education.  When they are in Higher Education, disabled learners 
may experience difficulties in disclosing and having needs met by both 
academic and administrative staff.  So, the transition from FE-to-HE for 
disabled learners has many obstacles.   
 
The difficultly in making the transition is perhaps enhanced in the region of 
South Yorkshire.  Learning and Skills Council South Yorkshire (2002) has 
already recognised that learners, in general, have low aspirations for both 
education and career/employment.  It found that there was a lack of 
awareness of HE provision, 'what it is, whom it is for, what it entails, its 
benefits and the role of A levels, by both pupils and parents' (2002:5).  The 
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LSC South Yorkshire credits this lack of awareness to the region's sense of 
parochialism where lack of travel and not being subjected to outside 
influences hinders one's aspirations.  As parochialism is a barrier for all 
learners, it is perhaps one more hurdle, out of many, that disabled learners 
have to confront in making the FE-to-HE transition.       
 
 
3.0 Methodology 
 
The NDT/Skill report (2004) refers to the transition process beginning when 
the individual decides to apply to an HEI, and continues until the end of the 
first year of the HE course.  The report goes on to note that the term 
'transition' can be used to describe the myriad of changes that occur as a 
person moves from child to adult (one of which might be a move to another 
educational institution) (NDT/Skill 2004:14). 
 
Although NDT and Skill noted that the term 'transition' is used to describe 
'the myriad of changes that occur as a person moves from child to adult,' 
they do not draw enough attention to how this transition from child to adult 
informs the FE-to-HE transition.  A lot can be said about this, especially 
when we consider those students who desired to stay 'home' to pursue HE.  
By concentrating on students who specifically transferred from Further 
Education to Higher Education institution within South Yorkshire, the 
findings here show how these 'transitions' are intertwined.          
 
As stated earlier, an audit of disability outreach activity in South Yorkshire 
was conducted (2004).  This audit entailed consulting key stakeholders 
involved in the design and delivery and strategic planning of P4P 
programmes, as well as those engaged in advising and supporting disabled 
learners.  Structured interviews were conducted with the providers of each 
P4P programme in South Yorkshire and a focus group of key stakeholders 
was held, with discussion based around structured questions.  The aim was 
to: identify the provision made for disabled people learners across the sub-
region, whether it directly or covertly excluded disabled people; barriers to 
inclusion; gaps in provision; examples of current practice; and potential 
ways to improve provision in the future.  Included in this audit was a 
collection of case study interviews with four disabled learners who made 
the transition from Further to Higher Education.  Disabled learners' key 
advisers at home or in their previous educational institution were also 
interviewed.  According to Elliott and Wilson (2004:25), 'The case studies 
provided a real insight into both the difficulties disabled learners face in the 
transition process and the activities which aided their transition.'   
 
Building upon the previous audit, this report has many distinguishing 
features.  It takes into account a student's experience before FE and what 
s/he foresees in the future after HE.  This is important in terms of 
understanding disabled learner motivation and confidence in making the 
transition from FE-to-HE.  Another distinguishing feature of this report is 
creating a space where disabled students speak for themselves.  This is 
essential.  As it is in a respondent's 'sense of self which the disabled 
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student brings with him or her to university' (Spriggs 1999:2).  The research 
is also unique in that it considers other social divisions that may impact 
upon responses, such as age (mature students), gender, and ethnicity.  
Seven of those interviewed were 31-years-old and over.  Thirteen were 
women.  Three were from minority ethnic backgrounds.    
 
 
About the respondents 
 
The research entailed conducting twenty-one interviews with disabled 
students, who have experienced transfer from schools and colleges, 
whether HEI or FEC within South Yorkshire.  Some of their 
parents/guardians and tutors were also interviewed as well.  This was done 
to better inform the project.  It also follows a formula in researching 
disabled learners FE-to-HE transition (Oosterhoorn 2005).  Interviews with 
students were face-to-face interviews conducted in offices, student cafes, 
and even student places of employment.  The majority of the interviewees 
have made the transition from an FEC to an HEI.  Only two of the 
respondents transferred directly from school to university.   
 
The majority of respondents in this study have been diagnosed with 
dyslexia.  Out of the fifteen students with dyslexia interviewed, only three 
were diagnosed with either dyslexia and/or a specific learning difficulty by 
the age of fifteen.  This means that over half of the respondents overall 
discovered their disability while in FE or HE.   
 
It is unfortunate that the research does not include responses from 
students who are either blind, deaf, with autism, or with mental health 
difficulties.  Much effort was made to reflect the differences existing under 
the umbrella of disability.  Seeking willing students with specific disabilities 
who have transferred from a South Yorkshire-based FEC to an HEI and are 
aged between eighteen-to-thirty proved difficult to achieve.          
 
Although the study does not encompass and represent all disabilities that 
may be present at HEIs, it does reflect the general distribution of disabled 
students in HE.  Evidence provided by UCAS for the academic year of 
2004 shows that over fifty-per cent of students identified themselves as 
having a learning difficulty, such as dyslexia.  However, this statistic only 
reveals the number of students who have disclosed their disabilities on 
UCAS forms prior to Higher Education.  It does not account for those who 
disclose or have been recently diagnosed with a disability upon arriving in 
Higher Education.  Five of the twenty-one respondents in this study fit this 
profile.  Of this five, four have been recently diagnosed with dyslexia and 
the remaining one disclosed epilepsy.  The disabilities represented in this 
report can be categorised under UCAS as: 
 
o Specific learning difficulty (SpLD), such as dyslexia - 15 
o Unseen disability, such as epilepsy - 3 
o Wheelchair user or mobility difficulties- 3 
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Another significant aspect of the interviewees is that almost forty-per cent 
(eight out of twenty-one) of the respondents interviewed are first members 
of their immediate family to pursue Higher Education.  This fact does not go 
unnoticed by some of the FE tutors also interviewed for this study.  As one 
tutor recognised, 'For many of the students, they are the first persons in 
their families to go to Higher Education.  That needs a lot of 
encouragement to get over.' 
   
Throughout this report, the names of respondents appear as pseudonyms.  
This is done for confidentiality reasons and to ensure respondents of their 
anonymity.   
 
 
4.0 Findings 
 
4.1 Disabled learners' educational background (from school to FE) 
 
This section draws on the student experience before making the transition 
from FE-to-HE.  This is considered significant in understanding how 
students aspired and were made aware of Higher Education.  As Morris 
(2002) concluded, low expectations and aspirations may inhibit the choices 
of young disabled people (Morris 2002 as cited in NDT/Skill 2004:45). 
   
 
4.1.1 Coping while in school  
 
A vast majority interviewed, no matter their disability, expressed frustration 
of their previous school experience.  This is significant because school 
settings are perhaps one of the few public spaces where a student's hidden 
disability, such as dyslexia, can be marked and negotiated by others.  In 
particular, many students with dyslexia interviewed were not diagnosed 
with their disability until they left school and entered either FE or HE.  They 
feel strongly that it should have been detected at their former schools.  This 
has led them to express frustration towards their former schools and 
teachers.  Respondent Tina described her feelings: 

 
o 'I always knew that there was something wrong, even when I was 

at school, from junior school, all the way up to senior school.  I 
used to have extra reading classes.  From junior school going up 
to senior school, they just put me in extra classes.  I used to say, 
"Is it because I have dyslexia?"  Nobody would test me for it.  I 
kind of blame the school because I would have moved on quicker 
if I would have been assessed years ago.  One of the tutors said 
maybe I have dyslexia but she did not push for the test. This was 
in senior school.  It is like it should have been tested when I was 
in school because then I would have moved on quicker' (Tina, 
dyslexia). 

 
Tina's negative reaction to school officials and tutors is commonplace 
throughout the responses in this section.  Borland and James (1999) offer 
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an explanation for this.  They argued that tutors (in many instances) 'may 
unknowingly reinforce the apparent cogency of the medical model by 
reacting to the student as someone in need of care rather than as a person 
who has rights' (Borland and James 1999:100-101).  In other words, tutors 
may unknowingly perpetuate disablism.  They suggest that tutors are not 
trained to use the social model, 'their experience and awareness of 
disability and its related issues may be extremely limited' (Borland and 
James 1999:100-101).  This could explain why some respondents believe 
their former school teachers have been very discouraging towards them 
because of their disabilities:   
 

o 'I think a lot of teachers who teach in secondary schools, a lot of 
them do not have experience.  They go straight into the school 
system.  I don't think that they are very encouraging some times 
with people with disabilities.  They have not got very high 
expectations of them' (Dwight, dyslexia). 

 
o 'A lot of the time the teachers don't push the kids if they got 

special learning needs.  They don't push them.  "It does not 
matter darling if you have not done your homework".  So, what?  
Let them push them!' (Kathryn, wheelchair user). 

 
o 'The school I went to, they are all old school.  These teachers 

say that things like dyslexia are "a load of rubbish.  There is no 
excuse for people who are not bothered to learn"' (Tess, 
dyslexia). 

 
Not only are the students frustrated with their former schools and teachers, 
their parents and current/former FE/HE tutors have expressed similar 
sentiments.  In addressing a question regarding the confidence of disabled 
learners, one FE/HE tutor believes students should have the ability to ask 
questions and not get humiliated.  He also expressed disappointment that 
his daughter was recently diagnosed with dyslexia during her second-year 
of university and blames her school teachers for not catching it earlier: 'A 
lot of teachers have very little knowledge and they are teaching from a very 
little knowledge base.'  This FE/HE tutor is not alone in criticising school 
teachers:   
 

o '[Teachers] obviously don't know what they are looking at… They 
should have training days like we have training days' (FE Tutor).   

 
o 'When we knew that there was problem with Kathy, she was 7 or 

8.  We went into school and the teacher basically said, "I do not 
know what to think".  She showed us some work and couldn't 
understand it.  We were the ones who asked, "Do you think she 
is dyslexic?"' (Parent). 

 
o 'We think that teachers know when your child is dyslexic.  But, 

obviously, they don't.  You are hoping that they do the best for 
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your kids.  You have a better idea of what your kids are capable 
of than they are' (Parent). 

 
o 'They should have come to his dyslexia much earlier' (Parent). 

 
Although many respondents expressed frustration of their school 
experiences, there is at least one respondent who left school on good 
terms.  Stu, a wheelchair user, had a positive experience in high school.  
He only left high school to attend the local FEC in order to do a specific 
course.  Stu's father was also full of praise of the high school.  He stated, 
'We have nothing but praise for the school where he went.  I am sure they 
encouraged him and they made everything available that was possible as 
much as I can see and as much as I know.'   
 
Stu's description of his school experience was contrary to the majority of 
respondents.  The latter remain upset and discouraged.  For instance, 
respondent Gloria indicated that she was always called 'stupid' in school: 'I 
went through school thinking that.'  It was similar disparaging remarks that 
created a hostile school environment for some disabled learners.  As 
another respondent, Dudley, has described: 
 

o 'My teachers always blamed me for my problems and used to 
tell me that I was lazy and disorganised and that I wouldn't get 
anywhere in life.  One maths teacher even said that she only 
helped people who helped themselves.  This of course meant 
that I left school with a maths GCSE grade of "G".  Also the 
other pupils caused me problems as most of them rejected me 
as I was such a failure' (Dudley, dyslexia). 

 
Some parents were aware of the harm their children endured.  One parent 
shared her concerns about her daughter being bullied while in school 
before she was assessed with dyslexia:        
 

o 'There were things going off at school where she was getting 
picked on… It was so much trouble.  It was unbelievable.  So, 
now, you know what the problem is.  If we had known about it 
before, a lot of these problems would have been sorted out 
years ago' (Parent). 

 
For the majority of students interviewed, special needs coordinators, 
educational psychologists or behavioural psychologists were seen in a 
similar vein as their former school teachers.  For instance, both student 
respondents, Dudley and Cathy, endured psychological tests while in 
school to explain their learning difficulties.  The respondents felt that these 
tests maintained the belief that they were 'lazy', not dyslexic:   
 

o 'I was even sent to a behavioural psychologist when I was at 
junior school to work out what was wrong with me.  It was 
concluded that I was perfectly intelligent and that there was 
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nothing really wrong, this helped the teachers' argument about 
me being lazy' (Dudley, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I had a test in school that indicated that I was lazy' (Cathy, 

dyslexia). 
 
Another reason special needs coordinators and psychologists were 
perceived negatively was because their advice was seen as misinformation.  
For instance, Kathy claimed that her teachers and special needs 
coordinator did not give an accurate portrayal of what dyslexia was to her 
and her parents.  As a result of their advice and portrayal of dyslexia, Kathy 
and her parents did not think she could aspire to HE.  As Kathy states, 'the 
money that they [parents] would have probably saved if I did go to 
university, they never saved because they thought I never would.'       
  
The school experience was discouraging for many of the students 
interviewed here.  This, of course, has had an impact on their confidence to 
aspire to Higher Education, as they recognise: 
 

o 'When I was at school, I was told that I would never amount to 
anything…  I remember one teacher saying [to me], "I will see 
you pushing a pram with six kids. You will never amount to 
anything."  It has stuck with me now.  A lot of children will hear 
that at a young age.  I did not hear it at a young age.  If they got 
that negative thing at home as well, whereas I didn't.  Then 
they are not going to try to get into Higher Education, are they?' 
(Nancy, dyslexia) 

  
o 'I do not always have a high self-esteem.  I am trying to work on 

that' (Kathryn, wheelchair user). 
 

o 'I think for a lot of dyslexic students in particular they get told 
this problem and they give up on the idea.  They give up on the 
dream almost.  It is just one of those things' (Don, dyslexia).   

 
 
4.1.2 Parent's role or attitudes 
 
South Yorkshire Learning and Skills Council (2002:6) raised the issue that 
the 'active involvement of parents is seen as an important element in any 
extension of the HE awareness and involvement raising programmes'.  
From the evidence provided here, South Yorkshire LSC may have a point, 
as parents, who share in their children's aspirations, do have an impact on 
their children's confidence to pursue HE.  
 
For instance, the discouragement these student respondents had to endure 
did not go unnoticed by their parents: 
 

o 'Well, I don't think Cathy has much confidence to be honest.  If 
she has trouble at school, we have tried and I have bought 
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maths books for her.  So, she can be at home and actually try 
and do them' (Parent). 

   
 
Seeing their children discouraged while in school, parents have often found 
themselves fighting on their behalf.  The students are very appreciative of 
their parents' support and efforts: 
 

o 'My mum always knew that there was something wrong with me, 
if that makes sense.  She always knew' (Cathy, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I couldn't do German because I couldn't do English.  I was 

spending so much time in, that I did not want to do another 
language.  My mum fought, fought, and fought for me to drop 
another language.  They said it was illegal and it was not illegal.  
I could have easily dropped this language.  My mum 
campaigned and went to the school.  She just kept going, going 
and going, eventually I did not end up doing a GSCE in another 
language.  I did all the others but I did not do a foreign 
language' (Kathy, dyslexia). 

 
If not fighting on their children's behalf, parents are supporting their 
children's pursuit of HE in a myriad of ways: 
 

o 'Well, I think just giving her all the support and she does realise 
though that she only has got the financial support from us 
which is considerable at the moment, particularly when we 
purchased an apartment for her.  But she is only going to have 
that for the next couple of years because my husband is going 
to retire.  So, it will be diminished.  Well, we will give her some 
financial support' (Parent).   

 
o I knew that there was something wrong.  I got in touch with 

school and they said "Cathy is alright.  She is alright".  When 
she was about 14, I went to a dyslexia society in Sheffield.  I 
asked about dyslexia and they said that she can take a test.  
They said get in touch with your school and have a word with 
them.  So, fair enough, I went back to school.  Her form teacher 
at school was a special needs teacher.  I went to them and I 
said that I was not really happy about all this, her spelling, her 
reading.  She was having to read out in front of everybody in 
class.  It is so embarrassing.  She went in and got some testing.  
She got words back that Cathy was just lazy… They said that 
she was just lazy which I couldn't believe anyway…  I went to 
the school so many times and none of them seem to be 
interested.  But, you know your own mind being a mother that 
there is something wrong' (Parent).  

 
o 'I had to fight [the school] because they turned around and said 

that he can't have a statement.  "Well, you must have misread 
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the psychology report."  I went to the head psychologist and he 
said "yes" he should have a statement.  It was quite intense 
work because I worked with him at home because of his 
dyslexia' (Parent). 

 
For one particular student respondent, parents have had no role.  The 
reason for this is because Uri's parents, at the time of the interview, did not 
know about his dyslexia.  Uri was diagnosed while in Higher Education and 
has never mentioned it to his parents.  The reason for this may be 
attributed to his ethnicity as his parents are from Pakistan.  As he states, 'I 
do not think they know what dyslexia is and what it entails.'  Perhaps, due 
to his ethnicity, his dyslexia was not diagnosed earlier.  He failed GSCE 
English four times while achieving good marks in maths and economics in 
college.  The inability to recognise his dyslexia is perhaps a result of staff 
identifying him as a non-native English speaker rather than someone who 
has a specific learning difficulty.  More research is proposed to explore this 
particular issue.            
 
 
4.2 Interest in Higher Education - motivation   
 
Students interviewed for this report were asked questions regarding their 
motivation to pursue Higher Education.  Out of the many reasons given by 
the respondents, there were several commonalities that emerged.  
Students either pursued Higher Education because they saw it as an 
economic necessity, a place to prove their self-worth, a place to be with 
friends, and a place where they have striven to be.       
 
 
4.2.1 Higher Education is a necessity (economic or social reason) 
 
The NDT/Skill report (2004:62) questioned whether or not HE aspirations of 
disabled people were influenced by their knowledge of the labour market.  
From the evidence gathered here, some disabled students factored future 
employability in their decision.  A few respondents thought it was a 
necessity because they see their career options being limited without a 
degree: 
 

o 'Nowadays you got to have a degree for everything' (Nancy, 
dyslexia). 

 
o 'It boils down to one thing, if you do not have something 

behind you, a skill or a qualification of note, you are not really 
going to get anywhere' (Luke, dyslexia). 
 

o 'The way it is going, you are not going to be able get a job, 
even a basic job without a degree.  A degree is going to be in 
a few years probably an expected level.  Like a few years ago, 
if you have done A-levels, you can do anything.  You can get 
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any job.  I reckon in a few years.  The same is going to apply 
with degrees' (Kathryn, wheelchair user). 

 
A major factor as to why these students have furthered their education is 
that they did not want to work in dead-end jobs.  A few of them have 
experienced working in 'dead-end' jobs and they saw Higher Education 
increasing their life chances beyond 'dead end' jobs: 
 

o 'I do not think they [dead-end jobs] really prepared me 
because the jobs themselves I never really achieved anything.  
They were dead-end jobs.  You are just seen as one of the 
workers.  You are seen as particularly worthless by the 
employer…  I just feel that I have to do something about the 
situation I was in before.  That is what drives me.  I cannot 
afford to go back to failed jobs' (Dudley, dyslexia). 

 
o Asked about how she became interested in Higher Education, 

Tina stated, 'I think it is working in dead-end jobs that did it…  
I worked in a bakery, but it shut down.  I ended up working in 
a factory and I hated it.  So, I did not know what to do.  I had 
to do something a bit more creative because I was just getting 
bored.  There's more to life and I have loads of ideas.  There 
are things that I would love to do' (Tina, dyslexia). 

 
Some of the students were not excited about the wages of 'dead-end' jobs.  
Higher Education was perceived as a way to increase their earning 
potential: 
 

o 'When I get a job, I want to live by my own means.  I don't 
want to just live off the state' (Suzanne, wheelchair user). 

 
o 'I just wanted to get a better job.  A better job and better 

myself, that's it… To get a good job and in my life to get more 
money and the way to do that is to educate yourself' (Uri, 
dyslexia). 

 
Earning potential was of particular importance for some students who were 
parents.  They were motivated to pursue HE to improve the economic well-
being of family: 
 

o 'In college… most of the students went on to be nursery 
nurses or the option was to go into Higher Education, I 
thought a nursery's nurse wage does not pay enough to 
support me and my son, so I thought it would be best to go on 
to Higher Education' (Nancy, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I want to do it because I want a better life for my kids and 

grandkids' (Tess, dyslexia). 
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Pursuing HE was not only seen as a necessity.  It was also perceived to be 
a place where one can prove her/his self-worth to others. 
 
 
4.2.2 Proving self worth 
 
Proving to familiar others that they can achieve in Higher Education has 
been a motivating factor for student respondents.  Aside from the more 
economic reasons for pursuing Higher Education, some respondents felt 
compelled to prove to familiar others, for whatever reason that they can 
achieve in HE.  Perhaps, a motivating factor stems from having a history of 
discouragement: 
 

o 'I would love to have a degree to prove that I am not stupid.  
Maybe, I have a chip on my shoulder from people thinking I 
am stupid, from school and that (Dwight, dyslexia). 
 

o 'It is usually frowned down upon by some of the mentors if 
they found out you are dyslexic.  They give you a hard time in 
placement.  But it is having the gumption to turn around and 
say I can prove this person wrong.  It does not matter what 
disability you got, you could turn it into an advantage' (Alison, 
dyslexia). 
 

o 'It does not matter if they think you are lazy and you know that 
you are not then it is incentive to prove them wrong' (Cathy, 
dyslexia). 

 
If not trying to prove others that they can pursue Higher Education, other 
respondents were driven to prove something to themselves: 
 

o 'I can't really speak for other people.  I do not think it is only 
for dyslexic people but it is for all people who want to achieve 
their personal goals.  I think it is for people who want to grow.  
Me, personally, because I have not talked to many disabled 
people, I am doing it for my own personal reasons.  I want to 
know that I am not stupid even though I was making hella lot 
of money in my early twenties.  I still thought I was stupid.  So, 
I kind of made a bet with myself to show that I am not stupid' 
(Steve, dyslexia). 
 

o 'The only factor that I can think of is wanting to improve 
myself' (Uri, dyslexia). 

 
Whether wanting to prove something to others or desiring to prove 
something to themselves, a major commonality shared by most 
respondents in regards to pursuing Higher Education was having 
experienced discouragement:   
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o 'I was told when I went to the careers interview for secondary 
school.  They laughed at me when I said I wanted to be this 
that or the other.  I wanted to have a career.  They laughed at 
me' (Kathryn, wheelchair user). 
 

o 'What motivates me is all the shit that people have put you 
through.  That sometimes can destroy you or make you.  
There are only two ways to go about it when you have that 
much shit.  You can either jump off the Golden Gate Bridge or 
you can go to the other side of the Golden Gate Bridge...  Am 
I going to jump off the Golden Gate Bridge?  Or am I going to 
continue to pursue the other side with all these obstacles in 
the way?  I just have to keep on trying.  I am still on the bridge.  
I hope I get to the other side' (Steve, dyslexia). 
 

o 'Career officers and career days are bad enough when you 
can't read or write and having someone say "you cannot do 
this" (Gloria, dyslexia). 

 
 
4.2.3 Higher Education has always been something to do 
 
There are a myriad of reasons as to why these respondents chose to 
pursue Higher Education.  Since this report addresses how to raise 
awareness and aspirations, it is important to consider some of the 
commonalities shared in the responses as to why they are pursuing HE.  
Aside from economic reasons or reasons dealing with self-worth, another 
reason for pursuing HE can be simply that it has always been something 
they wanted to do: 
 

o 'I probably had it planned when I finished school, then after 
college go to university' (Uri, dyslexia). 
 

o 'I always wanted to go to university.  It has always been kind 
of an aim' (Cathy, dyslexia). 
 

o 'I think I have always been interested in it.  Like, when I was 
younger, I always wanted to become a scientist' (Neil, 
dyslexia). 

 
These responses provide good indication that a few of the student 
respondents were aware and aspired to Higher Education before making 
the transition from FE-to-HE.     
 
 
4.2.4 Being in HE is a surprise 
 
It is apparent that disabled learners had some choice in determining 
whether or not they should pursue HE.  However, there were several who 
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did not plan on being in HE.  For them, they felt being in HE caught them 
by surprise: 
 

o 'I kind of fell into it.  It was not planned that I would come.  I 
had no idea of what I wanted to do basically.  Then, things got 
mentioned.  And, I decided why not? I went for it.  So, I did.  
But, I really did not do a lot (Stu, wheelchair user). 

 
This element of surprise is perhaps a result of being discouraged when 
they were younger in school.  As an FE tutor (6) states, 'I think the 
difficulties that we encounter in college about Higher Education are often 
students are very unsure and lack self-confidence.  They think they can't 
cope with Higher Education.'  The student responses are consistent with 
the FE tutor's observations:  
 

o 'I remember my mom saying to me, the best that we can 
expect of you is a nice little part-time job in a nice little office.  
Stuff that!  I never expected to be here.  I never expected to 
go off to university' (Kathryn, wheelchair user). 
 

o 'I never thought.  I do not think nobody ever imagined me to, 
because I did not go to school my last year' (Tess, dyslexia). 
 

o 'You know when I pass and get my qualification, I am going to 
put a big picture in the local news, saying Gloria, blah, blah, 
blah, with a cap and gown, this is for all the teachers and 
people who thought I was daft' (Gloria, dyslexia). 
 

o 'I was in this night evening course, I took it at college.  It was 
something I just felt like doing.  The lecturer told me if I 
considered doing a HND.  I was thinking I needed 
qualifications to get in.  And, he said, "not here you don't"…  I 
ended up going to college to do the HND' (Dudley, dyslexia). 

 
 
4.3 The Further Education experience 
 
According to Morris (2002), 'Further education is, for many young disabled 
people, an important opportunity to "catch up", compensating for a poor 
experience of secondary schooling.'  The FE-to-HE route was taken by 
nineteen of the twenty-one student respondents interviewed for the study.   
 
 
4.3.1 How did one get to FE?  
 
Some disabled learners attended an Open Day at their local FEC in order 
to make an informed decision about going.  This was beneficial as it helped 
inform them of the support that would be available to them.  For instance, 
the respondent Kathryn felt very welcomed at the college during her day 
visit:  
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o 'As soon as I got here, when I had my interview, it is like you 

walk in this place, and I felt as if I had always been here.  It 
was that comfy and cosy.  I was thinking this was too good to 
be true' (Kathryn, wheelchair user).         

 
The reasons students gave for attending FE are multifaceted.  The reasons 
range from a student wanting to gain access into HE to another student 
stating that 'I got no real GSCEs, no real future, why don't I carry on.'  Here 
are some of the comments gathered when students were asked about their 
paths through FE:   
 

o 'I did a college diploma...  I did that in maths and English, 
psychology, and social policy…  I was not actually aiming for 
the diploma.  I wanted access.  I just thought my work was 
rubbish' (Gloria, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I needed A-levels.  That is when I [enrolled into an access 

course], then I enrolled on a two-year course to get my A-
levels.  So, then I could get into university' (Steve, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I come from a middle-class family, educated in a private 

school.  It is kind of assumed that I was going to go to 
university…  But, I think it was going to college that I really 
changed a lot.  I really felt the desire to go to Uni rather than 
just going along with it' (Valerie, dyslexia). 

 
o 'With my GSCEs, I actually ended up with 6 F grades and a G 

grade for maths.  There were 9 in total but I dropped two 
language ones actually in school because I couldn't do 
them…  Obviously, I got no real GCSEs, no real future, why 
don't I carry on and do something else?' (Dudley, dyslexia). 

 
Although student respondents provided a variety of reasons as to why they 
entered FE, they all understood FE as a stepping-stone towards their 
pursuit of Higher Education.  In order to get to HE, they knew they had to 
do their coursework.     
 
 
4.3.2 Further Education additional support 
 
According to a DWP study (2004:58), 'The presence of an effective support 
or key worker repeatedly emerged as pivotal in envisaging educational 
transitions occurred, and occurred smoothly.'  For the most part, student 
respondents do credit additional support workers for helping them along the 
way to Higher Education.  In providing positive feedback, some students 
saw additional support workers as a source of encouragement and 
emotional support:   
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o 'They gave me not just physical support, like by loaning me 
equipment.  They gave me a lot of emotional support.  
Because you get to the point where you really find it hard and 
you want to give up.  So, it is nice to have someone at the 
end of the phone saying 'everybody goes through this.'  Just 
offering a bit of support that is enough to like get you back on 
your feet again.  Because you do get things that will knock 
you off.  You just have to climb up again’ (Alison, dyslexia). 
 

o ‘We done all the modules which is set for people with dyslexia 
to try and improve, so then I did my GSCE English and I got a 
B and all my dyslexia tutors were jumping about in the office, 
waiting for the results.  They did not want to know anybody 
else's results. They just wanted to know mine because I 
struggled so much to get to where I was’ (Tina, dyslexia). 
 

o 'I have a notetaker.  She is invaluable' (Kathryn, wheelchair). 
 
It was not only students themselves who found additional support workers 
encouraging and helpful.  Parents also found them encouraging.  For 
instance, Cathy’s mother was quite pleased with the support her daughter 
has received: 
 

o 'Cathy was a bit shy and she was not very confident.  But, 
once she found out that she was dyslexic, she got help from 
college.  There were absolutely brilliant' (Parent). 

 
Although some students were encouraged by the support they received, 
others have been quite critical: 
 

o 'I did have support for reading and writing in exams.  But, she 
was a pain.  She sat in the classes and she was helping 
somebody with language difficulties but she couldn't speak 
her language so that confused me a little.  Because she has 
been in the class she thought she knew everything, so when 
it comes to the exam, she would be like, "are sure it does not 
mean this?"  I was like I would really appreciate it if you could 
just read the question to me rather than try to influence me' 
(Gloria, dyslexia). 

 
o Kathy described one of her exam arrangements: 'It was not 

very well organised...  That was just the college was going 
through particular crisis at the time.  It lost a lot of money.  In 
one exam, I was missed off.  Because I was on my own, I 
was missed off.  It printed out but they did not pick it up.  So, 
when I got there, there was no desk, no table, nothing.  They 
had to get me something.  It was how they handled it.  They 
did not give me any information on people to see' (Kathy, 
dyslexia). 

 



 19 

The criticisms made by respondents Gloria and Kathy while they were in 
FE can be understood at both individual and institutional levels.  While 
Gloria's support was addressed at an individual level, Kathy's support had 
to be dealt with by institutional policy and practitioners.  In Kathy's 
perspective, it was 'they' who were not aware of her disability and needs.  It 
was not a specific person as in Gloria's case.          
 
Despite criticisms made of additional support while in FE, additional 
support workers are still held in high regard by the students themselves.  
Three of the four FE additional support workers interviewed for this study 
have been credited by student interviewees as having had an impact on 
their decision to pursue Higher Education.  This is an indication that 
additional support workers have a big role to play in influencing disabled 
learners to pursue Higher Education.  This does not go unnoticed.  A 
couple of additional support workers interviewed shared their thoughts on 
encouraging disabled learners:   
 

o 'We spent a lot time saying to [a student with dyslexia] that 
there isn't a cure for it but what we can learn is how to live 
with it.  We in the college believe that we do quite a good job 
in supporting disabled students and they get quite used to it' 
(FE tutor). 

 
o 'I have to encourage disabled learners because I am one 

myself.  I know for a fact that if I can do it, anybody can do it, 
whether if they are disabled or not disabled.  Just apply 
yourself to do it' (FE tutor).  

 
It is of great benefit for disabled learners to have encouraging additional 
support workers on their side.  This is of particular importance considering 
the difficulties and discrimination they may face as a student while in 
Further Education.   
 
 
4.3.3 Disability discrimination in Further Education  
 
With the notion of disablism in mind, discrimination based on disability does 
occur in FE as it does outside of it.  It is due to discrimination that disabled 
learners may encounter many difficulties.  As observed by one FE tutor:    
 

o 'I think in many respects they have to have more will and 
determination than an able-bodied student because they do 
encounter many difficulties and a lot of it is based on 
ignorance.  People who they come in contact with lack 
knowledge of procedures and support mechanisms.  But it is 
getting much better.  But there are some areas where people 
don't adapt or know as much as they should know' (FE tutor). 

 
A few of the student interviewees have described experiences where they 
had to confront ignorance at some point in FE:   
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o 'Another problem that I had was with a tutor in college.  When 

I told him I was dyslexic, he started speaking slower to me.  I 
can understand what you are talking about.  You don't have 
to do this slow talking and patronise me.  I think if people 
understand what the problem is then I don't think it will be a 
problem' (Don, dyslexia). 

 
o 'No matter what your disability, you are in a wheelchair, you 

were not a student, and you are a wheelchair.  And no 
wheelchairs were allowed anywhere above the first floor.  You 
were not allowed to sit with mates in the canteen.  You had to 
sit on the disabled table' (Kathryn, wheelchair user). 

 
o 'I had a bit of an argument with one of them [tutors] because I 

wanted an assignment early [which she is entitled to have 
with her DSA] and he wouldn't let me have it.  He reluctantly 
let me have it then.  He made quite a bit of fuss with it.  He 
upset me a little bit' (Tess, dyslexia). 

 
It is through having these kinds of experiences that can hinder these 
students feeling confident about themselves and their pursuit of HE.  This 
can also have a troubling effect on those who have hidden disabilities, 
making them reluctant to disclose their disabilities to practitioners and 
lecturers.  Even though some students have endured some hostility while in 
FE, they do see FE college as being a safe, close-knit community.   
 
 
4.3.4 FE being considered a close-knit community 
 
The majority of student respondents have looked back at their time in FE 
as a fruitful experience.  A major reason it was perceived as such is 
because some students felt there was more of a sense of community in 
FECs than in their present HEIs.  As one student stated about her lecturers 
in FE:     
 

o 'They do know you by name and even if someone is just 
covering for a class at college, they will know your name and 
they may know something about you.  For instance, I like 
football and everybody I know knows that I am a Sheffield 
United supporter.  It is things like walking down a corridor with 
someone and I might have been talking with a lecturer and he 
was a West Ham supporter.  I always see him walking down 
the college corridor and he used to just walk by me and say, 
"United didn't do that well on Saturday".  It is just things like 
that.  It just makes you feel a little bit more like home.  If you 
are stuck or anything, you could always go up to them' (Cathy, 
dyslexia). 
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Life in FE college was portrayed as a safe place for disabled learners.  It 
was a place where students' confidence and self-esteem to pursue Higher 
Education were nurtured.  It was also a place where students' parents 
collaborated with FE tutors to ensure their daughters and/or sons will have 
the necessary support and skills to go on to HE.  This certainly was the 
case for one interviewee who did not have any plans after FE:       
 

o 'I did not know what I was going to do and I went to a parents' 
evening and [my FE tutor] was talking to my Mum and Dad.  I 
was there as well.  She was sort of saying that I was capable 
of doing it in University.  That made me look into it a bit more' 
(Stu, wheelchair user). 

 
From the evidence, FE tutors, for the most part, make a definite impact on 
disabled learners' confidence to make the transition and pursue HE.  They 
are aware of this as well.  However, one FE tutor believes more can be 
done.  When asked what could be done to raise the aspirations of disabled 
learners to pursue Higher Education, he stated, 'I think having more people 
who are disabled in jobs.  I got to be honest.  So they can pass on their 
experience to others' (FE tutor).        
 
 
4.4 On the Disabled Students' Allowances (DSA) 
 
 
4.4.1 Are disabled students aware of DSA? 
 
Being aware of DSA is essential for disabled learners.  It can be a 
significant factor for disabled learners in deciding whether or not to pursue 
Higher Education.  The NDT/Skill report (2004:23) has shed light on the 
matter when they found that disabled students 'were completely 
unprepared for accessing the appropriate support through the DSAs, and 
did not realise that, in many cases, they had to inform organisations to 
enable appropriate provision to be put in place.'   
 
Several students became aware of what the DSA entails through 'formal' 
channels.  This was achieved by students 'formally' disclosing their 
respective disabilities on the UCAS form.  As a result, they were able to 
receive leaflets and information on the DSA:      
 

o 'Obviously on my UCAS application form and when I got here, 
I filled out all the relevant literature and then I was contacted' 
(Kathy, dyslexia). 

 
o 'When I got the information booklets, I was informed about 

the Disabled Students' Allowances.  That is where I found out 
about it' (Stu, wheelchair user). 

 
o 'When I applied for university, obviously I just checked off the 

box that said I had a disability and yes it is dyslexia.  Then I 
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got this email sent to me that there was a meeting for all 
dyslexic students.  And it said that we would like you to attend 
so you can see what kind of facilities that we have available 
to you.  So, I thought it couldn't hurt and then I went along.  
That was quite comprehensive.  They give you all the details 
you could of wanted from that' (Don, dyslexia). 

 
Several other students heard about the DSA from additional support 
workers in FE:   
 

o 'I was aware about it before.  They told me in college that 
when I get to university I will get this, this and the other' 
(Dwight, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I heard of it, just after I finished college.  They told me about 

it' (Gloria, dyslexia). 
 
o 'When I was at college…  When I was applying for university 

and stuff like that, [additional support workers] spoon-fed me 
and told me to do this by this date' (Cathy, dyslexia).  

 
From the student responses, additional support workers shared information 
to their students before they left to HE.  Some even assisted students in 
filling out DSA applications forms for students.  For instance, one FE 
additional support worker felt it was her duty to help students apply for DSA: 
  

o 'Well, I am fortunate that I have done DSA assessments.  So, 
I know the background to it.  I can pass that information on.  I 
know who to contact at the different universities in the city 
and who to contact at the LEA to give students information.  I 
have had personal experience with one of my own children 
applying for DSA.  We have had a good experience.  I know 
some students don't always have that.  But it is about 
encouraging them not to give up and to have a go if it is the 
appropriate thing to do' (FE Tutor). 

 
Disabled learners only learned about the DSA through disclosing their 
respective disabilities on the UCAS form or by additional support workers 
raising awareness of it.  This poses a challenge for practitioners because 
disabled learners may not disclose their disabilities on UCAS forms or to 
anyone.  By not disclosing, disabled learners could hinder their chances of 
receiving the DSA.  If they have not either disclosed their disability on the 
UCAS form or worked with additional support workers in FE, how do 
disabled learners become aware of the DSA? 
 
Instead of hearing about the DSA through 'formal' means, some disabled 
learners became familiar with it through 'informal' means.  For instance, 
some of them became aware of it through either their parents, friends, or 
from course mates.  As respondent Valerie stated, 'my friend who goes to 
Goldsmith College in London, someone she knows got offered all this stuff.'  
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It was only through a friend of a friend that Valerie became aware that she 
could be entitled to DSA.   
 
 
4.4.2 Am I entitled to DSA? 
 
This question was asked by a couple of disabled learners who were aware 
of the DSA but did not feel entitled to it.  It was as if they did not feel their 
disability was serious enough to warrant any allowance: 
 

o 'I was not sure about it.  So, I didn't apply for it in my first year 
until it was about February or March of this year (2004).  I 
was not really comfortable being associated with being 
disabled’ (Neil, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I really didn't think of myself as being disabled to be fair.  

When I came, I got the information about disabled allowance.  
I said to myself I don't think I am entitled to things because 
there is nothing wrong with me really, do you know what I 
mean?' (Diane, epilepsy). 

 
These students did not seek DSA because they did not consider 
themselves disabled (Riddell et al 2004).  Their previous conceptions of 
disability did not include dyslexia and epilepsy.  This mirrors responses 
made by tutors and parents: 
 

o 'I do not regards people with dyslexia to have a disability.  I 
would say that someone who has been diagnosed with 
dyslexia has a learning difficulty.  I think some people would 
shy away from that, the label as it were’ (FE Tutor). 

 
o ‘We never regarded her as disabled.  She got epilepsy and 

occasionally she has fits and she takes medication.  We 
never regarded her as being disabled’ (Parent).  

 
It is through identifying oneself as being disabled that a student can begin 
the process of applying for DSA.  However this may be difficult as the 
evidence suggests.  It also confirms previous findings (Spriggs 1999; 
Riddell et al 2004) that some disabled students do not want the stigma of 
being labelled as disabled.   
 
 
4.4.3 The application process 
 
Several students explained the difficulties of applying for DSA.  Filling-in 
forms was a troubling aspect of the application process for students, 
especially students with dyslexia.  Alison, a respondent with dyslexia, 
sought help from her FE tutors to fill-out the forms.  Parents were also a 
source of help.  In assisting her daughter with the forms, one parent did not 
find it straightforward: 
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o 'It may be appropriate for another form of disability.  But, 

really, there should be a dyslexic tutor helping dyslexics fill in 
forms… I helped to fill it in which is OK.  If she did not have 
me to fill it in with her, I think she would have had great 
difficulty' (Parent). 

 
Another difficult aspect of the DSA process was the amount of time a 
student had to wait for requirements of the DSA to commence.  This finding 
is not new as others have observed this as well (Holloway 2001; Fife and 
Tayside 2005; Oosterhoorn 2005).  As the previous parent states: 
 

o 'It was in the second semester before the [DSA] came 
through.  Despite the fact, that as soon as she accepted the 
place, she sent all the information in.  She was not one of 
these students who waited until she got here.  It was all sent 
in advance' (Parent). 

 
According to Holloway (2001:601), the 'additional effort and time involved 
[in the application process] was stressful to all the students' she 
interviewed in her study.  In order to curtail the stress and shorten the 
amount of time waiting for DSA to process, one student advocates ringing 
and chasing up people: 
 

o 'It took me a very brief amount of time to get it.  But, it was 
because I was constantly getting on people who knew what 
they were doing.  I was always on the phone, ringing them 
and chasing it.  I didn't want it to be a year before I got my 
equipment.  I was desperate for it then' (Alison, dyslexia). 

 
The Disabled Students' Allowances equates to gaining course support and 
equipment to gain equal opportunity in Higher Education.  From the 
responses gathered, disabled students were quite pleased with the support 
given to them.  Evaluating the course support and equipment was not a 
primary concern for this study.  However, students did express appreciation 
for receiving assistance from notetakers and dyslexia support tutors.  
Perhaps, the most interesting finding was the amount of positive feedback 
for the software Read and Write.  As one respondent stated, 'That has 
been the best thing that they have ever given to me.'   
 
 
4.5 Higher Education experience 
 
Holloway (2001:608) has argued that the disabled student experience is 
determined by practices arising from the medical model of disability.  The 
evidence already provided in this report confirms this.  Student respondents 
have expressed many anxieties in making the transition from FE-to-HE.  
These anxieties could possibly stem from wondering if their needs will be 
made visible (Borland and James 1999) and taken into account in getting 
the support they need to cope with the demands of their course (Spriggs 
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1999).  As Holloway (2001:602) found in her study of disabled students in 
HE, students talked of the ongoing difficulties of getting information, 'of 
having to make "the system" work for them, such as notifying individuals 
about their disability, and of negotiating arrangements.'  These difficulties 
cause disabled students to be uncertain, worried, and frustrated.  This 
makes for an uneasy transition into Higher Education.         
 
 
4.5.1 Pre-entry into Higher Education 
 
How did students prepare themselves for entering into Higher Education?  
Well, several of them responded stating that they attended Open Days, did 
university tours, or talked with HE students beforehand to learn from their 
experiences.     
 
For Stu, attending an Open Day made a big impact on his decision to 
pursue Higher Education.  The experience gave him assurance of what he 
wanted to do in university.  As he states, 'I came to an Open Day and I 
spoke to a person who I have no idea who it was.  I sort of knew if I were to 
come [to Higher Education] I knew what I was going to do.'     
 
Participating in a university tour was also helpful. Respondent Alison even 
recommends students interested in HE should take a tour around university.  
As she states, 'I would say come and have a look around.'  For respondent 
Suzanne, taking an organised tour around the university helped her to meet 
other wheelchair users.     
 
From the responses provided, the best reason for attending pre-entry 
activities was to ease anxieties.  For Stu, attending an Open Day helped 
him to confirm his decision to pursue HE and to know what to expect when 
he arrives.  For other students, pre-entry activities helped them to meet 
other students and provided a space and time for them to ask questions.  
This is important considering that most of the responses expressed anxiety 
about pursuing and being in HE.  For instance, some students were a bit 
apprehensive about their support needs being met.  As Stu has 
experienced:  
 

o 'The main thing was having a natural anticipation because 
you are disabled there is going to be all these hoops to jump 
through and everything…  I was reluctant to come to Uni' (Stu, 
wheelchair user).   

 
Some students were anxious because they did not think they would be able 
to compete in HE.  They were not confident:    

 
o 'I panicked a bit wondering if I could do it.  Am I clever 

enough?  I think once you get here then you realise that there 
are a lot of people in the same boat anyway.  Everybody is 
new and it is a bit scary' (Nancy , dyslexia). 
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o 'In your past, you have always failed every step of the way.  
And, now this big university thing, how did I get here?  Why 
am here?  I don't belong' (Dudley, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I panicked a bit because it was like university, it was really 

high education.  I thought I would have to do everything like 
perfect.  I don't know I kind of had this high standard that I 
had to know everything before I came just to keep up with the 
level.  And I panicked because I had to do a two-hundred 
word essay and I had about a month to do it.  I was like "how 
am I going to do this?"  It was really hard to begin with.  Now, 
I think "so, you want a two hundred word essay? I will do it 
next week."  I have relaxed into it much more' (Tina, dyslexia). 

 
A possible solution given by respondents in overcoming anxieties upon 
arriving to HEI is being social and meeting people.  This is very important 
considering that students coming from a Further Education college into a 
Higher Education institution have experienced anxiety upon arriving to 
university. 

 
 
4.5.2 Being social 
 
To overcome anxiety about pursuing and being in HE, many of the 
respondents suggested that making friends and being social will be of great 
benefit.  This helped respondent Don in easing the transition from FE-to-HE: 
 

o 'I came here and I did not know anyone in [university].  But, I 
quite quickly fell into a quite tight little group that stayed with 
me throughout university.  There were a few of us on the first 
project that we worked on in the first year and up to our 
dissertations… Between us, we all worked very well together.  
That made the transition a bit easier, having other people 
around who were prepared to help' (Don, dyslexia). 

 
When students were asked specifically how they settled into Higher 
Education, they responded in a similar fashion: 
 

o 'I think the fact that I find it easy to get on with people.  I think 
if I have found it more difficult to get on with people and I 
weren't quite as chatty, I think it would probably make it more 
difficult, the fact that you make friends, you just settle in' 
(Nancy, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I think what made me settle is having to do a group project.  

We were put into groups pretty much as soon as we started 
and we had to have meetings and stuff…  So, they are now 
like the best friends I got, who were in this group…  Since 
most people come from away, they are more open to making 
friends and stuff (Stu, wheelchair user). 
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o 'I suppose it is how you make friends and stuff.  But, I did.  I 

settled in alright' (Dudley, dyslexia). 
 
o 'I think the best thing to do was swap telephone numbers 

within our group…  The first day you are here you are put into 
a group and then split into two groups' (Alison, dyslexia). 

 
Respondents were able to establish friendships with peers from their 
course.  As described above, this was sometimes created due to students 
being placed by their tutors into working groups on the first day of their 
course.   
 
 
4.5.3. Negotiating coursework 
 
After experiencing anxiety of having to settle into HE, students then had to 
contend with coursework.  HE coursework was perceived by most 
respondents as a different way of learning.  It was contrary to what they 
were accustomed to in either FE or in school.  The commonality that ties all 
student responses in regards to HE coursework is that it is self-directed.  
Some respondents continue to have objections to independent learning 
and desire more direction in their work.  This finding is confirmed in 
Spriggs' study (1999:4) when he stated, 'the greatest "difficulty" disabled 
students reported having was coping with the University's expectation that 
students should be "independent learners" and that teaching methods were 
organised around this expectation'.  This difference gave them reason for 
concern:     
 

o 'There was a lot of input in the access course.  There was a 
lot of direction… I don't know if that is in all HND courses.  
We are sort of given a project to get on with it.  I think it is 
probably normal on a Higher Education course.  But 
sometimes you can do more with a little bit more direction' 
(Jan, dyslexia). 

 
o 'In schools, you have to keep on writing drafts and they 

correct it for you.  They don't do that here.  So, how do you 
know if you are doing it right...?  There is such a big gap from 
school to university and the lecturers cannot help you as 
much as teachers could.  They throw you in the deep end 
very quickly' (Suzanne, wheelchair user). 

 
o 'I see a massive difference.  The standard of the work, being 

able to critique, it was a bit of a shock and also I was left on 
my own devices.  You have to do your own learning, your 
own self-directed working' (Luke, dyslexia). 
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o 'You actually have to teach yourself when you come to Uni.  
When it is in the sixth-forms, it is a lot more hand to mouth 
stuff' (Neil, dyslexia). 

 
o 'In Uni, you listen and then you go away and do what you 

have to do' (Kathy, dyslexia).   
 
Not only did respondents have to familiarise and develop new study skills 
as they arrived in HE, they also had to negotiate their disabilities with 
coursework.  For instance, Diane is constantly negotiating her epilepsy with 
the demands of coursework: 
 

o 'I have to look over my sleep patterns.  I have to look after my 
eating patterns.  And, I have to look after my stress levels, 
which is the hardest one, especially during exam time and at 
the end of the year, when I am scrambling around for marks, 
assignments are coming in, exams are there.  That's when I 
tend to have fits.  So, that's when I really have to watch out.  I 
have to make sure that I get enough sleep' (Diane, epilepsy). 

 
Depending on disability, students will manage their coursework accordingly.  
To make matters more complex, dyslexia, like most disabilities, is 
multifaceted.  There are many different types of symptoms that exist under 
the umbrella of dyslexia.  Thus, instead of discussing dyslexia, practitioners 
should be discussing dyslexias (Osmond 1993).  The multifaceted nature of 
dyslexia is mirrored in the methods respondents employed in their 
coursework.  For instance, some respondents saw their dyslexia in terms of 
organisation:      

 
o 'The first year I was not properly prepared…  My exams were 

a bit messed up because in trying to find all my notes it was 
not totally possible.  So, now, I got [my notes] all in colour 
coordination and numbered as well' (Steve, dyslexia).  

 
o 'Whenever I pull out my folder, it is always so disorganised 

that things just fall out everywhere…  I just go down and get 
my [dyslexia] support sessions which are really useful 
because they help me organise myself more than anything, 
that's the main thing' (Nancy, dyslexia). 

 
For others, they saw their dyslexia in terms of reading and concentration: 
 

o 'Last year, I could have done my presentation before I left.  It 
broke down into an hour.  My reading speed is so slow.  It is 
OK for people to say it does not matter just as long if you 
have a go.  It had to be cut down from an hour-and-a-half to 
an hour.  It was a twenty-five minute presentation.  I was 
going to fail anyway.  So, I didn't do it' (Gloria, dyslexia). 
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o 'The big trouble that I have with reading is that I can't do it for 
a long period of time.  I start to get a real headache.  I have to 
read like half-a-journal or maybe a whole-short journal.  Then 
I have to leave it.  Then I come back a half-hour later and 
read the next one' (Don, dyslexia). 

 
In negotiating their dyslexia with their coursework, some students sought 
help from their parents, if they live locally.  They often help out by 
proofreading their children's' work.  As Valerie's mother stated, 'I can't be 
doing all the work.  She does all the work.  It is mainly putting apostrophes 
in the right place.'  Or, as Cathy's mother has experienced, 'I have been 
there at one o'clock in the morning proofreading and checking as I believe 
any parent would do.'   
 
 
4.5.4 Disclosing disability 
 
Several respondents were hesitant to disclose their disabilities to others in 
HE.  There could be many reasons for their preoccupation.  However, as 
the NDT/Skill report (2004:48) pointed out, 'it is important that the disabled 
individual makes an informed choice on whether to disclose a disability, 
and that they are fully aware of the potential benefits and drawbacks that 
relate to disclosure'.  From the evidence provided, disclosing a disability 
can be determined by learning environment.  

 
In regards to revealing their disabilities to other students, respondents 
Cathy and Alison have different approaches.  When Cathy was asked 
whether she was open about her dyslexia to her classmates in her 
computing course, her response was:  
 

o 'Yes and no.  I have had a quite of a lot of problems when I 
first started.  Because they do not understand what it is.  That 
was the main thing. This leads to a lot of problems and stuff.  
But, I am thinking they are coming to grips of it.  But, it is just 
better to deal with it, to yourself, do you know what I mean?  It 
is just easier to do it that way.  If people do not understand, 
then what is the point, trying to try' (Cathy, dyslexia). 

 
Cathy's response demonstrates her lack of confidence in other people 
understanding her disability.  This is contrary to Alison's position in 
disclosing to others in her nursing course: 
 

o 'The good thing about nursing is that it is a very nurturing 
environment.  It is a rule, especially among the students.  So, 
you will have plenty of students who will come forward.  If you 
are open with them, they will be open back' (Alison, dyslexia).  

 
Perhaps, the kind of openness present in Alison's course environment 
determines one's confidence in disclosing to others.  This sense of 
openness is achievable in Higher Education according to Alison.   
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4.5.5 Dealing with lecturers 
 
Many respondents have not disclosed their disabilities to lecturers.  They 
do not want to be perceived negatively by lecturers.  Borland and James 
(1999) found that members of a Higher Education institution viewed 
disclosure differently according to different points in a student's career.  As 
they state, 'an early disclosure was seen as positive, "a sign of maturity": 
but to disclose only after failure was seen as negative, and "special 
pleading"' (1999:99).   
 
With the Disability Discrimination Act Part IV, students should never be 
placed in a situation where they have to disclose their disabilities in a 
classroom.  Lecturers should already be confidentially informed of students 
who have Disabled Students' Allowances through proper channels within 
the institution.  As one respondent recognised: 
 

o 'They know about my disablement.  They are alright about it.  
They obviously talk about each student which does 
sometimes make you think what are they saying about us?' 
(Luke, dyslexia) 

 
In general, students have found their lecturers quite helpful:   
 

o 'They have always been good if I had a fit.  One of them even 
drove me home to [a nearby city].  He was fantastic.  I know 
that he was not supposed to do that now' (Diane, epilepsy). 

 
o 'Some of them are aware that I [have DSA].  I do mention it to 

them.  You do not want to sound like a whinger.  You do not 
want to give them the wrong impression but you feel as 
though you should say something to your lecturers and they 
are always alright with it' (Dwight, dyslexia). 

 
o '… they were very understanding of my disability.  They also 

found it as not distressing whenever I had fits.  They knew 
what to do' (Jenny, epilepsy). 

 
Although some expressed satisfaction about the helpfulness of lecturers, 
there were others who were dissatisfied.  This dissatisfaction stems mainly 
from lecturers not being helpful and/or abiding to DDA Reasonable 
Adjustments:     
 

o 'I think on the law [course] I feel a bit intimidated because 
sometimes they can come across like you should not be 
doing the subject because you are a bit disabled.  That's how 
I see it from the way they come across' (Steve, dyslexia). 
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o 'I emailed one of my lecturers after my first maths assignment 
to see if they could help me.  Then, they never emailed back.  
So, it was things like that.  But, I know if I got things before 
the lecture at least I will be able to go over it.  I might 
understand a bit of it by going over it twice to help me sink 
into it a bit more' (Cathy, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I had a bit of an argument with one of them because I wanted 

an assignment early and he wouldn't let me have it.  He 
reluctantly let me have it then.  He made quite a bit of fuss 
with it.  He upset me a little bit' (Tess, dyslexia).   

 
 
4.5.6 The role of Disabled Student/Additional Support 
 
The role of disabled student/additional support at local FECs and HEIs in 
the lives of disabled students is very important.  Primary responsibility is to 
ensure that disabled students achieve equal access to Further and Higher 
Education.  A question asked of student respondents was whether they 
were receiving good support while on their Higher Education course.  A 
majority of respondents, including parents, looked at support in terms of the 
equipment received through DSA: 
 

o Asked about gaining help from disabled student/additional 
support workers, Kathy states, 'I have really used them, I use 
the Tintavision thing' (Kathy, dyslexia). 

 
o '[Unnamed disabled/additional support worker] was very good 

about equipment.  He is about the only person I remember 
who was helping me.  So, he got me a computer which was a 
real advantage.  I was very chuffed with that and the printer. 
Of course, I couldn't afford it anyway' (Jenny, epilepsy). 

 
o 'We have had a computer at home, all the equipment.  There 

has been everything given to help…  They have been good.  
They are always pleasant, polite and helpful' (Parent). 

 
o 'Stu has been very grateful.  That has to do with his computer.  

That was excellent.  I don’t think there has been any 
problems at all.  Yeah.  I have no axe to grind.  All I could do 
is recommend to other people that you will get excellent 
support from [this] University' (Parent). 

 
While a majority of student and parent respondents viewed support in 
terms of equipment, there were some students who saw their support in 
terms of working with particular individuals - notetakers, readers, dyslexia 
support tutors.  For instance, the respondent Jan was pleased with the 
course support she received.  She used to get a dyslexia support tutor to 
come around her house once-a-week.  As she states, 'She used to come 
for an hour.  We used to go through everything that I would prepare for the 
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essay.'  Another student, Nancy, found her dyslexia support sessions quite 
useful as well, 'they help me organise myself more than anything.'   
 
Aside from Jan and Nancy, other students like Dwight have been quite 
critical of their support: 
 

o 'I thought I would get [dyslexia] support for my assignments.  
The lady I had was very nice and stuff.  Maybe, she was used 
to dealing with a lot younger people.  But, I found her quite 
patronising… I did lose a bit of self-esteem through that' 
(Dwight, dyslexia). 

 
Well, students have acquired the equipment necessary for them to achieve 
equal opportunity and access into Higher Education.  However, several of 
them do not use the support hours available to them in regards to their 
work.  Their main reason for not attending is due to lack of time:  
 

o 'I have not used anybody.  Last year, I did it all myself…  I 
really do not have time to come over and get my work 
proofread' (Gloria, dyslexia). 

 
o 'Being on placement and stuff, it is pretty difficult in trying to 

get some kind of order to go in and see the [dyslexia] tutor… 
as well as being on top of my work' (Luke, dyslexia). 

 
o 'I have not had one of my dyslexia lessons because I have 

not had the chance' (Tess, dyslexia). 
 
o 'I have not before but I am going to start now for my 

dissertation.  I am planning to use them now as I got my 
dissertation to work on, my final project, which is an important 
part of the degree' (Uri, dyslexia). 

 
From the feedback gathered, disabled student/additional support is almost 
synonymous with receiving equipment through DSA.  Although a majority of 
students interviewed cited a relationship between receiving support and 
gaining equipment, there were respondents who view support in terms of 
working with additional/disabled student support workers.  Also, from the 
feedback, several respondents are not taking advantage of the support 
offered.  This is not encouraging as receiving support from 
additional/disabled student support workers could build an individual's 
confidence and ease one's transition into Higher Education (DWP 2004).          
 
 
4.6 Advice to prospective disabled students 
 
Respondents did see themselves as role models.  They consider 
themselves to be a rich resource of advice and encouragement for others.  
For instance, as the respondent Tess states, 'I am always there saying 
"Look at me, I have got this far.  Anybody can, if I can"' (Tess, dyslexia).  A 
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question that was asked of all respondents was to offer advice to 
prospective disabled learners interested in pursuing HE.  There were three 
commonalities in their responses.  They believe prospective disabled 
students should (1) have a 'not give up' attitude, (2) establish a social life, 
and (3) seek additional support as much as possible.   
 
 
4.6.1 'Don't give up' 
 
The theme of 'not giving up' was held up by several respondents.  In 
responding to a question regarding their advice to prospective HE disabled 
learners, they stated: 
 

o 'You have to realise what life's about.  Obviously, you can't 
give up.  You can't give into the nasty people in life, the 
people who try and put you down, [they] do not understand' 
(Dudley, dyslexia). 

 
o 'Sometimes you do get discouraged but you have to just keep 

on with it.  You got to keep going.  If you don't try, you are not 
going to get anywhere.  The more you try, the more you will 
succeed' (Tina, dyslexia). 

 
o 'You have to be twice as determined because there will be 

people who would put you down' (Kathryn, wheelchair user). 
 
These respondents promote a 'not give up' attitude probably because of the 
discouragement they have faced throughout their lives.  They have 
endured knockbacks and have, at times, been disheartened.  As Dudley 
indicated, 'When I left school, I couldn't dream of going anywhere.  I never 
thought I would go into HE ever.'  By enduring these knockbacks and 
seeing themselves in HE, they feel it is possible for others to pursue HE as 
well.  The key, however, is to 'not give up.'  
 
   
4.6.2 Emphasis on social life 
 
Establishing a social life in university was another common response 
shared by interviewees in making recommendations to those interested in 
HE.  An issue confronted and touched upon by respondents was 
establishing a social life in Higher Education while living at home with 
parents.  According to the NDT/Skill report (2004), 'living independently 
from parents and family is an integral part of the HE experience for many 
people.  Independence is equally important for disabled people.'  This idea 
of living independently within the youth studies literature (Jones 2002) is 
significant as it is an aspect of the transition process from youth-to-
adulthood in UK.  Thus, leaving parental home to attend university 
elsewhere is part of the process of becoming an adult.  Although the 
NDT/Skill report (2004) found evidence that a number of young disabled 
people have experienced greater difficulty than non-disabled people in 
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attaining a degree of independent life, it does not list any literature that 
specifically addresses the advantages of students living with parents during 
FE-to-HE transition.  DWP (2004:55) has suggested that disabled people 
would go to their local HEI or college rather than move away from home 
because they believe they will be losing an existing or required service.  
Help with coursework from parents is an example of this 'existing' service.  
Researchers for South Yorkshire LSC (2002:18) found that learners, in 
general, had negative perceptions of leaving home.  The findings presented 
in the Fife and Tayside Wider Access Forum (2005), DWP (2004) and 
South Yorkshire LSC (2002) reports are confirmed here.  For several 
students, living away from home was not ideal.  One respondent expressed 
disappointment at college advisors who were persuading students to move 
away to university: 
 

o 'I did not want to leave home, which was a major thing…  I 
guess I anticipated that it would cause problems, obviously 
being in a chair and stuff would make it harder' (Stu, 
wheelchair user).     

 
Another respondent, Diane, has a similar response in regards to college 
advisors pushing students to move away from home to pursue HE: 
 

o It seemed they wanted to move me away as far as possible.  
Because it is supposed to be a good experience for you, I 
think.  But, it just did not work for me.  It was never quite 
mentioned that you do not have to move away from home 
(Diane, epilepsy). 

 
Six respondents interviewed live at home with their parents.  For the 
majority of them, living at home while pursuing HE is of great benefit.  The 
reason it was viewed positively, aside from financial reasons, was because 
students wanted to be close to family and friends.     
 
Living at home has its drawbacks as well.  A major drawback is not living in 
halls which could hinder progress in making friends in HEI.  As respondent 
Suzanne recognises, 'I am not living in halls is the problem.  You don't 
know about events and do not really get to socialise much, except in 
seminars which is not the same.'   
 
From the responses gathered, establishing a social life is important in 
settling into Higher Education.  Disabled students interviewed, whether they 
lived at home with parents or not, advocate to prospective HE students to 
establish a social life:   
 

o 'At the start of the year, everybody did not want to do group 
work.  You know you just don't want to.  But, it was really 
good.  And, it was really important that we did that.  Since 
most people come from away, they are more open to making 
friends and stuff.  At college, I was the only person from my 



 35 

school who went to college where I was going.  And, I did not 
know anyone' (Stu, wheelchair user). 

 
o 'I came here and I did not know anyone in [university].  But, I 

quite quickly fell into a quite a tight little group that stayed with 
me throughout university.  There were a few of us on the first 
project that we worked on in the first year and up to our 
dissertations' (Don, dyslexia). 

 
o 'The first day you are here you are put into a group and then 

split into two groups.  Then you are split again.  You are in 
one massive group but within your own core.  We swapped 
numbers so if we had difficulties we would be able to ring a 
friend and they may be having the same difficulty' (Alison, 
dyslexia). 

 
o 'When people talk to you, talk to them and be nice.  That will 

help you out in making friends' (Neil, dyslexia). 
 
Making friends is not easy thing to do.  However, lecturers can help make 
these dynamics happen by placing students in working groups at the 
beginning of term.  This worked out for respondents: Stu, Don and Alison.    
 
 
4.6.3 Seek Support - 'Help' 
 
Seeking support is another word of advice from those interviewed.  They 
believe this is essential in preparing oneself for HE and being aware of 
DSA.  As respondent Alison recommends: 
 

o 'You are going to get here your first day and they just pile 
loads of information on you that can be overwhelming.  So, 
you need to be asking before you get here, your questions 
that you need to be supported and be very honest with 
teachers before you get here' (Alison, dyslexia). 

 
Interviewees advocate that disabled learners must take advantage of the 
support that is already out there.  There are people out there who can help 
prepare one for HE and provide help with filling out forms for DSA.  In 
seeking support, respondents argued that one must be proactive: 
 

o 'I mean it is up to you.  You have to be proactive.  You have 
to go get that support' (Dwight, dyslexia). 

 
o 'There is support out there but you have to go and get it.  

Don't sit there and wait for it to come to you.  There are 
people out there who are willing to help.  But, the problem is 
that they are not going to find you.  You have to find them' 
(Uri, dyslexia). 
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o '[Disabled learners] should just really, really have to pursue or 
find out if you have anything to worry about and any learning 
difficulties because it is no good trying to go out on your own.  
If you get yourself organised and get all the help you can, you 
will make your life a hundred times easier' (Tess, dyslexia). 

 
For these interviewees, they had sought help on their own initiative.  Their 
reward was gaining knowledge about what to expect in HE and the DSA 
application process, which eased their transition into Higher Education.   
 
 
4.6.4 Parents have some advice to offer as well 
 
In addition to student interviewees providing advice to HE prospective 
disabled learners, their parents also have some advice to other parents of 
disabled learners:     
 

o 'I only can say what I have been saying, encourage them as 
much as you can, to do as much as they can.  Disability is 
only as disabling as you let it be.  I am deaf.  I got ME.  But I 
still get on with teaching and I still try to get some housework 
done (laughing).  It is something that you just ignore as much 
as possible and get on with normal life' (Parent). 

 
o 'Keep in good contact with your school and contact the 

university about any help that an individual needs, whether it 
is dyslexia and maybe any other disabilities apart from 
physical' (Parent). 

 
o 'The teacher was not a dyslexic specialist and did not fully 

understand it.  And, I think as a parent it would be helpful to 
talk to somebody else who has got a dyslexic child...  For a 
parent, I think you have to be extremely patient and to try and 
be as determined as your child, to get what your child wants, 
not what you want' (Parent).   

 
o 'Fight for everything you can in order to get them recognised 

that they are dyslexic.  That's one thing.  If you think that your 
child is dyslexic, then I would argue and fight with anybody to 
try and get the test.  You can always apologise afterwards for 
having a go' (Parent). 

 
What is interesting about the parent response is how it echoes the 
sentiments expressed by their children.  To get one's needs recognised 
whether in school or Higher Education, both students and parents believe it 
is about 'not giving up' and 'fighting'.  In HE, students are considered to be 
independent.  However, it is encouraging to see that disabled students who 
live at home with their parents are not alone in their quest for a Higher 
Education degree.              
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4.7 Future Outlook  
 
South Yorkshire LSC (2002:5) raised the issue that 'raising aspirations 
needs to focus on raising career aspirations rather than solely on HE.'  Life 
after HE worries disabled students.  It is difficult for them to see future 
employers being accepting of their disabilities because of the 
pervasiveness of disablism.  This is a reason respondents are reluctant to 
disclose their disabilities on job applications or at their respective 
workplaces.  Despite having preoccupations, students have reason for 
optimism.     
 
 
4.7.1 Difficulties of disclosing disability 
 
Several students are uneasy about disclosing their disabilities on job 
applications.  They do not feel confident that disclosing will help them get 
employment.  While discussing issues of equal opportunity, respondent 
Kathryn stated, 'If they know you are disabled, you might not get the job.'  
Her pessimism stems from a prior experience of having to reveal her 
disability in accepting a job: 
 

o 'I have had telephone interviews and I have been offered a 
job over the phone.  Then, I asked, "what parking is available 
because I am a wheelchair user?"  And, suddenly, they said, 
"I am going to have to ring you back."  Then, suddenly I get a 
letter saying "Sorry, we changed our minds, you do not have 
the job"' (Kathryn, wheelchair user).    

 
Another respondent, Gloria, has also found it difficult to get employment.  
She credits disclosure of her dyslexia for not being able to work in local 
hospital:  
 

o 'It was very hard to get in and because of my application form 
being rubbish.  They always turned me down.  When I did 
actually send it off and word-processed it, I put down that I 
was dyslexic.  So, it was like a big beacon - "We don't want 
her!" - that kind of thing.  So, I could never get in' (Gloria, 
dyslexia). 

 
It is from hearing about similar experiences on her disability studies course 
that respondent Nancy argues employers will always discriminate: 
 

o 'I think that they will always discriminate.  But they will mask it 
as something else.  They will not openly do it.  I think if they 
have two job applications.  One says that they have a 
disability and the other does not.  "I guess we are going to 
pick the non-disabled"' (Nancy, dyslexia). 
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If not the job application, many respondents found it difficult to disclose at 
the workplace.  Two other student respondents, Diane and Dudley, believe 
they lost their jobs due to disclosing.  At the time, they both felt hesitant to 
do so.  Now, after having experienced disability discrimination and losing 
their jobs, they continue to find it difficult to reveal their disabilities to others: 
 

o 'It is more difficult for me to settle into a job.  Because I do 
sometimes feel like I shouldn't tell people until I am settled in, 
because I have lost jobs before even though they say it's not 
because of that.  They make up silly excuses.  But I have lost 
a job before because of the fits' (Diane, epilepsy). 

 
o 'They said that they understood dyslexia so I admitted it at the 

time.  I regret it now because everything that went wrong, 
they blamed it on the dyslexic.  At one time, I walked out of 
the company because one of the persons in charge said 
something nasty about dyslexia.  So, I stormed off from 
Derbyshire back into [nearby city].  It took about three and a 
quarter of hours of walking home.  I was very upset at the 
time.  So, when I got back, it was not the chargeman's fault.  I 
got dragged into the boardroom the next day.  The company 
actually got rid of me and they blamed the dyslexic for it' 
(Dudley, dyslexia). 

 
The anxieties students have expressed over disclosing their disabilities on 
job applications or in the workplace can be indicative of some of the 
obstacles students will confront after HE.  This can impact their outlook 
about their career prospects.  Being disabled, respondents expressed 
worry about their working lives after HE.  A few of them believe their 
prospects are limited and dire: 
 

o 'Should I go and get this [dyslexia] label or not?  When I go 
and find work is it going to be a real barrier?' (Nancy, dyslexia) 

 
o 'I don't know whether I could [be a teacher] anymore because 

I am dyslexic' (Cathy, dyslexia). 
 
o 'Disabled people have to work twice as hard.  I have to work 

twice as hard to get jobs.  When I went down South when I 
was nineteen, I applied for over two thousand jobs in the span 
of six months.  I didn't get one of them' (Kathryn, wheelchair 
user). 

 
Although they may be preoccupied about their career prospects, they do 
have reason for optimism. 
 
 
4.7.2 Reasons for optimism 
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There are a couple of reasons student respondents are optimistic.  One of 
the reasons is knowing that others have succeeded before them.  Positive 
'public' role models such as Richard Branson, who is dyslexic, were often 
cited by respondents as encouraging.  These 'public' role models were 
symbols of success for students interviewed: 
 

o 'I think it is great when you hear people like Richard Branson 
is dyslexic.  Because if you look at them, you look at that guy, 
how is someone successful as that?  Someone who has got 
one A-level.  It tells you that it is possible to make it.  A lot of 
entrepreneurs are supposed to be dyslexic as well' (Dudley, 
dyslexia). 

 
o 'I do not have a role model in law.  In the business side, it 

would be Richard Branson.  He is dyslexic.  Also the woman 
who wrote Harry Potter, I heard that she is dyslexic' (Steve, 
dyslexia). 

 
o 'I was upset at first [to discover I am dyslexic].  You don't 

know what is really going to happen afterwards.  But, after a 
while, you learn who is dyslexic, like Richard Branson.  You 
know people like that and how people have gone on.  Then 
everything started to become easier, I became a lot happier' 
(Cathy, dyslexia). 

 
Having role models, in general, encourages students to achieve within and 
outside of HE.  Certainly, one FE tutor recognises the benefits:  

 
o '… you can always point to role models.  You can also 

highlight their own successes.  They can look at other people 
and think they can do that or they have not done that, when in 
actual fact they have been doing that all their lives.  They just 
don’t recognise that.  I think it is about raising the aspirations 
of any young person, in that people could go and follow as far 
as they want to if they are determined enough and they know 
the route and how they can access what will help them to do 
that' (FE tutor). 

 
Another reason for students being optimistic stems from realising that their 
respective disabilities are not barriers to pursue their desired career 
choices.  For instance, two respondents with dyslexia, Neil and Tina, 
foresee themselves being teachers.  Another student, Don, with dyslexia 
wants to become a university lecturer: 
 

o 'I quite like to end up working in the university and do the dual 
role of doing research and lecturing as well...  I really think 
that I have a lot of strong research ideas that I want to pursue 
and that is probably where I want to start and really work 
myself through and get my own ideas sorted.  If I run into a 
point where I think my ideas are getting stale or something, 
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then I am not going anywhere with them, I like to also teach. It 
is one of those things.  It may sound corny.  But, the idea of 
passing on knowledge to somebody else, I respect people 
who pass on knowledge to somebody else and give that 
somebody a shot to do something'. 

     
Their optimism stems from their successful transition into HE.  Their 
successes has led some to gain awards while in HE.  For instance, 
respondent Tina has recently received a prestigious award contracting her 
artistic services and business enterprise.  Respondent Don has been 
awarded a PhD placement along with funding to study autism.     
 
 
5.0 Recommendations 
 
This report provides recommendations to Aimhigher South Yorkshire 
programme providers and practitioners (in all education sectors) in order to 
raise awareness of Higher Education to disabled learners within the region.  
Underlying the recommendations is a recognition that disabled learners are 
at a disadvantage in a disablist society, as the evidence in this report 
suggests.  Living in a disablist society affects disabled learners' confidence 
while in school and their career outlook after Higher Education.  It is hoped 
that Aimhigher South Yorkshire and practitioners will take the lead in 
addressing the ills of disablism and encourage more disabled learners to 
have their sights on Higher Education and future employment.       
 
 
5.1   It is recommended that Aimhigher South Yorkshire programme 
 providers: 
 
5.1.1  be made aware of practices and procedures in all sectors of  
 education to ensure accessible learning environments for disabled  
 students. 
 
5.1.2 increase awareness about disabled students in Higher Education  

through marketing materials. 
 
5.1.3 continue to disseminate the importance of DDA to all staff in all 
 sectors of education to challenge against discrimination faced by  
 disabled students.    
 
5.1.4  look into the need for further research in parental involvement in a  
 child's additional/disabled support needs. 
 
5.1.5 look into the need for researching the intermingling of disability with   
 'race' and ethnicity in both FE and HE sectors.  As evidenced in this  
 report (section 4.1), it is difficult to identify and diagnose a student  
 with a specific learning difficulty, like dyslexia, when they are a non-
 native English speaker. 
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5.1.6 increase publicity delineating and defining disabilities.  This could  
help inform aspiring students about whether or not they are entitled 
to Disabled Students' Allowances.  A few of the respondents in this 
study expressed discomfort in identifying themselves as being 
disabled.  It is evidenced that students did not perceive their 
conditions falling under the umbrella of disability.  As a result of their 
attitudes, they were not able to acquire Disabled Students' 
Allowances until later in their second or third year in HE.    

 
5.1.7 look into the need for research to explore the benefits of group work  

in aiding transition FE-to-HE transitions.  Many respondents 
expressed positive attitudes towards group work during their first 
weeks in HE.  This enabled them to establish friendships throughout 
their HE experience.      

 
5.1.8 call for project proposal to collect life histories of mature disabled  

students in Higher Education.  Most mature students who took part 
in this study recently discovered that they have dyslexia.  Exploring 
their lives was very insightful as it showed the extent of disablism 
throughout their experiences in education, as well as working lives.  
 

5.1.9 disseminate individual case studies, which appear in Appendix of  
 this report, by producing leaflets to hand out to disabled learners to  
 raise awareness and aspirations of Higher Education.  These 
 leaflets could be modelled after the Aimhigher South Yorkshire 
 Graduation Project postcard-sized leaflets.           
 
 
5.2   It is recommended that practitioners (in all instances): 
 
5.2.1 be aware of the social model of disability, with an acknowledgement  

that 'we' are the 'social'.  It is not 'them' who discriminate.  'We', 
ourselves, may 'unwittingly' or unknowingly perpetuate structures of 
disability discrimination (institutional disablism).   

 
5.2.2 keep informed of disability issues through training and raising  

awareness.   
 
5.2.3 be able to recognise specific learning difficulties (SpLD).  Some  

respondents with dyslexia and their parents have commented that 
an earlier assessment of their disabilities would have been beneficial. 
Therefore, a call for more resources to increase early identification 
of SpLDs is essential. 

 
5.2.4 ensure there is an institutional procedure for seeking an assessment  

determining whether or not a student has a specific learning difficulty 
(SpLD).  

 
5.2.5  consider using role models to inform young disabled learners of the  
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possibilities of Higher Education.  Establishing role models for 
disabled learners would be helpful to raise HE awareness and 
aspirations.  Role models can share their testimonies of how they 
achieved in HE. 
 

5.2.6  reach out to parents with children with disabilities as they make lack  
awareness of the possibilities of their children pursuing Higher 
Education.  Some students have commented that their parents 
lacked this knowledge.  For instance, one respondent indicated that 
her parents did not save money for her to go to university because 
they never thought she would due to her dyslexia.   

 
5.2.7 increase awareness of alternative paths into Higher Education to  

disabled learners (e.g. residential access courses).     
 
5.2.8  consider the possibilities of creating an environment which enables  
 one to feel secure about disclosing disability in either FE and HE.    
 One respondent described her nursing course as having a culture of 
 openness to disclose without any fear of backlash.    
 
5.2.9 increase awareness of the Disabled Students' Allowances and  

additional funding mechanisms.  This is significant, especially for 
students who are uncertain about their disabilities.  Moreover, this 
information can be beneficial to parents as well, helping them to 
make choices about their child's education. 

 
5.2.10 raise awareness of Open Days in HEIs.  Perhaps, a specific Open  

Day for disabled learners interested in pursuing HE could be 
established at FECs or HEIs.  This could ensure that disabled 
learners who attend Open Days will acquire specialist knowledge of 
additional/disabled support along with having the opportunity to meet 
other students.    
 

5.2.11 create a sense of acceptance of the idea that pursuing HE or going  
to university does not necessarily mean having to move away from 
home. 

 
5.2.12 establish a mentoring programme similar to South Yorkshire  
 Aimhigher Impact, where students with disabilities are mentored  
 career-wise by an already established professional with a disability.   
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To obtain further copies of this publication or the full Research Report 
incorporating the Executive Summary and Case Studies, or for any other 
queries, please contact: Aimhigher South Yorkshire, 48 Howard Street, City 
Campus, Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield, S1 2LX (Telephone) 0114 
225 2935 (Email) aimhigher.sy@shu.ac.uk 
 
The report is displayed as 3 separate documents - Executive Summary, 
Main Report, Case Studies - on the website for Aimhigher Yorkshire and 
Humber region at http://www.aimhigheryandh.co.uk 
Follow the links through these sections  >Across the Region>South 
Yorkshire>Promotional Material and Resources 
 
The following related publications are also available from Aimhigher South 
Yorkshire and can be viewed on the regional website. 
 
"Disability Terminology" leaflet 
 
"Disability Terminology and Information" booklet 
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