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This executive summary is based on an undergraduate dissertation (Wigley, 2016) 

that used qualitative research to investigate the various power relationships that 

students are involved in as they access reasonable adjustments for a disability. This 

executive summary is not a condensed version of this dissertation, but a summary of 

the points that are likely to be most useful for informing policy.  

 

With special thanks to my supervisor Dr Kim McKee, Dr Matthew Sothern and 

especially to each and every one of the students who shared their experiences with 

me. I am incredibly honoured and privileged that you trusted me with your stories, 

and I hope that I have done them justice here.   

Key Findings 

1. Disabled students often have to repeatedly justify their needs for reasonable 

adjustments by convincing gatekeepers that their need is genuine. 

2. Disabled students are disadvantaged through a pressure to conform to the 

able-bodied paradigm of education. They often attempt to minimise the impact 

of their disability on their studies rather than access reasonable adjustments.  
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3. The categorisation of disability is often unclear for both students and staff, and 

a disabled identity is often difficult to establish for those with invisible 

disabilities, especially those relating to mental health.   

Recommendations and Further Research: 

1. Clearer information for staff and students about disability and reasonable 

adjustments: 

There was a large variation in how the students, and the staff members they 

encountered, understood what disability is and what the rights of disabled students 

are. This research has revealed that rights to reasonable adjustments are often 

mediated by academic staff who have no equalities training. Thus, empowerment 

and education of disabled students will have limited success without staff training.  

2. A culture shift towards acceptance, embracing diversity and prioritising 

health. 

Further research is required in order to investigate the most effective way of ensuring 

that disabled students do not feel the need to choose between their studies and their 

health. Some disability scholars (for example, see Goodley, 2011; Adams & Holland, 

2006) have advocated for an inclusive education system that offers choice and 

flexibility to all students; which could not only alleviate the stigma towards some 

adjustments, but also ensure that all students can choose the learning and 

assessment methods that suit their learning style.  

3. A substantial review of how reasonable adjustments are delivered 

Participants in this research were registered with disability services and had already 

undergone a full needs assessment.  However, their accounts highlight the ways in 

which the reasonable adjustments they are legally entitled to are more often seen as 

exceptions to the rule that need continuous justification. This puts enormous 

pressure on the students to behave in specific ways and have the social capital to 

convince academic staff that their needs are genuine. Further research is needed in 

order to establish the most effective way of ensuring that all students have access to 

their rights in accordance with equalities legislation  

 

Research Overview 
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The overall aim of this research was to investigate how students experienced the 

process of accessing reasonable adjustments, and thus how this aspect of the 

Equalities Act (2010) works in practise.  Eleven semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with participants who had registered with disability services at a 

prestigious Scottish university.  The participants involved do not provide a 

representative sample of disabled students: they had already gained access to a 

competitive university, and were mainly students with long term physical and/or 

mental illnesses. Instead, they provide a detailed insight into the everyday 

experiences of particular students. Analysis of this qualitative data revealed that 

students’ access to reasonable adjustments was meditated by gatekeepers. In this 

way, certain individuals, usually academic teaching staff with a managerial role, had 

the power to grant or deny access to reasonable adjustments. This report focuses on 

the students’ experiences of gatekeepers and the various factors that influenced the 

gatekeepers’ willingness to grant reasonable adjustments. 

 

Gatekeepers and Facilitators 

Figure 1 illustrates just some of the variation in the experiences of arranging 

reasonable adjustments for participants in this study. The quote from Matt (figure 1) 

refers to the power of the director of teaching to revoke a disciplinary action, which 

he had automatically incurred because he missed classes due to illness. This 

particular action would have resulted in him failing the class, and possibly ended his 

university career. Although the Equalities Act (2010) offers all students protection 

from disciplinary measures that arise due to a disability (Equality Challenge Unit, 

2012), Matt’s access to this right was mediated by an academic who had no training 

in disability or equality legislation. In this way, the waiving of a disciplinary action 

was not viewed as a right that disabled students are entitled to in order to 

prevent discrimination, but an exception to the rule that must be justified by 

the student. Importantly, this justification required students to disclose their disability 

to the staff members involved, with mixed reactions and results.  
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The requirement to justify requests for reasonable adjustments was a recurrent 

theme in the data. For the participants in this study, justification was dependent on 

their credibility as a good student, their disabled identity, the staff member’s 

understanding of disability and their relationship with the student.  Furthermore, the 

participants often directly linked these conditions to their ease of access to 

reasonable adjustments.  

  

Figure 1: The variability of support 

Erm, cos I work close with the staff, they knew who I was and I think, it’s also something that 

they saw me as hard working. When you know, you say things like, ‘oh I’m struggling’ they kind 

of got that it‐ maybe that it was real‐, not like, they thought I was faking it, trying to get 

extensions but like, that they see it as real 

* 
But if your just, maybe if you’re a quiet student or something who doesn’t really speak up in 

class, erm, I mean one your less likely to go and ask for help. And number two, people aren’t 

really, oh I’m not saying that people won’t listen to you, but, that’s just, they might not know 

you as much, it’s just difficult to say. 

Jane, a final year student with depression 
***** 

 This, it feels like this is their argument to everything, as far as timing goes, is your already doing 

a lower credit load, you should be able to do this. 

Sarah, a third year student with fibromyalgia 
***** 

I had to simultaneously prove it [my bowel disease] existed and justify being off because of it, 

which was rather horrible, when it’s something that I’ve taken for granted for so long that it’s 

something that people will understand, it’s suddenly quite difficult to find someone who 

doesn’t (laughs). 

* 
In the end, he [the director of teaching] said that, he sent an email about four days after that 

decision saying, if you get, erm, a letter from your Doctor, I will consider revoking it [the 

disciplinary action]. 
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Credibility as a Good Student 

As Jane reflects in figure 1, the perception of her as hard working made it easier for 

her to convince staff in the department that her need for support and reasonable 

adjustments was genuine. In this way, her identity as a hard working student made it 

easier for others to understand her disability as real and significantly impacting her 

ability to work. In this way, her identity as a good student became tied to her 

identity as a disabled student. 

The requirement to be a good student was not only used as a tool by gatekeepers of 

reasonable adjustments, but it was also played out in the student’s lives, as they 

worked to minimise the impact of their health on their studies. This often left them 

with conflicting priorities as they juggled the needs of their health with the 

requirements of university. The quotes from Lauren and Emma in figure 2 are just 

two examples of how the participants in this study avoided accessing reasonable 

adjustments (such as extensions or time off) through careful management of their 

own health and studies. In this way, the onus was on the students to ensure that 

they fit into the existing educational paradigm. As the quotes from Lauren and John 

Figure 2: Balancing health and university 

So, I mean if I wouldn’t have been motivated to do it, I wouldn’t have been able to do it, 

because there are weeks that I do a lot with my course mates and my flatmates and 

everything and then there are weeks where I just basically study and sleep, study and sleep, so 

you have to be quite motivated to, to do it. 

Emma, a postgraduate student with a neurological condition 

***** 
I’m actually really good at managing my time. If I’m feeling really low one day and I just can’t 

get out of bed and I don’t see anybody and I just stay in bed all day, I will be like, okay, well, 

and if for example the next day I’m feeling a bit better, I’ll be like, okay well I’ve got this to do, 

this to do, this to do, this is the time I’ve got to do it in, this is when I can do it. Cos I’ve never 

had a problem with meeting a deadline. There’s sometimes my work’s not been done to the 

best of my ability. 

Lauren, a third year student with mental health problems 

***** 
Once I did an all‐nighter and had a seizure the next morning. Definitely shouldn’t do an all‐

nighter –for lab report. Should have, and could have asked for an extension, finding work 

schedule too tight, couldn’t stay up and do hours that everyone else did. Felt unfair to ask for 

extension because I hadn’t managed my time well enough. 

John, third year student with epilepsy [Interviewer notes] 
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show in figure 2, this led students to accept disadvantages or health risks, in order to 

submit work according to pre-arranged deadlines. This highlights the relational, 

social and institutional nature of disability (Imrie, 2001). For example, John’s 

experience at university was not only dependent on the characteristics of his 

epilepsy, but about how his epilepsy fits within an environment that prioritises 

meeting assessment deadlines over healthy working practices. This supports 

existing research on education and disability, which highlights the disabling nature of 

the education system (Goodley, 2011) and advocates for more flexible learning, 

teaching and assessment methods (Adams & Holland, 2006). 

The categorisation of Disability: 

Data from this research supports existing work that claims identity issues are a 

barrier to students’ access to reasonable adjustments (for example, see Lightner et 

al, 2012; Markshak et al 2010). However, it does not support the idea that this is 

mainly due to individual’s reluctance to access disability support due to a desire to 

avoid the stigma of a disabled identity. Almost half of the participants reflected on 

how difficult it is to identify what actually counts as a disability. As Jane’s and 

Figure 3: Categorising disability

I mean, to say I was disabled, to say, it just seems, just a big step, like it wasn’t, it was just me being 

like slightly abnormal, like feeling down, more often than most people to, to me that’s not, the 

bigger step to a disability 

Jane, a final year student with depression 

***** 
An actually disability is quite normal. I think we start to assume that it isn’t. Partly due to the 

wording of it, like, it feels like something where you should be totally disabled, not, it doesn’t seem 

to come in parts at all. 

* 
I’m still working my arse off, I just need a little bit more sleep at night than most people and the 

occasional day off, an, that to some people, yes, it’s an adjustment, but why is she getting that, she 

looks fine. 

Sarah, a third year student with fibromyalgia 
***** 

Interviewer: do you think then there’s a difference between how mental health’s perceived and 

how physical illness is perceived? 

Definitely. And also invisible illnesses. I have a friend with fibromyalgia, and she’s in chronic agony 

all the time, but she doesn’t look like she’s disabled, she’s not in a wheelchair or anything, she can 

walk down the street and smile and pretend like it’s fine, but she’s constantly in pain. And it’s, 

people are like, well why can’t you do this and why can’t you do that, and why are you behaving in 

a certain way, you know. And it’s just because, people have a tendency to, if they can’t see 

something they don’t believe that it’s real. And I think that’s changing, a lot, because more people 

are being diagnosed with mental health problems and more people are talking about it 
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Sarah’s quotes reveal, identification as disabled hinges on a belief that your own 

experience is substantially different from normal. Their reflections are supported by 

the terminology in the Equalities Act (2010), which defines disability as a long term 

impairment that negatively impacts on an individual’s ability to carry out day to day 

activities. Thus, the legal definition of disability hinges on a comparison to an 

undefined ‘normal’ and ‘unimpaired’ body. This caused problems for the participants 

in this study, as they struggled to identify their own experiences as substantially 

different.  

This confusion not only affects how the individuals viewed themselves, but also how 

others viewed them and the severity of their disability. This was particularly true for 

those with invisible and/or mental health conditions, as the participants reflected on 

the ways that our perception of the severity of a disability is connected to our ability 

to see and understand it.  

 

Conclusion 

The participants in this study described having to convince others of their needs for 

reasonable adjustments through a willingness to talk openly about their disability, 

their relationship with the academic involved, and their appearance as a hard 

working student. This put additional pressure and strain on students to ensure 

that they act in the right way in order to access reasonable adjustments. In 

addition, the students highlighted differences in the perception of in/visible disabilities 

and physical and mental health conditions.  Most of the participants mentioned how 

being viewed and perceived as healthy and able-bodied from the outside made it 

more difficult for people to comprehend their disability or illness. These differences 

in how various debilitating conditions are viewed and understood are 

particularly important when students face gatekeepers to reasonable 

adjustments who lack training on what counts as a disability and what rights 

disabled people have under the legislation. Furthermore, the participants 

described avoiding accessing reasonable adjustments and working hard to minimise 

the impact of their health on their studies, often risking their short or long term well-

being and compromising their ability to perform to the best of their ability. 

Conforming to the able-bodied paradigm of education was not only self-
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imposed, but it was also required in order to ensure that gatekeepers took 

their requests for reasonable adjustments seriously. 
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