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Do you have any comments about any unintended consequences of the proposed strategy or the priorities set out within it, for example for particular types of providers, particular groups of students, or for individuals on the basis of their protected characteristics?

Our education service at Thomas Pocklington Trust regularly hears from blind and partially sighted students who are struggling to access their university education. We support these students though our education team with information, advice and guidance. 

We hear similar stories from the university students we support – they are simply not getting access to the support they are entitled to in education environments which are often not accessible. 

Steps to ensure settings are inclusive by design, such as through the provision of accessible learning materials (as is a statutory responsibility), the recording or lectures and the implementation of learning support plans are currently lacking. This can leave students locked out of their education. For blind and partially sighted students inaccessible learning materials and a lack of adjustment can simply leave them locked out of their education. 

Universities can be slow to put support in place and there is a lack of accountability amongst academic staff to implement reasonable adjustments recommended by disability services. Overlaid with this is a complex and slow Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) process, which students are often not aware of until they have started their university course. We also know that University student support services are under increasing pressure, with ever stretched resources and increasing caseloads. 

The disabled student experience is masked by relatively high attainment. Students are achieving, but this is in spite of failures. There must be more accountability for the sector to the Equalities Act (2010).

“My journey to uni also wasn’t the easiest because I was originally going to go to another uni. I changed my mind a few weeks before I got my results though because the original uni had just said to me, ‘oh, the support’s not going to be in place in time, you’ll have to do your lectures and stuff from your room.’ And I was like, no, I don’t want to do that! That was one of the main reasons why I switched to the uni that I’m at now and honestly, that was the best decision I’ve ever made, especially now, I’m doing independent living during term time. But it also meant that there was a bit of a rush to get everything in place.” Sarah, Blind or partially sighted student

The situation for disabled students must become a priority for the sector and we encourage OfS to take further steps in its work to ensure this happens. We already hear from students who are having to put their studies on hold, or suspend their studies entirely because support is not there. 

We ask OfS to:
· Consider how it can use its regulatory powers to ensure that universities are complying with the Equality Act, in respect to disabled students. 
· Consider how it can better use its regulatory framework to capture the experiences of disabled students to support enhancement.
· Consider how the Disabled Student Commitment can be used to move the sector towards more inclusive practice. 
· Hear directly from disabled students about their experiences, including students with low incidence disabilities such as vision impairment. 

 “I think it’s fair to say that higher education for blind and partially sighted people in the UK is not where it should be.” BPS Student 

‘BPS people with a degree or higher, still only have the same chance of getting a job as someone with no qualifications in the general population.’ RNIB (Employment status and sight loss 2017 | RNIB | RNIB) We are calling on the government to make the Disabled Student Commitment mandatory for Higher Education Providers
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