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Abstract 
 

This thesis uses critical realist methodology to analyse the experience of 

academics of providing support for students with disabilities. It is presented in 

the context of a global rise in the numbers of students declaring a disability. In 

England, the government response to this increase has been to reduce state 

funding for students and confer more responsibility for inclusive practices on to 

individual universities, citing the social model of disability. Using two critical 

realist frameworks to analyse the experiences of academics, this thesis 

explores how far the institutions’ responsibilities have fallen on to individual 

lecturers, how the current culture of support impacts students with disabilities, 

and how effective the social model is as a policy for including students with 

disabilities in a marketised higher education sector. The concept of a ‘site of 

enablement’ is developed to describe the ideal systems, structures and 

practices in institutions that assure equality and inclusion for persons with 

disabilities. A laminated critical realist framework analyses the potential site of 

enablement at two universities through qualitative interviews of academics, to 

reveal hidden structural obstacles to inclusive equality that would not come to 

light through the learner-centred social model approach of current policy. This 

research is important because it provides an alternative framework within which 

to analyse equality and inclusion in institutions and foregrounds the academic 

voice as a significant source of knowledge of absences in the potential site of 

enablement of universities. 
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Chapter 1. INTRODUCTION 
 

This research was born out of my experience of tutoring higher education 

students with dyslexia and other specific learning difficulties, at a time when 

policy changes in the form of cuts to Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) were 

being implemented. DSA was introduced in 1990 (BIS 2014) as state funded 

financial support for individual students to meet any additional costs of higher 

education resulting from disabilities and to therefore facilitate equal participation 

with their non-disabled peers (Lewthwaite, 2014). It is a non-repayable, non-

means tested benefit, originally provided by local authorities but now centralised 

to Student Finance England and the devolved governments under Student 

Awards Agency Scotland, Student Finance Wales and Student Finance NI 

(Northern Ireland) and is available to UK nationals with a disability studying a 

higher education course in the UK. Riddell, Tinklin and Wilson (2005) suggest 

that before the introduction of DSA the option of higher education was denied to 

most people with disabilities and those who were able to access university were 

reliant on the benevolence of staff: “the general assumption was that university 

was not the place for disabled people” (Riddell, Tinklin and Wilson, 2005, 

p.626).  

 

DSA policy is important because the numbers of students in higher education in 

the UK declaring a disability on their application has risen continuously over the 

last twelve years with those students declaring a diagnosis of dyslexia and other 

specific learning difficulties such as dyspraxia and attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD) being the largest group, followed by students declaring mental 

health conditions (Hubble and Bolton, 2021). The University and College 

Admissions Service (UCAS) reported that 12.6 percent of applicants who 

accepted university offers in 2019 had declared a disability on their application. 

This is a rise from 6.5% in 2010, with the numbers declaring mental ill health 

increasing by 19.2% in the same time frame (UCAS, 2019). The UCAS (2019) 

data is based on accepted applications and therefore excludes those acquiring 

a disability while at university or declaring an impairment after starting their 

course. It is known that people with disabilities in the general population are 
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significantly less likely to go on to higher education than people without 

disabilities (DSSLG, 2017; Holmes, 2022) but those who do go to university are 

reported to have worse outcomes than students without disabilities because 

they are less likely to complete their course. Those who graduate are less likely 

to receive a first class or upper second degree, to have good employment 

outcomes or go on to further study (BIS, 2016; DSSLG, 2017; Hubble and 

Bolton, 2021; Office for Students, 2021; Holmes, 2022). 

 

In 2014, the government announced reductions in state funding for students 

with disabilities in England through tightening the eligibility criteria to DSA and 

transferring the responsibility for students with requirements that are no longer 

eligible for state support, on to individual universities. This transfer was explicit 

in the Department for Business, Innovation and skills (BIS) (2014, p.5) 

statement: “We are proposing changes to the DSAs funding support based on 

the expectation that higher education institutions will more consistently meet 

their obligations to provide reasonable adjustments.” The response of Higher 

Education Institutions (HEIs) to these changes are to declare an aspiration 

towards the social model of disability in their disability policies (Rodger et al. 

2015; Williams et al. 2015; Williams et al., 2019; Office for Students, 2019) with 

the Office for Students (OfS), the public body responsible for higher education 

and reporting to the Department of Education claiming: “The social model of 

disability is widely accepted as the most effective way that universities and 

colleges can respond to the needs of disabled students” (OfS, 2019, p.4). The 

social model of disability emerged in the 1970s in response by disability 

activists to a medical model that appeared to blame individuals for their 

impairments (Oliver, 2013). By contrast, the social model claims that disability is 

socially constructed by barriers in society rather than by the impairments of 

individuals (Oliver, 2013). The focus of the social model is on holding society 

responsible for removing barriers to participation of people with disabilities. The 

methods being pursued in the ambition for a social model approach in higher 

education and promoted by government guidance for HEIs (Disabled Student 

Sector Leadership Group (DSSLG), 2017), are to modify resources, academic 

support, and teaching with the aspiration that they will be accessible to all 

students and therefore reduce the requirements for individual adjustments. The 
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DSSLG (2017, p.3) (now the Disabled Students’ Commission) explicitly cites the 

social model as the driver for the “universal adoption of inclusive teaching and 

practice.”  

 

A critical perspective on the social model of disability provides the backdrop to 

my research because, despite inherent weaknesses widely discussed in the 

national and international literature (Gustavsson, 2004; Stein, 2007; Degener, 

2014; Beckett and Campbell, 2015; Shakespeare, 2018; Goodley, 2018; 

Waddington and Broderick, 2018), the social model is being cited across 

existing literature (Bunbury, 2019; Morina and Orozco, 2021; Lopez-Gavira, 

Orozco and Domenech, 2021) and government guidance and university policies 

as the solution for reducing inequalities in higher education at the same time as 

being the justification for the funding cuts above (Rodger et al. 2015; Williams et 

al. 2015; DSSLG, 2017; Williams et al., 2019; OfS, 2019). The background to 

the social model, its relation to international disability legislation and its 

limitations are discussed in the literature review. The use of the social model as 

a theoretical basis of disability research is critically examined for its essentialism 

in the methodology chapter while the incongruence of promoting the social 

model under the current marketisation conditions of higher education is argued 

in the discussion chapter. 

 

The role of academics is at the centre of this research because the transfer of 

responsibilities to HEIs and the promotion of “inclusive teaching and practice” 

(DSSLG 2017, p.3) in the name of the social model infers that those academics 

who teach will play a leading part in fulfilling the obligations of the institution. 

The definition of an academic, in the context of this study, is a member of staff 

employed in a “functional role” (Bhaskar and Danermark, 2006, p.289) in the 

university, who directly teaches students at any level of learning: 

undergraduate; post-graduate and doctoral students, and on any length of 

contract: temporary; casual or permanent, and for any number of hours: part-

time or full time. This may include teaching only or teaching and research 

contracts. The vulnerability of the academic role (McLean, 2006; Giroux, 2014) 

alongside the effects of the marketisation agenda, is discussed in the literature 

review and includes the increasing casualisation of the academic workforce 
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(Lopes and Dewan, 2015; University and College Union (UCU), 2016), increase 

in workload (Locke, Whitchurch, Smith and Mazenod, 2016), and higher 

associated risks of mental ill-health among staff (Guthrie, Lichten, Van Belle, 

Ball et al., 2017). My claim in this thesis is that there is a gap between 

government expectations of the implementation of DSA policy changes, using 

the social model approach (OfS, 2020b, n.p.) and changes to teaching practice, 

and the experiences of teaching staff of being able to fulfil those expectations. 

Also, without considerations of the academic role, the policy is unlikely to meet 

the needs of students, as indicated in the report by Roger et al., (2015, p.78), 

that seventy-five percent of students with specific learning difficulties 

“expressed disappointment about the lack of support they received from 

teaching staff.” The literature review describes the paradox experienced by 

students who are positioned as “student-consumers” (McCaig, 2015, p.13) on 

one hand but also risk inadequate services because of the marketisation 

agenda and DSA cuts on the other. This was one of the inspirations for this 

research. The discussion chapter considers the effects on the rights of students 

of the responsibilities of the HEI being carried by individual academics.  

 

This research is focused on revealing new knowledge by exploring the part 

academics who teach play in practice, in implementing the increasing 

responsibilities conferred on universities since the DSA policy changes above. 

Literature suggests that individual academics are pivotal to the accessibility of 

students (Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus, 2020; Hove, Schippers and Bakker, 

2018) and in the UK academics have a will to do the best they can for students 

without the practical tools with which to do so (Kendall, 2018). This study 

confirms that they are often the first point of contact for students and work at the 

point of delivery of disability policy and so are an important source of knowledge 

about systemic issues, success factors and potential barriers that students face. 

Therefore, the academic perspective is an important lens within which to 

analyse accessibility in higher education. The following table provides a 

summary in each column of the position of government/HEIs, academics who 

teach and students with disability in the arguments of this thesis and confirms 

the claim that academics who teach are central to government policy decisions 

on the support of students:  
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Government/HEIs 
 

Academics who teach Students with 
Disabilities 

Have reduced DSA 
support. 
 
 
Have transferred 
responsibility for disability 
equality to HEIs. 
 
Promotes the social model 
of disability through 
‘Inclusive teaching and 
learning’ agenda.  
 
 
Promotes the 
marketisation of HEIs. 

Are filling the gap in 
support of students not 
eligible for DSA. 
 
Are the first point of 
contact for students in 
HEIs. 
 
Are tasked with 
implementing the social 
model approach through 
‘Inclusive teaching and 
learning’ agenda. 
 
Are under increasing 
pressure: workload; 
casualisation; 
performative culture and 
other marketisation 
effects. 
 

Experience reduced 
eligibility to DSA. 
 
Are reliant on academics 
as first point of contact. 
 
Are experiencing policy of 
reduced individual 
adjustments.  
 
Are experiencing policy of 
‘inclusive teaching and 
learning’ agenda. 
 
Risk of student consumer/ 
reduced services paradox 
and erosion of rights. 
 

 
Figure 1: Summary of the role of the main stakeholders in this research. 

 

In exploring the gap between government/HEI expectations and the ability of 

teaching staff of being able to fulfil them, it is important to consider the reasons 

why academics might be complicit in trying to meet those expectations. In 

chapter four ‘Findings 1 – Individual Academic Values, Decisions and Risk’ the 

role of values in the willingness of academics to take on the responsibility of 

supporting students is analysed. The values of the academics in the study are 

explained and conceptualised in chapter three according to the “theory of 

personal values” of Schwartz (1992) drawing on the work of Roccas and Sagiv 

(2017). This classified ten values that are commonly held across cultures and 

identified the motivational goals or actions resulting from those values. The 

values of academics, and their motivational goals, are then analysed using a 

linear critical realist methodology based on Fletcher (2017, p.185) in chapter 

four which identified patterns in the data, or ‘demi-regularities’, and then 

analysed these against existing theories to find credible explanations. My 
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analysis suggests that the mechanism of ‘blurred boundaries’ between 

academia and student services allows the causal powers of altruistic values of 

academics to lead them to act autonomously in the support of students despite 

the negative emotional impacts, lack of knowledge and other absences which 

are revealed in chapter five: ‘Findings 2 – The Site of Enablement.’  

 

 Chapter five proposes that universities should be a site of enablement for 

students with disabilities. The ‘site of enablement’ is a concept that developed 

through analysing and theorising the data and is a subsystem within the ‘open’ 

system of higher education which, if it were working perfectly, contains all the 

components, values and relationships associated with “inclusive models of 

support” (Williams et al., 2019 p.13) for students with disabilities. These are 

comprised of, but not limited to, the institutional policies and practices, formal 

and informal within which academics work, and factors that affect students’ 

studies including those identified by Williams et al. (2019) in a 2019 report for 

the Office for Students: physical accessibility; special assessment 

arrangements; assistive technology, information systems and information 

provided to staff. However, the site of enablement also comprises of support 

functions that are still funded by DSA but may or may not be provided directly 

by the institution such as “specialist mentors, specialist one-to-one study skills 

support…British sign language interpreters (BSL)…” (Holmes, 2022, p.20). Also 

included are those functions that have explicitly been transferred to universities 

through the withdrawal of DSA as described above such as: support assistants 

for library, laboratory, study and exams; readers; scribes; proof-readers; and 

notetakers as well as specialist accommodation (BIS, 2015). These functions 

might be changed, diluted, or rolled into other roles depending on the decisions 

of the individual institution. The assumption that prompted this research is that 

the exterior, named and identified support functions of the university, described 

in the examples above which are the common objects of policy and practice 

discussions, are not the totality of supports required for equality in universities, 

but my view is that there are a range of additional attributes and relationships 

making up the potential site of enablement that are experienced by academics 

and effect students but are hidden. Using critical realist principles, the concept 

of the ideal ‘site of enablement,’ is analysed as an object with substantial 
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relations to higher education, and exists whether, or not staff, students or 

parents are aware of it.  

An outcome of this research is the development of an innovative critical realist 

framework, demonstrated in chapter five, with which to analyse the structures, 

practices, and processes of the site of enablement, through the experiences of 

academics. This framework is based on a model by Bhaskar and Danemark 

(2006) in their study of disability and on Brown’s (2009) study of a learning 

environment. This potential site of enablement is analysed at seven different 

levels, or laminations: 1. Physical, 2. Biological, 3. Psychological, 4. Psycho-

social, 5. Socio-economic, 6. Cultural, 7. Normative/Inclusive Pedagogy. Each 

level is analysed for factors which academics would expect to find in an 

enabling environment but are absent, described in critical realist terms as 

causal mechanisms in the form of absences. This in-depth study of absences 

contributes new knowledge to the benefit of both students with disabilities and 

teaching staff because once absences are identified they can provide an 

understanding of what needs to change to allow the ideal site of enablement to 

function. Also, the benefit of using this critical realist laminated framework is that 

it can accommodate any number of possible theoretical explanations for the 

events highlighted and absences revealed at each level, including the social 

model if appropriate, but it is not limited to using one theoretical approach.  

 

This study takes a broad definition of ‘disability’ following the views of Bhaskar 

and Danermark (2006) and based on the concept of “relative interactionism” 

(Gustavsson, 2004, p.63) where “a phenomenon like disability is differently 

understood from different perspectives” (Gustavsson, 2004, p.64). It also 

recognises that in practice ‘disability’ is an interaction between the individual, 

social, psychological, biological and contextual factors as denoted by the World 

health Organisation (2015, p.1): 

“…this action plan uses “disability” as an umbrella term for impairments,  
activity limitations and participation restrictions, denoting the negative 
aspects of the interaction between an individual (with a health condition) 
and that individual’s contextual (environmental and personal) factors. 
Disability is neither simply a biological nor a social phenomenon”. 
 

Definitions of disability are discussed further in the Methodology chapter. The 

terminology used in this thesis is ‘person first’ terminology such as ‘student with 
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disabilities’ or ‘person with disabilities.’ However, I recognise that terminology is 

subjective (Klentz, 2020) and this choice may be controversial to some disabled 

people where ‘identity-first’ language such as ‘disabled person’, ‘disabled 

student’ is often preferred within the disabled community (Klentz, 2020). 

However, as a non-disabled researcher I have chosen to respectfully follow the 

lead of terminology used in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities. 

 

The literature review outlines the socio-political context of the research, both 

national and international. It also explains the significance of policies that 

promote the social model of disability and outlines the position of students and 

academics in this context. The methodology chapter details the critical realist 

theory underpinning this research and describes twenty semi-structured 

interviews from two universities and the associated methods used in the study. 

There are two findings’ chapters demonstrating the two different applications of 

critical realism in practice as described above. An overview of the findings in 

relation to the research questions are presented in the discussion chapter.  

 

This research is important internationally because the increase in the numbers 

of students with disabilities attending higher education and the role of 

academics in their support is not limited to the UK and DSA policies. The 

combination of the international massification of higher education, where 

enrolment has reached over fifty percent in some countries (Altbach, Reisberg, 

and Wit, 2017), and the equal rights to participation of persons with disabilities 

in education conferred by international legislation in the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNDESA, 2006), has 

provided the conditions for a global increase in the numbers of students with 

disabilities attending higher education (Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus, 2018; 

Boeltzig-Brown, 2017; Majoko, 2018; Riddell, 2016; Bell and Swart, 2018; 

Yssel, Pak and Beilke, 2016; Kermit and Holiman, 2018).  The centrality of 

academics to the experience of students worldwide is highlighted by the 

example of lack of disability awareness, knowledge, and training by staff which 

researchers found to be a problem in: Japan (Boeltzig-Brown, 2017); Zimbabwe 

(Majoko, 2018); Egypt (Lord and Stein, 2018); South Africa (Bell and Swart, 
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2018) and the USA (Kruse and Oswal, 2018). The international context and 

relevance are considered further in the discussion chapter. 

This research set out to explore how far the responsibility of higher education 

institutions has fallen on to individual academics, the impact of those 

responsibilities on students and the efficacy of basing disability policy on the 

social model of disability. Therefore, the questions that this study is designed to 

answer are: What role do academics play in the institutional obligation of 

universities towards students with disabilities? How does the current culture of 

support impact students with disabilities, from the perspective of academics? 

How effective is the social model in supporting disabled students in the 

marketised higher education sector? These research questions are examined in 

the data analysis in chapters four and five and considered further in the 

discussion chapter. 

 

 

Chapter 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.1. Introduction 

The purpose of this literature review is to assess the socio-political context of 

the theoretical frameworks underpinning the government’s drive towards 

‘inclusive’ learning approaches in higher education (Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills (BIS) 2014) and the context of this thesis. It critically 

explores the claims in government guidance (Disabled Student Sector 

Leadership Group (DSSLG) 2017) and university strategies (Rodger et al., 

2015; Williams et al., 2019; Office for Students, 2019) of a social model 

approach to provision for students with disabilities and considers whether this is 

consistent with policies of increasing marketisation and competition (Brown and 

Carasso 2013).  

 

The social model of disability and disability rights in wider society are discussed, 

drawing on the theory of neoliberalism (Harvey 2005) and Foucault’s concepts 

of ‘governmentality’ and ‘government of the self’ (Rose 1999, Peters 2007, Ball 

2013b), to demonstrate how the social model’s Marxist origins have been 
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overpowered by neoliberal individualist ideology in current policy. Education 

policies and their effects on individual academics and disabled students are 

also considered in the context of a neoliberal and marketisation agenda. 

 

2.2. The Social Model of Disability 

The social model of disability has been a central concept in the disability rights 

agenda in the UK since the 1970’s following the publication in 1976 of the 

Fundamental Principles of Disability by the Union of the Physically Impaired 

Against Segregation (UPIAS) (Barnes and Mercer, 2010; Oliver and Barnes, 

2012; Oliver, 2013; Owens, 2015; Terzi, 2004; Tregaskis, 2002). UPIAS was an 

overtly political protest organisation and proposed “various kinds of action in 

support of disabled people’s struggles” (UPIAS 1976, no page). The aims of 

UPIAS were not only to campaign for people with impairments to receive all the 

state resources they needed to “participate fully in society…” and “realise their 

full potential” (UPIAS 1976, no page) but to regain power over their own lives. 

Its purpose was to coordinate ‘disabled people’ as a movement to campaign for 

their own issues, uniting people with impairments, originally physical, behind 

collective action against socially constructed barriers to participation.  

The ‘British social model’ or ‘Strong social model’ (Shakespeare 2014, p.1) was 

further developed in a seminal work by Oliver in 1990 (updated with Colin 

Barnes in 2012) to challenge the prevailing ‘personal tragedy’ theory of 

disability:  

“In short, we would suggest that the central thrust of the individual model 
is to cast disability as a personal tragedy where the person with an 
impairment has a health or social problem that must be prevented, 
treated or cured” (Oliver and Barnes, 2012, p.20). 
 

Oliver (1990) claimed that the ‘individual model’ or ‘medical model’ described 

above was the result of an oppressive capitalist system which segregated 

individuals according to their economic productivity and stigmatised individuals 

with impairments as victims of a medical problem and therefore the cause of 

their own exclusion.  The ‘big idea’ of the social model (Oliver 2013, p.1024) 

separated the concept of ‘disability’ from individual impairments and attributed 

the causes of disability to disabling barriers in society. ‘Disabled people’ were 

considered oppressed by the forces of capitalism (Oliver, 1990) and unique to 
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the British social model, ‘disability’ was synonymous with social oppression 

(Shakespeare and Watson, 2002) such that to be disabled was to be socially 

oppressed. Since the 1970’s social model campaigners have been successful in 

driving national equality legislation, securing anti-discrimination rights for 

disabled people, and have gone some way in changing public attitudes towards 

disability (Thomas, 1999). 

 

Oliver was explicit in his call to ‘disabled people’ to resist the subjugation of the 

individual model and to “construct their own alternatives” (Oliver, 1990, p.1). 

The alternative that emerged was the social model of disability, but Oliver and 

Barnes (2012, p.165 citing Peters, Gabel and Symeonidou 2009, p.544) 

acknowledge that the social model should not be thought of as a social theory 

but that it “has been particularly useful as a tool in that it raises awareness of 

oppression – a critical first step needed in order to challenge oppression 

through action”. Swain, French and Cameron (2003, p.4), reflecting UPIAS 

(1976), describe the fundamental principle of the social model as a political 

device for “social change.” These views support Beckett and Campbell’s (2015, 

p.270) assertion, citing the ideas of Brian Holmes (2007), that the core value of 

the social model is as an “oppositional device.” This reflects the Foucauldian 

view of ‘power’ not as an object but as a relationship between antagonists that 

is shaped by the process of ‘resistance:’   

“It consists of taking the forms of resistance against different forms of 
power as a starting point. To use another metaphor, it consists of using 
this resistance as a chemical catalyst so as to bring to light power 
relations, locate their position, and find out their point of application and 
the methods used”. (Foucault 1982, p.780). 
 

Therefore, Beckett and Campbell’s (2015) depiction of the social model as an 

“oppositional device” above reinforces its original purpose described in 

Foucauldian terms (Foucault 1982, p.780) as a “form of resistance,” drawing 

attention to the unequal ‘power relations’ in society which cause people with 

impairments to be disadvantaged. However, in the UK the social model has 

become less oppositional and more embedded in national policy despite the 

government signing international legislation in the form of the Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) that promotes a wider human rights 

model of disability. 
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The domestic legislation that represents the UK government’s implementation 

of the CRPD is the Equality Act 2010 (EQA). The enforcement of the EQA is 

used as the justification for reducing student eligibility to DSA, described in 

chapter one.  The CRPD was ratified in 2009 by the UK and by 184 countries to 

date (United Nations, 2022). However, the UK’s “dualist approach” to 

international treaties (Lawson and Series 2018, p.420) means that the 

ratification of the CRPD does not make it national law automatically but compels 

the government to draw up new legislation that places its international 

commitment in a domestic context, resulting in the EQA. However, Butlin (2011) 

and Waddington and Broderick (2018) claim that there is a fundamental 

difference in underpinning principles between the CRPD and the EQA.  

The CRPD is aligned to the social model of disability but reinforced by a human 

rights agenda (Butlin 2011, Degener 2016, United Nations 2018). Article 1 of 

the CRPD says:  

“Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, 
mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with 
various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society 
on an equal basis with others” [my emphasis] (United Nations 
Department for Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA 2006, p.3). 
 

The barriers argument supporting the social model emphasised in Article 1 is 

taken further by the heterogeneity and fluidity of disability recognised in the 

‘preambles’ of the CRPD: 

“e. Recognizing that disability is an evolving concept and that disability 
results from the interaction between persons with impairments and 
attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinders their full and effective 
participation in society on an equal basis with others, . . .  
i. Recognizing further the diversity of persons with disabilities”  
(UNDESA 2006, p.1). 

 

However, discussions in the Committee of the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities prior to finalising the CRPD, were against simply aligning with the 

“’pure’ social model of disability”, according to Waddington and Broderick (2018, 

p.37), as it was seen to focus on removing barriers in society but does not take 

account of individual impairments. A “human rights model of disability” 

(Waddington and Broderick, 2018, p.37) was therefore adopted by the CRPD 

which emphasises multi-layered and relational barriers between impairments 
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and the environment but also underscores the equal rights of individuals. The 

human rights principle is described explicitly in Article 1:  

to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human 
rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and to 
promote respect for their inherent dignity” (UNDESA, 2006, p.3). 

 
This principle aligns with the model of “inclusive equality” established during the 

development of the CRPD (United Nations, 2018). Prior to the CRPD, models of 

equality were based on the “formal model” (Waddington and Broderick 2018, 

p.36; United Nations, 2018, p.3) in which people were treated in the same way 

under the law and not differentiated by disability or disadvantage. This was 

followed by the “substantive model” of equality (Waddington and Broderick 

2018, p.35; United Nations 2018, p.3) in which differences are taken into 

account as well as “structural and indirect discrimination” (United Nations 2018, 

p.3) and inequalities in agency. Alternatively, in the model of “inclusive equality” 

(United Nations, 2018) the CRPD builds on ‘substantive inequality’ described 

above in what Degener (2016, p.2) calls “transformative equality” by 

incorporating rights-based principles: 

• “a fair redistributive dimension: to address socioeconomic 
disadvantages.   

• a recognition dimension: to combat stigma, stereotyping, prejudice 
and violence and to recognize the dignity of human beings and 
their intersectionality. 

• a participative dimension: to reaffirm the social nature of people as 
members of social groups and the full recognition of humanity 
through inclusion in society.  

• an accommodating dimension: to make space for difference as a 
matter of human dignity” [my emphasis] (United Nations 2018, 
p.3). 

 
A report commissioned by the United Nations High Commission on Human 

Rights, as a pre-cursor to the human rights focus of the CRPD, explored how 

the values of “dignity, autonomy, equality and solidarity” (Degener and Quin, 

2002, p.14) embedded in existing international human rights treaties could be 

applied to disability. It describes ‘dignity’ as the right of people to be valued 

based on who they are, not their contribution: “People are to be valued not just 

because they are economically or otherwise useful but because of their inherent 

self-worth” (Degener and Quin, 2002, p.14). ‘Autonomy’ refers to the right to 

freedom to make choices. In terms of disability, the report makes the point that 
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this does not mean that people’s lives should have no interventions, quite the 

opposite in that society has an obligation to “enable” those choices by providing 

the “material conditions that people with disabilities need to take control of their 

lives and live as they wish” (Degener and Quin, 2002, p.16). ‘Equality’ in the 

report refers mainly to “equality of opportunity” irrespective of difference. It 

highlights the importance of recognising and respecting differences and making 

positive interventions to open opportunities on an equal basis to others 

(Degener and Quin, 2002, p.17). The ‘solidarity’ value brings together the “civil 

and political rights” of anti-discrimination law and the “economic, social and 

cultural rights” of positive action (Degener and Quin, 2002, p.19): 

“The connections between the two sets of rights are very real and run 
deep but they become tangible in the context of disability since the 
removal of barriers through civil rights and non-discrimination law is 
clearly not enough. People with disabilities sometimes (but not always) 
require additional support”  
 

Stein (2007, p.93) describes these two strands as “first-generation” or 

“negative” rights and “second-generation” or “positive” rights. He criticises 

advocates of the social model for focusing exclusively on “first-generation” 

rights of barrier removal and anti-discrimination legislation, particularly in 

employment, and not taking a ‘holistic’ view that includes ‘positive’ “economic, 

social and cultural rights,” such as health and education factors, that enable 

equality of opportunity (Stein 2007, p.93). This is summed up by Degener and 

Quinn (2002, p.16): “It is one thing to have the ability to study astrophysics 

despite disability – it is another to be able to do so in the absence of accessible 

transportation.” Degener (2014), in her capacity as a member of the UN 

Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, stresses the difference 

between the social model and the human rights model. Reflecting an earlier 

definition by Hurst (2005, p.65) that the social model is “an analytical tool,” 

Degener (2014) asserts that the social model attempts only to explain aspects 

of disability, discrimination and oppression caused by barriers in society. 

However, it does not provide underpinning moral standards against which to 

develop policy whereas, as a significant further development of the social 

model, “the human rights model offers a roadmap for change” (Degener, 2014, 

p.26). Therefore, the focus in higher education in the UK on the social model of 

disability, means that policy is limited to barrier removal for students and 
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meeting the requirements of anti-discrimination legislation or “negative rights” 

and not on the positive’ “economic, social and cultural rights” (Stein, 2007, p.93) 

intended by the human rights model which the government committed to 

through ratification of the CRPD.  

 

The complexity of disability and the difficulty in formulating a definition was 

recognised by the CRPD in the development of the ‘human rights model of 

disability’ and the model of ‘inclusive equality’ described above and therefore 

there is no definition in the final draft (Waddington and Broderick 2018, p.55).  

The problem in defining disability is summarised by Grech (2016, p.228):  

“There are dimensions of the disability and human experience, including 
pain and wellbeing, that are not only hard to define across persons, 
cultures and places, they are well-nigh impossible to measure." 

 

The categories mentioned in Article 1 which: “include long-term physical, 

mental, intellectual or sensory impairments” (UNDESA, 2006, p.3) represent an 

inclusive and unlimited view of disability which “occurs at the moment that an 

impairment hinders an individual’s participation ‘in society’ in general” 

(Waddington and Broderick 2018, p.55). However, the legal definition that is 

influencing disability policy in the UK is defined by the EQA:  

“A person (P) has a disability if— 
(a) P has a physical or mental impairment, and 
(b) the impairment has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on P's 
ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities” (Equality Act, 2010). 

   
Further clarification is provided by the UK government website: 

 
“‘substantial’ is more than minor or trivial… ‘long-term’ means 12 months 
or more…” (UK Government, n.d.) 

 

The wording of the EQA to define disability, considering the UK’s obligations to 

the CRPD, could be deemed internationally controversial as, according to Butlin 

(2011, p.432), the Act is underpinned strongly by the medical model of 

disability.  The definition cited above emphasises the personal deficit of a 

‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ nature and does not include reference to equal 

opportunity or disability caused by barriers imposed by society. Another major 

difference, according to Butlin (2011), is that the CRPD requires “reasonable 

accommodation” (UNDESA, 2006, p.7) to be made, that is proportionate to the 
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requirement, in any circumstance where disabled people are disadvantaged 

whereas the EQA, Section 20, emphasises that the “duty to make adjustments” 

is only required where there is a “substantial disadvantage” (Office for Disability 

Issues (ODI) 2011, p.7) to disabled people as compared to non-disabled 

people. The adjustments, then, are not applied as a human right under the EQA 

compared to the CRPD. Additionally, Butlin (2011) suggests that the CRPD in 

its rights-based approach does not allow for either discrimination or indirect 

discrimination of disabled people whereas the EQA, section 15, provides 

justification for discrimination where it is “a proportionate means of achieving a 

legitimate aim” or a person “did not know and could not reasonably have been 

expected to know, that…[another person]… had a disability” (Butlin 2011, p.436 

citing Equality Act 2010).  

 

The difference between the underpinning human rights principles of the CRPD 

and the implementation of the Convention in practice through the EQA is 

demonstrated by the observations recorded in a report by the United Nations 

Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2017 on progress made 

towards the CRPD in the UK (United Nations, 2017). The report emphasised 

the absence of a human rights agenda in many areas of legislation including 

related to the following articles: “those involving children and young people” 

“…awareness raising” “…access to justice” “…work and employment” “… 

adequate standard of living and social protection” (United Nations 2017, pp.3 - 

13). The failure of the UK legislature to align with the CRPD and consider 

disability to be a human rights issue is summarised in the report by the following 

criticism: 

“The lack of consistency across the State party in the understanding of, 
adapting to and applying the human rights model of disability and its 
evolving concept of disability” (United Nations 2017, p.2). 

 
The UK is not alone in its non-compliance of the CRPD which is reflected in 

inconsistent access to higher education for persons with disabilities, contra to 

the convention, reported internationally (Korshy, et al., 2020; Langorgen, Kermit 

and Magnus, 2020; Gould and Harris, 2019; Williams et al., 2019; Mutanga, 

2018; Majoko, 2018; Lord and Stein, 2018). 
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In higher education in the UK the legal protection of students with impairments 

are subject to meeting the strictly medical model definition of disability as made 

clear by the EQA guidance:  

“Only those disabled people who are defined as disabled in accordance 
with section 6 of the Act, and the associated Schedules and regulations 
made under that section, will be entitled to the protection that the Act 
provides to disabled people” (ODI, 2011, p.4). 

 

This is further evidence that higher education policies that are underpinned by 

the EQA and promote a social model of disability, do not reflect the “human 

rights model of disability” of the CRPD that the UK agreed to on ratification 

(United Nations, 2017) or the principles of “inclusive equality” (United Nations, 

2018).  

 

Additional funding via Disabled Students Allowance is determined on an 

individual basis by the EQA and students are categorised in terms of their 

“deserving…[or]… undeserving” eligibility to this benefit (Oliver 2013, p.1026). 

Regarding “undeserving” (Oliver 2013, p.1026) students with impairments who 

are not entitled to DSA because they do not meet the EQA criteria: “There is no 

legal duty upon a university to make adjustments for students [who] are not 

disabled within the meaning of the Act” (Cameron, Coleman, Hervey et al., 

2019, p.19). In other words, there must be a diagnosis of impairment which also 

has to have a “substantial adverse effect” which is also “long-term” (Cameron, 

Coleman, Hervey et al., 2019, p.24) and individual students are responsible for 

proving that they meet the criteria (Roberts and Hou, 2016). An example given 

by Cameron, Coleman, Hervey et al. (2019, p.24) citing the Employment Appeal 

Tribunal J v DLA Piper explains that: 

“low mood or anxiety caused by a reaction to adverse circumstances is 
not a mental impairment, as distinct from clinical depression. So, a 
student who is suffering low mood or anxiety, for instance because of a 
bereavement, but is not suffering clinical depression, does not have a 
‘disability’ under the EqA” 
 

According to the current ODI (2011) guidelines, examples of “normal day-to-

day” activities relevant to higher education and covered by the EQA definition 

could include studying or socialising with others, using equipment, completing 

written work, or keeping to a timetable, “long-term” is defined as continuous or 
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recurring for a year or more (ODI 2011, p.27) and substantial is “more than a 

minor or trivial effect” (ODI 2011, p.14).  Taylor et al. (2016, p.369) highlight that 

using the EQA definition for eligibility to DSA might mean that “’mild’ conditions 

including dyslexia and mental health issues might not be considered a disability, 

but merely a special educational need [SEN].” The ODI (2011, p.6) guidelines 

confirm that: “a child who has been identified as having special educational 

needs is not necessarily disabled for the purposes of the Act”. SEN is 

alternatively defined under the SEND 2015 code of practice which is 

underpinned by the Children and Families Act 2014:  

“xiii. A child or young person has SEN if they have a learning difficulty or 
disability which calls for special educational provision to be made for him 
or her.   
xiv. A child of compulsory school age or a young person has a learning 
difficulty or disability if he or she: has a significantly greater difficulty in 
learning than the majority of others of the same age, or has a disability 
which prevents or hinders him or her from making use of facilities of a 
kind generally provided for others of the same age in mainstream 
schools or mainstream post-16 institutions” (Department of Education 
and Department of Health 2015, pp.15-16). 

 
However, the SEN Code of practice 2015 does not apply in higher education 

and therefore, as confirmed by the ODI (2011) above, the different definitions 

mean that students who may have received support for SEN in school might not 

be able to receive the same level of support at university through DSA if they do 

not meet the EQA threshold. This group of students might have received a level 

of support through DSA before the changes announced in 2014 (Willetts, 2014) 

but with the emphasis in higher education now being placed on the EQA 

definition, these students may now rely on provision by their institutions, raising 

the questions in this thesis of the role of individual academics. 

 

Also, students who are eligible for DSA through meeting the medicalised 

definition of disability in the EQA may not necessarily benefit from its provision. 

An evaluation report into DSA published by the Department of Education 

(Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et al., 2019) found that only 40% of disabled 

students knew of the existence of the allowance prior to going to university, 

others had difficulties with the application process and gave up on applying, 

others did not apply due to lack of clarity around eligibility and whether they 
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considered themselves disabled, for example, prospective applicants with long-

term impairments or mental health conditions (Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et 

al., 2019, p.9).  

 

Individual HEIs are expected to fund the support of students who are no longer 

eligible for DSA through “core institutional funding” (Williams et al 2017, p.3) 

and are encouraged to meet their legal obligations through “inclusive teaching 

and learning approaches” (Williams et al., 2017, p.7). These are expected to 

replace the need for ‘reasonable adjustments’ for individual students over the 

long term and therefore reduce costs: 

“Taking a proactive and strategic approach into an HEP’s planning cycle 
should not only lead to a more inclusive culture but also has the potential 
for long-term cost and efficiency savings” (Disabled Students Sector 
Leadership Group, 2017, p.16). 

 

It can be argued that the potential for furthering disability rights in higher 

education has been reduced by the procurement and adaptation of the social 

model by university and Government policies which are simultaneously 

underpinned by the medical model definition in the EQA. Oliver and Barnes 

(2012) acknowledge that the social model has been incorporated into the 

policies of governments, charities, welfare agencies and organisations across 

the world without providing any benefit to people with disabilities. Beckett and 

Campbell (2015) describe how the force of an “oppositional device,” specifically 

the social model, can be weakened by a ‘government’, used in the widest sense 

of an institution or practice (Foucault, 1982), distorting its original use for its own 

purposes: 

“In our view this is an impoverished version of the model that equates to 
an emphasis on the removal of barriers in order to increase 
independence/autonomy and reduce the ‘risk’ of dependency. This 
distinctly neo-liberal repurposing of the model fails to acknowledge the 
complex nature of oppression and arguably employs the model as part of 
a project of responsibilisation and neo-liberal citizenship (Rose 2007) – a 
project not at all in keeping with the principles and aspirations of the 
original architects of the model” (Beckett and Campbell 2015, p.277). 

 

The claim above, that current policies aim to increase 

“independence/autonomy” (Beckett and Campbell 2015, p. 277), reflects the 

explicit intension behind changes to DSA by the Government in 2014 
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announced by the former Minister for Universities and Science, David Willetts: 

“HEIs are expected to consider… whether strategies can be put in place to 

reduce the need for support workers and encourage greater independence and 

autonomy for their students” (Willetts 2014).  

The aims of ‘independence’ and ‘autonomy’ reflect neoliberal values of 

individualism, personal duty and obligation where “each individual is held 

responsible and accountable for his and her own actions and well-being” 

(Harvey, 2005, p.65). This is contrary to social justice principles that suppress 

the wishes of the individual to advance a common cause (Harvey 2005), for 

example: the aims of UPIAS in the advance of the social model. It is also 

contrary to the CRPD view of ‘autonomy’ described above as freedom of choice 

enabled by the provision of additional resources. Therefore, Beckett and 

Campbell (2015, p.270) argue, the social model as an “oppositional device” has 

been appropriated by neoliberalism, not to promote social justice but for the 

exertion of power: 

“When an oppositional device is taken up by a machinery of government 
it will inevitably be employed ‘to structure the possible field of action of 
others’, since this is what it means to ‘govern’ (Beckett and Campbell 
2015, p.276, citing Foucault, 1982, 790)”. 

 
Therefore, the medicalised EQA definition of disability, which is the UK’s 

national response to the CRPD, is determining which students are deserving 

and non-deserving of DSA funding, following the 2014 policy changes, and is 

the legal device used by government to compel HEIs to meet their 

responsibilities to students with disabilities. The social model, rejected as 

inadequate by the CRPD in favour of a human rights model, has been 

appropriated by the government and OfS in a neoliberal political context, to 

mitigate against the reduced funding for students by promoting an “inclusive 

teaching and learning” (DSSLG 2017, p.3) agenda, inferring an increasing role 

for individual academics and the subject of this thesis. 

 

2.3. Neoliberalism 

The political context of neoliberalism and its subjugation of the social model for 

its own purposes is an important factor in this thesis because it has 

characteristics which foreground individual autonomy, the ideal “neoliberal-able 
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individual” (Goodley 2014, p.29 - 30), and marketisation. These have 

implications for the position of academics, students and decisions made by the 

institution. 

 

Neoliberalism is underpinned by individualism and free market economics 

(Harvey, 2005) and is distinguished from classical liberalism by the replacement 

of commerce, the primary focus in the seventeenth century, to an emphasis on 

competition (Peters, 2007). Rose (1999, p.141) claims that the duty of 

government also differs from classical liberalism in its emphasis from reducing 

regulation and ‘freeing’ the markets to actively serving the markets by 

“organising all features of one’s national policy to enable a market to exist, and 

to provide what it needs to function.”  

 

The current neoliberal political and economic model was developed in the UK, 

Europe and United States in the late 1970’s as an alternative to the prevailing 

interventionist Keynesian economics (McMillan and McLean, 2009). Both the 

political Left and Right were looking for change: “Left liberal civil libertarians 

tended to agree with their neo-liberal opponents…” (Rose 1999, p.141). The 

Left claimed that the burgeoning costs of public services were being met by the 

most disadvantaged, while advancing the middle classes, and as a result 

inequality was increasing; the Right condemned rising taxation and inflation and 

the growth of welfare spending at the expense of private sector profits (Rose, 

1999). It could be argued that the activism of the disabled people’s movement in 

the 1970’s contributed to the rise of neoliberalism alongside other widespread 

political protests, civil rights movements and demands for individual liberties 

(Harvey, 2005).  Harvey (2005, p.41) suggests that the: “values of individual 

freedom [of neoliberalism] and social justice [linked to socialism] are not… 

necessarily compatible” however, they were united in protest against the 

collusion between large organisations and the interventionist state (Harvey, 

2005). Neoliberal politicians were able to exploit this cause by promoting the 

ideologies of minimal state intervention and “personal freedoms” (Harvey, 2005, 

p.41). According to Harvey (2005) it has since become the dominant system 

driving the political beliefs and economic practice of governments across the 

world and the resultant doctrine of marketisation has seen an extension into 
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“almost every single aspect of our lives of the discourse and/or practice of 

commodification, capital accumulation and profit-making.” (Ball, 2013a, p.6, 

citing Shamar 2008, p.3). Harvey (2005) argues that the promise of ‘individual 

freedom’ has been a persuasive driver for the spread of support for neoliberal 

policies amongst voters: “concepts of dignity and individual freedom are 

powerful and appealing in their own right” (Harvey, 2005, p.5). 

 

However, the promise of ‘freedom,’ according to Rose (1999), was 

accompanied by the demand for individual responsibility towards the market 

through self-development and the supply of labour. This reflects Foucault’s 

observation of the “critical link … in liberalism between the governance of the 

self and government of the state” (Peters, 2007, p.165).  The connection 

between the state and the individual arose with the development of the political 

economy (Peters, 2007). According to Peters (2007), citing Foucault, when the 

economy became central to the purpose of Government, solving the “problem of 

population” (Peters, 2007, p.166) became the main political objective, that is: 

how to govern and control the whole population (Peters, 2007, p.168 citing 

Gordon, 2001), replacing the state’s focus on the law and defence of the realm 

(Kennelly, 2011).  The Neoliberal method of solving this ‘problem’ by promoting 

individual ‘freedom’ (Rose, 1999), does not denote “freedom as a form of 

resistance” (Rose, 1999, p.65) which could describe the protests of the 1960’s 

and 1970’s, including by the disabled people’s movement, instead, Rose 

suggests, neoliberalism promotes “freedom as a formula of power” (Rose, 1999, 

p.65): 

“I want to suggest some ways of understanding freedom in this second 
sense: freedom as it has been articulated into norms and principles for 
organising our experience of the world and of ourselves; freedom as it is 
realized in certain ways of exercising power over others; freedom as it 
has been articulated into certain rationales for practising in relation to 
ourselves” (Rose 1999, p.65). 

 

Therefore, neoliberal ‘freedom’ describes “the governance of the self” (Peters, 

2007, p.165) controlled through what Foucault called ‘governmentality’ (Rose, 

1999; Peters, 2007; Ball, 2013b) in the sense of systems, structures and 

practices, which become the power through which “the conduct of individuals or 

groups might be directed” (Kennelly 2011, p.22, citing Foucault 1994, p.341). 
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Margaret Thatcher, in her ambitions for neoliberalism in the UK declared: 

“Economics are the method… but the object is to change the soul” (Harvey, 

2005, p.23). Foucault also suggests (cited by Gane, 2008, p.358) that 

neoliberalism is more than an economic model in that it has an extensive social 

reach that presents the market to the population as “the formative ‘truth’ and 

‘power of society’ (2008: 148).” The ‘neo-liberal citizen’ referred to by Beckett 

and Campbell (2015, citing Rose, 2007) might therefore be seen as a “new type 

of individual” (Ball, 2013b, p.129, citing Venn and Terranova 2009, p.6) whose 

ethics, behaviour and beliefs have been moulded for the purpose of serving the 

market.  It is in this context that the expectation that individual academics will 

deliver an inclusive teaching and learning agenda, under the premise of the 

social model, following reduced funding for individual students, can be 

understood.  

 

2.4. Disability Rights in a Neoliberal Context 

The “promotion of an ideal of individual autonomy” (Fine and Denning, 2005, 

p.613) and independence under neoliberalism has a resonance for disability 

rights (Oliver and Barnes 2012; Goodley 2014) as it assumes that “the 

individual needs no assistance whatever from anyone else” (Oliver and Barnes 

2012, p.127). Goodley (2014, p.29 - 30) goes further in describing the ideal 

“neoliberal-able individual” with the prized attributes of “youth, strength and 

ability” as the epitome of what it means to be a human being, such that: 

“The ideology of ability is the unquestioned ‘preference for able-
bodiedness…the baseline by which human-ness is determined, setting 
the measure of body and mind that give or denies human status to 
individual persons” (Goodley 2014, p.29, citing Siebers, 2008, p.8). 

 
Goodley (2014) claims that, not only are the attributes of being ‘able-bodied’ 

and ‘able-minded’ the most valued traits in individuals for the functioning of the 

market but the principle of individual responsibility includes the need for all of us 

to be constantly maintaining our condition to sustain our contribution to it 

(Goodley, 2014). We could describe this, referring to Foucault’s theory above 

(cited by Peters, 2007, p.165), as the “government of the [able-bodied] self.” 

Peers (2015, loc. 6895) claims that disabled people are directly included in this 

ablest discourse through unrealistic expectations of what they should aim to 
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achieve. Highly successful disabled people, such as Paralympians, are held up 

as inspirations and focus is concentrated on the responsibility of each individual 

disabled person to meet those expectancies: 

“In other words, supercrip narratives - inspirational stories about hyper-
able disabled people, that is - reproduce the expectation that disabled 
people should each individually overcome their tragic and inferior 
embodiment in order to become productive members of society” (Peers, 
2015, loc. 6895). 

 

Sugarman and Thrift (2017) describe the way neoliberalism shapes the identity 

of the individual in favour of the market by promoting the perceived virtues of 

‘efficiency’ and ‘flexibility’ in our use of time and in our skills, attitudes and 

appearance: 

“The flexible neoliberal, enterprising self is like a Swiss army knife, a 
multitool readied with a set of “manipulable appearances” (Lears 2015) 
that can be projected to help one adapt or get a competitive edge as 
circumstances require.” (Sugarman and Thrift, 2017, p.10). 

 
Therefore, according to the writers above, the ideal neoliberal citizen needs to 

be alert to the changing circumstances of the market and accountable for his or 

her own relevance to its demands. 

 

However, the idea of an exemplar citizen also creates the image of an outsider 

who does not fit the socially or politically accepted mould and is therefore 

“incongruous with our stereotype of what a given type of individual should be” 

(Goffman, 1963, p.13). It could be argued that disabled people in receipt of 

welfare have been cast as outsiders at least since the advance of neoliberal 

ideas in the 1980’s, including between 1997 and 2010 under New Labour 

(Gibson, 2009). Political and public discourse has placed people with disabilities 

who claim benefits, as a threat to the individualist requirements of the market 

and has focused on the “widely used, strongly emotional, but essentially 

contested concept” of ‘dependency’ (Fine and Glendenning 2005, p.605).  Fine 

and Glendenning (2005) claim that society’s views of ‘dependency’ in relation to 

disability have been overwhelmingly negative and the demands of the market 

and the growth of ‘ableism’ as described by Goodley (2014) has led, according 

to Oliver and Barnes (2012, p.122), to disabled people being considered an 

“economic burden.” This has resulted in discriminatory treatment where 
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disabled people have been marginalised and stigmatised to the extent, Liz Crow 

alleges (cited by Goodley, 2014a, p.34), that they have been “discarded by 

society.” Peers (2015, loc. 6901) claims that the creation of the ‘inspirational’ 

disabled person that “celebrate[s] hyper-able disabled people who overcome 

their bodies in order to accomplish major feats” also then allows for the 

denigration of most of the disabled population who are unable to meet this 

expectation. The negative view of ‘dependency’ as an object of shame (Fine 

and Glendinning, 2005) was evidenced by Likki and Staerkle’s (2015) research 

into attitudes to welfare support and public beliefs about the ‘dependency 

culture’ (Oliver and Barnes, 2012; Likki and Staerkle, 2015). They found that 

research participants disagreed with state support where welfare recipients 

were thought to be diverging from perceived shared values of “self-reliance” and 

“hard work” (Likki and Staerkle, 2015, p.147). This view was not restricted to 

joblessness but also applied, to a lesser extent, to benefits related to age or 

illness (Likki and Staerkle, 2015). Disability is closely related to both groups 

(Fine and Denning, 2005). 

 

Public attitudes such as those above, and therefore support for or against 

welfare, can be manipulated by powerful alliances: 

“The prevalence of dependency culture themes in political and media 
discourse suggests that value violations can be strategically 
communicated for the purpose of moral inclusion and exclusion, that is, 
to include some (such as the hard-working citizens) and to exclude 
others (such as the lazy welfare abusers) from the moral community and 
entitlement to social rights (Gibson 2009; Opotow, 1990)” (Likki and 
Staerkle, 2015, p.147). 

 
This is supported by Machin (2017, p.448, citing Roulstone 2015, p.13) who 

suggests that public opinion is deliberately targeted by the state, to the 

detriment of disability claimants, when justifying a change in economic policy: 

“with the use of media and cultural sources to back up the political project.” 

Value-laden discourse from politicians has been found to include terms such as: 

“’culture of worklessness’; ‘dependency’ and ‘unwilling’ [to work]” (Garthwaite 

2011, p.370). This has been re-enforced by the portrayal of disability benefit 

claimants in the media as: “‘workshy,’ ‘cheats’, ‘scroungers’ and ‘lazy’” 

(Garthwaite 2011, p.371). Attitudes towards disability have therefore been an 
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object of control through the ‘governmentality’ (Rose, 1999; Peters, 2007; Ball, 

2013b) of political language, policies and the media. Ball (2013b, p.120, citing 

Dean, 1999, p.10) describes the scope of such power as: “aspects of behaviour 

to be governed, of norms invoked, of purposes sought and of effects, outcomes 

and consequences.” This corresponds to what Bourdieu refers to as “Habitus” 

(Webb, 2002, p.93) or the mutual values and norms impressed on the 

population by the state, that guides behaviour so that “certain things come to be 

viewed as natural and inevitable…and others unthinkable” (Webb, 2002, p.93). 

Among the ‘normal’ values promoted, according to Rose (1999, p.266), is the 

common belief that serving the market is an ethical and moral activity: “paid 

work engenders pride and self-respect, or self- esteem, and ties the individual 

into respectability, identity and community.” This implies that those not in paid 

work are not respectable or part of the community, leading to disability benefit 

claimants being stigmatised as discussed above.  

 

The social control required to govern the values as well as the actions of the 

population in favour of the market are described by Rose (1999, p.268) as the 

“politics of conduct”. When individuals’ morals or lifestyle do not appear to 

conform to the accepted norm of the “moral community” (Rose, 1999, p.267) 

and appear to show signs of dependency rather than autonomy, as welfare 

recipients were perceived by the participants in Likki and Staerkle’s study 

(2015), the deviant ‘conduct’ of the individual calls for interventions by experts 

and the law to compel self-responsibility (Rose, 1999). The “psychological 

techniques to be recycled in programmes for governing the ‘excluded’” as 

described by Rose (1999, p.268), might include various therapies, employability 

skills courses and other ‘self-help’ devices alongside conditions attached to the 

receipt of financial assistance such as disability benefits (Gibson, 2009). Likki 

and Staerkle’s (2015) findings suggest that these ‘politics of conduct’ also have 

the consent of the community who, particularly at times of economic insecurity, 

may be led to believe they are unjustly paying a price for the irresponsibility of 

non-conforming others. This is supported by Quarmby’s (2011, p.185) report on 

harassment and the blame attributed to disabled people by “government, the 

media and society at large – for increasing benefit bills.” Therefore, according to 

Gane, (2008, p.358, citing the ideas of Foucault): “far from bringing less 
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government, neo-liberalism will bring a different type of government and 

inserted at a different site: a new site of truth, a new application of power, and a 

new set of demands on Conduct”. The argument of this thesis is that the social 

model of disability is used because it invokes a sense of support of disability 

activism and inclusion which can be “viewed as natural and inevitable…” 

(Webb, 2002, p.93), a ‘common sense’ perspective, while ignoring the 

inadequacies of the social model highlighted by the CRPD and the literature, 

and masking the impact of policy changes on the conduct of individual 

academics and students. 

 

Recent policies utilised to reduce the perceived risk of dependency, in addition 

to the ‘politics of conduct’ (Rose 1999, p.268) described above, include the 

reduction of the numbers of people recognised by the state as having a 

disability. In 2012 the spokesperson for the Department of Work and Pensions, 

Esther McVey MP, announced the government intention to reduce spending on 

disability benefits by re-assessing 170,000 claimants of Disabled Living 

Allowance (DLA) as not eligible to receive the new replacement of DLA called 

Personal Independence Payments (McVey, 2012). Additionally, in 2011 the 

coalition government produced a Green Paper: Support and Aspiration a New 

Approach to Special Educational Needs and Disability (Department for 

Education, 2011, p.58) which made explicit the goal to: “tackle the practice of 

over-identification.” This was embedded in the SEN Code of Practice 2015 

(Department for Education Department of Health and Social Care, 2015) 

resulting in a higher threshold of eligibility for support for school pupils and the 

responsibility falling on teachers for providing for pupils no longer entitled to 

state funded support (Attwood, 2013). The Equalities and Human Rights 

Commission (EHRC) reported its concerns that children who would previously 

have been supported were being disadvantaged under the new system (EHRC, 

2017). This mirrors the 2014 announcement cited above by the Minister for 

Universities and Science, David Willetts, that new higher education students 

who previously would receive low levels of support through DSA would no 

longer be eligible (Willetts 2014).  

 



35 
 

The removal by the state, of the entitlement of financial support for large 

numbers of people with disabilities corroborates Oliver’s (2013, p.1026) claim 

that the government is using the differences in impairment to reduce costs to 

the economy by dividing “deserving” from “underserving” benefits claimants.  

McVey (2012, no page) makes this clear: “we can use the money we spend on 

disabled people more efficiently and effectively, to help those most in need”. 

Willetts (2014, no page) is also explicit in the aim: “to achieve value for money, 

whilst ensuring those most in need get the help they require.” The government’s 

justification for reducing benefits so that they can concentrate resources on 

those most in need should result in an increase in spending on those still 

entitled, which remains to be seen. However, for those now categorized by the 

state as ineligible for state assistance, Foucault’s comment (cited by Gane, 

2008, p.360), made originally in relation to the introduction of the tax-free 

allowance, could be relevant here: “above a threshold, everyone is an 

enterprise for himself.” Mladenov (2015) (citing Stone, 1984 and Russell, 2002) 

suggests that narrowing the eligibility criteria for disability support might also 

have structural motivations in that it is a capitalist tool for increasing the supply 

of cheap labour: 

“Enlarging the active reserve army of labour [by decreasing disability 
support and pushing more people into employment] is ‘good’ for business 
because it disciplines labour. Having more people desperate for work 
keeps competition for jobs high and workers’ wages down, thereby 
protecting the corporate profit margins and class privilege, which are 
sacred to the interests of capital.” (Russell 2002, p.125, cited by 
Mladenov 2015, p.1231). 

 
Therefore, the reduction of dependency by removing the classification of 

‘disabled’ from people with impairments could be considered, under Foucault’s 

theory of ‘Biopower’ (Rabinow 1984), as a form of “disciplinary control” 

(Rabinow 1984, p.17).  

 

These neoliberal objectives of reducing dependency overlap with the negative 

concept of ‘dependency’ by disability activists advocating for the social model 

since the formation of UPIAS (UPIAS, 1976). Oliver (1990, p.83) describes 

society’s view of ‘dependency’ as: “In common-sense usage, dependency 

implies the inability to do things for oneself and consequently the reliance upon 
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others to carry out some or all of the tasks of everyday life.” Disability writers 

from a Marxist perspective, such as Michael Oliver (Owens, 2015), claim that 

the dependence of disabled people grew out of the changes to the means of 

production under industrial capitalism and is created or imposed on people with 

impairments by societal attitudes and structural systems (Oliver, 1990; Barnes 

and Mercer, 2010; Oliver and Barnes, 2012). Shakespeare (2000, p14) claims 

that participation in the workforce is “a major marker of status” and therefore, 

those deemed unable to fully play a part will always be excluded. This leads to 

financial dependency which Oliver and Barnes (2012) contend, is perpetuated 

by employment services in the supply-side of the labour market, that is: 

preparing individual unemployed people for work through job schemes and the 

use of what we might describe as Rose’s coercive tactics of “politics of conduct” 

(1999, p.268), rather than changing the structure of institutions and the attitudes 

of employers through demand side incentives and effective legislation. Political 

dependency, according to Oliver and Barnes (2012), has been bolstered by the 

rhetoric of legislators as described above, who reinforce the idea of disability as 

a personal tragedy, both in social policy documents and “the patronizing and 

demeaning way politicians discuss disability in Parliament” (Oliver and Barnes 

2012, p.132). Dependency has also, they claim, been strengthened, and 

encouraged by the growth of the health care sector, both private and public 

(Oliver and Barnes 2012, p.134) whereby health care jobs are reliant on the 

creation of dependent customers. Oliver and Barnes (2012) argue that unequal 

power relations are maintained to the benefit and self-interest of professionals 

who also oversee decisions about the distribution of resources that could 

benefit their clients and perhaps help them to become less dependent (Oliver, 

1990). 

 
The effects on “the overwhelming majority” of people with impairments, 

according to Oliver and Barnes (2012, p.139), is that they “internalise” the 

socially constructed views of society and believe themselves to be “dependent 

on the goodwill of others for their very existence and survival” (Oliver and 

Barnes 2012, p.139). Although ‘dependency,’ according to the viewpoints 

above, is caused by the oppressive force of capitalist and cultural society, Oliver 
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(1990) also recognises that dependency and independence are not separate or 

fixed states but exist on a continuum:  

“No one in a modern industrial society is completely independent, for we 
live in a state of mutual interdependence. The dependence of disabled 
people, therefore, is not a feature which marks them out as different in 
kind from the rest of the population but as different in degree” (Oliver, 
1990, p.84). 

 

 Shakespeare (2000, p.8) agrees with the view that: “there are not two ‘natural’ 

categories of dependent and independent. Everyone is 

impaired…Independence is a myth.” Wilkin’s paper: Conceptual Problems in 

Dependency Research (1987) was published in an era that coincided with the 

development of the social model. Wilkin agreed with the social model premise 

that dependency is socially constructed, however, he recognised and explored 

the problems in defining ‘dependency’ and argued that a person with an 

impairment might be disabled by external barriers, but they are not necessarily 

dependent. Even when needs are identified, “the presence of a need, however 

defined, does not necessarily imply dependency” (Wilkin, 1987, p.868), neither 

does being dependent on another for assistance “necessarily reflect 

helplessness” (Wilkin, 1987, p.868). Wilkin (1987, citing Goldfarb 1969) argued 

against claims that ‘dependency’ is always the opposite of ‘autonomy,’ or loss of 

power, on the basis that an individual who is dependent on another may also 

consciously or unconsciously exert power or control. Also, dependency is not an 

individual state of being but is always in relation to another (Van den Heuvel, 

1976, cited by Wilkins, 1987) and therefore we should consider “reciprocity, and 

the state of interdependence resulting from it” (Wilkin, 1987, p.871), for 

example: where emotional support might be given by a person receiving 

personal care. Vorhaus (2007) criticises the definition of dependency by Oliver 

(1990) above in the lack of acknowledgement of the value of relationships and 

supports Wilkin’s views on the importance of reciprocity: “it is often easy to 

underestimate the extent of reciprocity, and this perhaps explains a tendency to 

exaggerate the varying levels of dependency between persons” (Vorhaus 2007, 

p.30). The claim of the exaggeration of dependency could be legitimately aimed 

at social model activists because despite recognising ‘dependency’ as being a 

natural experience of all humans at some time in their lives (Shakespeare, 
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2000) and differences in dependency being  on a sliding scale rather than a 

fixed state (Oliver, 1990), they have also portrayed ‘dependency’ as 

interchangeable with ‘disability’ such that it is a socially constructed problem 

which needs political action to fix:  “A social model of disability relocates the 

problem of dependency from being a corollary of impairment to being a product 

of disabling society” (Shakespeare, 2000, p.15). This confirms Fraser and 

Gordon’s (1994, p.311) claim, writing from a feminist perspective, that 

“Dependency…is an ideological term.” The claim of this thesis, in line with 

Fraser and Gordon (1994), is that the notion to “encourage greater 

independence…” of students with disabilities, announced by Willetts (2014, 

n.p), was reflective of the ideological neoliberal context evidenced by its relation 

to the reduction of DSA and the increasing responsibilities of individual 

academics and students.  

 

2.5. The Appropriation of the Social Model by Neoliberalism 

The language of dependency from the Marxist perspective above could be the 

link that allows the social model of disability to be appropriated into the 

neoliberal discourse (Beckett and Campbell, 2015) including in higher education 

and effecting academics and students. The rhetoric of neoliberal agents and 

social model advocates both condemn ‘dependency’ and regard it as a negative 

and one-sided concept, both support paid employment as the key to inclusion 

and both accuse welfare policies of contributing to ‘dependency.’ Therefore, on 

the surface there appears to be some congruency even if their motives are 

antithetical. The narrowness of the Marxist view underpinning the social model 

is described by Owens (2015, p.386): “What becomes apparent is the rigidity of 

the definition of disability for the UK social model in particular” and Shakespeare 

(2004) in his criticism of the social model claims that it is too simplistic to 

account for the complexity inherent in current disability debates. It could be 

argued, therefore that the combination of the intransigent and simplistic 

arguments of the social model underpinned by Marxism has allowed the 

flexible, adaptable, ‘common sense’ progression of neoliberalism or 

“neoliberalization” (Springer, 2012, p.136) to subsume it. Also, it is possible that 

the traditional social model emphasis on collective activism and leaning away 

from the individual and personal experiences of impairment (Shakespeare, 
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2004), at the same time as the recent decline in the power of political protest 

groups, has left a vacuum where there is no longer ‘resistance’ by the social 

model to the individualist arguments of neoliberalism:  

“the silencing of [lobbying] groups due to lack of funding (Hurst, 2005) 
and reduction in union density and consequently strength has limited 
their powers to affect social change.” (Bingham, Clarke, Michielsens and 
Van de Meer, 2013, p.616). 

 

This vacuum is evidenced in the data where, according to academics, the lack 

of communication, collaboration, and opportunities for sharing experiences 

between departments and across universities has restricted the powers of staff 

and students to affect change. At the same time the social model, rather than 

resisting neoliberal ideology, is used narrowly as a policy tool by the neoliberal 

system to direct the individual conduct of academics through changing their 

teaching and learning practice. This thesis is therefore exploring whether the 

flaws in the system, that were highlighted by academics, can be resolved by 

using the current social model underpinning or whether a new theoretical 

framework should be considered. 

 

Additionally, we might argue that use of the social model as an “oppositional 

device,” that deliberately identified the collective disabled ‘us’ in its act of 

resistance to the non-disabled ‘them’ (Beckett and Campbell, 2015), could be 

seen to support the ‘othering’ of disabled people by neoliberalism, as discussed 

above and therefore, on the surface, creates an additional point of possible 

congruence. At the same time, Gabel and Peters (2004) claim, the social model 

is weakened as a form of resistance for the disabled people’s movement 

because of internal flaws that do not recognise the differences and individual 

agency of its members: 

“…we believe the social model poses an ethical risk to its adherents. In 
its emphasis on collective solidarity, the social model runs the risk of 
developing a form of oppression from within to justify liberation from 
without” (Gabel and Peters, 2004, p.596). 

 
Therefore, there are characteristics inherent in the social model, despite its 

Marxist heritage, that might make it vulnerable to adaptation into the service of 

the marketized policies of neoliberalism. 
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The appropriation of a social justice-based concept, such as the social model of 

disability, by a neoliberal individualist agenda is not unique. The 

Biopsychosocial model, which is described by the World Health Organisation’s 

(WHO) International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) 

locates disability as the product of three interacting ‘perspectives’: “[the] 

biological, individual and social” (WHO, 2002, p.9) and therefore considers the 

combined disabling effects on the individual of the impairment, their 

psychological state and the environment. Shakespeare, Watson and Alghaib 

(2017, p.28) claim that a new version they call the “Waddell–Aylward 

biopsychosocial model,” named after academics working on behalf of the 

Department for Work and Pensions, is a moderation of the ICF biopsychosocial 

model. It stresses the psychological aspects over the biological and 

environmental leading to the conclusion that unemployed disabled people 

simply lack the motivation to find work (Shakespeare, Watson and Alghaib, 

2017). Consequentially, the eligibility criteria for out of work benefits have been 

tightened, the amounts paid to claimants reduced and conditionality increased 

(Shakespeare, Watson and Alghaib, 2017). Additionally, and in line with 

neoliberal ideology above, the responsibility for unemployment due to disability 

or health conditions is placed explicitly on to the individual: 

  “For most people with common health problems, decisions 
about being (un)fit for work, taking sickness absence or claiming benefits 
are conscious and rational decisions, free choices with full awareness 
and intent, for which they must take responsibility” (Waddell and Aylward, 
2010, p. 22, cited by Shakespeare, Watson and Alghaib, 2017, p.35). 
 

Therefore, the new model, which Shakespeare, Watson and Alghaib (2017) 

claim is based on widely discredited research, deliberately changes the 

emphasis of the original ICF model to support neoliberal government policies. 

 

2.6. Marketisation in Higher Education 

The social model approach to disability has been claimed by HEIs (Rodger et 

al., 2015, Williams et al., 2019; OfS, 2019) and used to justify reduced DSA 

funding for individual students and the increasing responsibilities of individual 

academics through changing teaching practices, in the neoliberal context of an 

increasing marketisation of higher education (Ball, 2013a; Bendixen and 

Jacobsen, 2017; Brown and Carasso, 2013; Giroux, 2014; Barkas et al., 2017).  
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The sector has been gradually becoming more competitive under both Labour 

and Conservative governments since 1979 (Brown and Carasso, 2013). 

Subsequent reforms include: the 1985 Green Paper: ‘The development of 

Higher Education into the 1990s’, which focused on “the need for universities to 

serve the economy” (Brown and Carasso, 2013, p.8); the Education (Student 

Loans) Act in 1990 which introduced changes to financial support for students 

from grants to loans and therefore the launch of the concept of the ‘student 

consumer’ (Raaper, 2018); the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act which 

lowered barriers to entry enabling non-traditional institutions, such as 

polytechnics, to become universities and increasing the number of providers 

competing in the HEI market from 48 in 1979-80 to 115 in 2011-12 (Brown and 

Carasso 2013, p.30) and the Higher Education Act 2004 which introduced the 

possibility that variable rates of tuition fees could be charged by universities, up 

to a maximum, with the top rate being conditional on improving access to under-

represented groups (McCaig, 2016). These are a sample from a long list of “key 

developments in the marketisation of UK higher education” (Brown and 

Carasso, 2013, p.8), leading to more recent widespread reforms in 2011 and 

onwards. 

 

The reforms set out in the 2011 White paper: “Higher Education: Students at the 

Heart of the System” (BIS, 2011) have been called “the most radical in the 

history of higher education, and amongst the most radical anywhere” (Brown 

and Carasso, 2013, p.1). The objective of the White paper was overtly to 

introduce competition into every aspect of higher education: 

“Enabling greater competition, while removing unnecessary regulations, 
is an important theme of this White Paper, because of the benefits for all 
users of higher education. We want to ensure that the new student 
finance regime supports student choice, and that in turn student choice 
drives competition, including on price” (BIS, 2011, p.19). 

The main reforms were to fund undergraduate teaching predominantly from 

tuition fees, which almost tripled in amount, and to further open the market to 

other providers, while introducing additional quality assurance regimes that are 

focused on the views of students: “student charters, student feedback” as well 

as “graduate outcomes” (BIS, 2011, p.2). The White paper explicitly places the 
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new high fee-paying students as the “main beneficiaries of higher education” 

(BIS, 2011, p.2) and in the role of customers. Education is described in terms of 

a commodity to be bought and sold in a competitive market (Barkas et al., 2017; 

Ball, 2012) and, according to Brown and Carasso (2013, p.2): "higher education 

is now viewed as something that primarily benefits private individuals" who are 

therefore responsible for paying for the products they receive.  

 

2.7. The Student Context 

The sentiment in the title of the 2011 White paper (BIS, 2011) and the content 

which promises to ‘empower’ both potential and current students, could sound 

attractive to students who might conclude that the marketisation of higher 

education is a move in a positive direction. This includes students with 

disabilities who have legal protections against discrimination under both the 

Equality Act 2010 and the Public-Sector Equality Duty (Roberts and Hou, 2016). 

Robert and Hou (2016), citing the Equality and Human Rights Commission 

(EHRC), suggest that this added protection is also a marketable asset for 

universities:  

“The EHRC suggests that compliance with the general equality duty not 
only fulfils the legal duty but also makes ‘good business sense’ as the 
relevant public authority should be able to ‘carry out core business more 
effectively’ (EHRC, 2014c, p. 9). From a university’s perspective, in a 
competitive market, it may also make it a more attractive destination” 
(Roberts and Hou, 2016, p.151). 

 
Additionally, students with disabilities might be encouraged by the competition 

introduced to the sector by the policy on variable tuition fees. The condition 

placed on universities for charging the maximum fee in the 2011 White paper 

(BIS, 2011) is the submission of mandatory ‘access agreements,’ called ‘Access 

and Participation Plans’ from 2019 (Office for students, 2018), by universities to 

demonstrate their intentions for improved access to, and progression in, higher 

education for groups of students traditionally under-represented. Under the 

Higher Education and Research Act 2017 HEIs will also have to submit a 

statement outlining their plans for widening participation before they can access 

any amount of publicly administered funding (BIS, 2016a). The groups targeted 

by the policy include students with disabilities, others with protected 

characteristics under the Equality Act 2010 (Equality Act 2010) and those with 
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additional disadvantages which cause participation in higher education to be 

low compared with other groups (BIS, 2016a). The Office for Students (OfS) 

(2018), citing HEFCE’s 2017 review of support for students with disabilities, 

which claims a social model approach, sets out their expectations on HEIs for 

improving access in the areas of:  

• “…assistive technology;  

• learning resources, including staff training and induction;  

• inclusive learning in module and programme development and 
evaluation; alternative assessment methods for disabled students;  

• counselling services and administrative processes to identify 
potential wellbeing issues;  

• accessibility plans for social/recreational space, teaching and 
learning facilities and accommodation” (OfS, 2018, p.13). 

 
Therefore, students who are still in receipt of DSA might consider that they have 

generally benefitted from the increasing marketisation of higher education with 

the promise to all students of increased choice in courses and providers (BIS, 

2016b) and an emphasis on student satisfaction (Barkas et al.,2017), as well as 

forced re-focusing by universities on equalities legislation, alongside the 

obligation towards widening participation, all driven by the competition for 

students and the incentive of charging higher fees.  

 

However, some students entitled to DSA such as those with visual impairment, 

do not always receive sufficient funding or appropriate support (Chattaway, 

2019). A report on DSA for the Royal National Institute for the Blind (RNIB), The 

Thomas Pocklington Trust and The Vision Impairment Centre for Teaching and 

Research (VICTAR) at Birmingham university, highlights how DSA is failing 

students with visual impairment (Chattaway, 2019, p.3). Interviews with fourty-

eight students in a longitudinal study showed:  

• “Some DSA assessors have insufficient expertise to assess vision 
impaired students, leading to poor quality assessments. 

• DSA assessments are frequently disregarded by Student Finance 
England (SFE) and vision impaired students are being denied the 
equipment that they have been assessed as needing. 

• Equipment provided through DSA is often not fit for intended 
purpose or durable enough to last the entire degree course. 

• Equipment offered isn’t always appropriate, in part because 
access to mainstream or new technology is restricted. 
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• Vision impaired students are starting university without equipment 
or support in place.  

• Non-medical help (NMH) that vision impaired students have been 
assessed as needing does not often materialise, because 
suppliers do not have the right DSA qualified staff available.   

• Lack of mobility support is restricting vision impaired students’ 
access to university buildings and local amenities” (Chattaway, 
2019, p.3). 

 

Absences in DSA provision is also experienced by students with other 

impairments. Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et al. (2019) found that thirty-five 

percent of respondents who receive DSA still experience gaps in their support, 

particularly those with mental ill-health or two or more conditions. Twenty-five 

percent of those say that they or their families are privately funding extra 

support to fill the gaps (Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et al. 2019). Changes to 

DSA now includes a condition that students must fund the first £200 of assistive 

technology, which the Office for Students (OfS, 2019a) asserts is a barrier to 

some students accessing the software they need. Also, to claim DSA, students 

must meet the cost of providing evidence via an assessment or doctor’s letter 

which the OfS report (2019a) suggests could be a barrier to claiming for those 

who cannot afford to pay for the evidence and who’s university policies do not 

provide for financial help with assessments. These socio-economic issues can 

be addressed by some students through their own or their families’ financial 

means (Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et al., 2019) but not by students without 

access to financial resources (OfS, 2019a) and highlight additional inequalities 

which might benefit from further research. The gaps in DSA funded support, 

alongside the increase in students not eligible for DSA following the changes, 

the eligible students applying after starting university (Johnson, Rossiter, 

Cartmell et al., 2019, p.73) or not applying for DSA due to the additional costs 

(OfS, 2019a), and failures of DSA for students with specific impairments 

(Chattaway, 2019) all indicate additional costs to the university. The 

government, through the Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE) and now the Office for Students, has provided an annual forty-million-

pound fund since 2016 to universities to mitigate against additional costs, 

however: “The funding has been allocated explicitly to support providers to 

develop inclusive teaching practices and further the adoption of the social 
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model” (OfS, 2019a, p.4). The gaps in finding described above have occurred 

since the changes in 2016, despite the additional funds to universities, and 

therefore indicate that effective financing has still to be achieved and calls into 

question the effectiveness of concentrating funding on a narrow social model 

approach. 

 

Marketisation could also have negative effects on students, which are less 

transparent. McCaig’s (2015) comparative discourse analysis of access 

agreements from 2006-07 and 2012-13 found that the ideological basis of 

widening participation policies has changed from promoting the inclusive values 

of the university for the benefit of a fairer society to “the rise of student-as-

consumer interests” (McCaig, 2015, p.13). This, McCaig (2015, p.9) claims, 

puts the original “social justice” premise of widening participation at risk. 

Wardrop et al. (2016) also highlight the market driven content of access 

agreements: “Their content lies within a controlled discourse framed by legal 

requirement and sector and market competition” (Wardrop et al., 2016, p.85). 

We might argue, therefore, that the promises made in access agreements are 

subject to changeable conditions in the market. Reduced numbers of students 

eligible for DSA and reliance on self-disclosure of disabilities by an increasing 

number of those no longer eligible, may create a perceived reduction in demand 

resulting in a decline in services. Additionally, competition in higher education 

has affected study conditions for some students, both with and without 

impairments, with less funding per student and increased student to staff ratios 

(Brown and Carasso, 2013) while graduates face increasing uncertainty in the 

jobs market (Barkas et al., 2017). Newman and Jahdi (2009, p.4) also describe 

how the negative effects of marketisation on staff could extend to the student 

experience: “Even the most dedicated members of staff, be they support 

personnel or lecturers, will be unable to offer their best service if workloads 

become even heavier and further demands are made on their time….” 

Therefore, claims to a social model approach that implies a social justice motive 

appear hollow against the backdrop of marketisation, competition and the 

associated risks to students. 
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The government’s increased focus on competition is also driving a debate over 

the quality of education that includes how it is comprised, measured and for 

whose benefit (Bendixen and Jacobsen, 2017). Higher education in the past 

was considered a public service in which shared societal values are formed, 

criticised, and disseminated: “a knowledge provider in the pursuit of truth” 

(Barkas et al., 2017, p.2 citing Bligh, 1990). Increasingly, according to Bendixen 

and Jacobsen (2017) and Barkas et al. (2017) the needs of society are now 

relegated below the needs of the market in higher education such that: “the 

value of an HE as a private good has changed to an economic commodity in a 

fluctuating market” (Barkas et al., 2017, p.2). Bendixen and Jacobsen (2017) 

suggest that quality has become a political judgement related to the economic 

worth of students, specifically, how valuable graduates are to the employment 

market: 

“Education is thus accorded a market value. If it leads to employment, it 
is valuable; if there are no need for graduates in a particular field, then 
the educational programme is of less value. Education must be 
convertible to or exchangeable into employment” (Bendixen and 
Jacobsen 2017, p.21).  

 
Evidence for this view can be seen in the 2011 and 2016 White Papers (BIS, 

2011; BIS, 2016b) where the link between the quality of higher education and 

employability, and graduate earnings is explicit. Statistics on employment 

destinations of graduates, and their average salaries for individual courses, are 

promised by government to be included in the information available to 

prospective students to allow them to compare outcomes in the process of 

choosing their course and further promote competition between providers: 

“…we will shine a light on the employability outcomes of courses and 
institutions for students to evaluate alongside other considerations. We 
hope this will also be used by providers evaluating their provision and 
considering how they can tailor it to better deliver relevant skills for the 
labour market” (BIS, 2016b, p.58). 
 

Giroux (2014) describes the marginalising effect on both academics and 

students of recent developments towards marketisation in higher education:  

“… they are putting in place modes of governance that mimic corporate 
structures by increasing the power of administrators at the expense of 
faculty, reducing faculty to a mostly temporary low wage workforce, and 
reducing students to consumers – ripe for being trained for low-skilled 
jobs and at-risk for incurring large student loans” (Giroux, 2014, p.6). 
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Therefore, educational reforms under the marketisation agenda could result in 

both academics and students being classed as oppressed groups.  

 

2.8. The Academic Context in Relation to Disability Support 

The recent policy changes, in the name of the social model, that reduce funding 

for individual students and increase expectations on academics to provide 

inclusive teaching and learning are made in the context of insecure and 

sometimes unsafe working conditions for academics. This is important because 

it raises questions about the implementation of the policy. In the UK an average 

of fifty-three percent of academics are reported to be working in ‘precarious’ 

employment conditions, such as short term, low paid contracts (University and 

College Union (UCU), 2016), with an average of twenty-five percent of teaching 

staff being hourly paid (UCU, 2018). Universities are not required to publish 

figures on casual staff (UCU, 2018) and as such, Lopes and Dewan (2015) 

claim, the issues of this group have been hidden in official statistics and only 

estimated figures are available. Additionally, they found that official information 

on the characteristics of casual staff such as: “gender, ethnicity, age and 

disability” (Lopes and Dewan 2015, p.30) was unavailable because data was 

not collected. The lack of data officially reported on casual staff in the UK and 

the US was being highlighted nearly twenty years ago by Husbands and Davies 

(2000, cited by McLean, 2006). McLean (2006, p.139) argues that the data is 

deliberately obscured by the higher education sector out of “shame” because 

universities would have to admit to “the semi-professionalization of teaching at a 

time when students and their parents are scrutinizing league tables” (McLean, 

2006, p.139). This may be more so in the current environment where the 

promotion of the student consumer and achieving high student satisfaction is 

prioritised in the above policies.   

 

The types of contracts which might constitute a definition of “vulnerable 

university teachers” (McLean, 2006, p.138) are described by McLean as: 

“part-time teachers, those on fixed term contracts, PhD students who 
teach, those compelled to sign ‘teaching-only contracts, those threatened 
by compulsory redundancy or denied tenure for ever, novice, black and 
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women teachers and any university teacher who is allocated too much or 
soul-destroying teaching” (McLean, 2006, p.138). 
 

The inclination towards a flexible, casual workforce, a factor associated with 

marketisation, has been reported to have grown in the UK and US (McLean, 

2006) and similar trends towards casualisation of academic employment has 

been reported in Portugal, France, Spain and Australia (Lopes and Dewan, 

2015). McLean (2006) acknowledges that this may not necessarily constitute a 

negative situation for all staff, however, she claims that many are 

disadvantaged such as lacking office space and resources and experience lack 

of agency and career advancement. Lopes and Dewan’s (2015, p.32) more 

recent qualitative research on teachers on hourly paid contracts has highlighted 

marginalising experiences under the themes of: “precarity, exploitation, lack of 

support and lack of career progression.” Additionally, lecture planning and 

administrative tasks has led to academics working more hours than those for 

which they are paid, and lack of job security has had an impact on eligibility for 

both employee and welfare benefits (Lopes and Dewan, 2015). Giroux (2014, 

p.20) describes those in the United States as “indentured servants who are 

overworked, lack benefits, receive little or no administrative support, and are 

paid salaries that qualify them for food stamps.” The description of ‘vulnerable’ 

(McLean, 2006; Lopes and Dewan, 2015) has been applied to university 

lecturers who are employed under precarious contracts.  The difficulties faced 

by academics on casual contracts may be intensified by race and gender as 

women were more likely to be “in temporary part-time posts” (McLean, 2006, 

p.139) and BME staff have reported facing the additional challenges of:  

“…isolation, racial discrimination and invisibility (Wright, Thompson and 
Tanner 2007; Mirza 2009) as well as heavy workloads, lack of support in 
relation to professional and career development, and over scrutiny 
compared with their white colleagues (Wright, Thompson and Tanner 
2007)” (Lopes and Dewan 2015, p.29).  

 
Additionally, a report for the HE Academy (Locke, Whitchurch, Smith and 

Mazenod, 2016, p.6) found pressure for all academics was intensifying with an 

increase in workload over the last fifteen years: “A heavy (and increasing) 

workload seems to be resulting in an erosion of work-life balance for many 

academics.” Work related stress is a precursor to an increased risk of 

developing a mental health condition (Guthrie, Lichten, Van Belle, Ball et al., 
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2017) and the risk was found to be higher among academics and postgraduates 

than in other employment sectors:  

• “Survey data indicate that the majority of university staff find their job 
stressful. Levels of burnout appear higher among university staff than in 
general working populations and are comparable to ‘high-risk’ groups 
such as healthcare workers.  

• The proportions of both university staff and postgraduate students with a 
risk of having or developing a mental health problem, based on self-
reported evidence, were generally higher than for other working 
populations”.  
(Guthrie, Lichten, Van Belle, Ball et al., 2017, p.xv). 

  

The authors claim that a combination of workplace pressures, when considered 

together, contribute to the higher risk of mental ill-health (Guthrie, Lichten, Van 

Belle, Ball et al., 2017, p.58) and these include some of the factors described 

above: insecure contracts; lack of career progression (Lopes and Dewan 2015); 

an increasing workload that intrudes on personal life (Locke, Whitchurch, Smith 

and Mazenod, 2016); as well as inconsistent leadership and supervision and a 

lack of agency (Guthrie, Lichten, Van Belle, Ball et al., 2017). This raises 

important questions in relation to the policy recent changes and the capacity of 

academics to take on the additional role of supporting students. 

 

Higher education teachers have also experienced a structural change in the 

teaching and learning environment due to the marketisation agenda. The 

growing number of providers and the intensified competition affects academics 

directly through greater state control over the delivery and purpose of higher 

education, emphasising: “its accountability to the needs of the economy and the 

production of a workforce with skills suited to the needs of a global marketplace 

(Brunskell-Evans 2011, p.281 citing Salter and Tapper, 1994). The escalating 

influence of the state in the running of universities is an example of reforms 

across the Public Sector that have been collectively labelled under ‘New Public 

Management (NPM)’ (Ferlie, 1996; Brunskell-Evans, 2011). Paradoxically, the 

managerialism, marketisation and competition of NPM (Ferlie, 1996), places an 

emphasis on individual responsibility including the local management and 

accountability of individual institutions (Brunskell-Evans, 2011), but is 
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accompanied by “tight central monitoring” (Ferlie, 1996, p.6) through 

‘governmentalities’ appropriated from the private sector: 

“…an emphasis on organizational performance, efficiency and 
responsiveness to consumers. It introduces standardized, 
depersonalized practices, such as pre-set, evidence-based output 
measures and assessment programs…There is an elaboration of explicit 
standards and measures of performance in quantitative terms that set 
specific targets for personnel, an emphasis on economic rewards and 
sanctions, and a reconstruction of accountability relationships” 
(Brunskell-Evans 2011, p.282). 

 

This reflects the Foucauldian connection “between the governance of the self 

and government of the state” (Peters, 2007, p.165) discussed above. Ball 

(2012, p.19) describes how the ‘performativity’ culture above has affected him 

through a combination of external technologies and technologies of self-

government that make him and other academics complicit with neoliberal 

ideology such that “neoliberalism is ‘in here’ as well as ‘out there’” (Peck, 2003, 

cited by Ball, 2012, p.18). He claims that the constant measurement of his own 

performance against others and the audit of his productivity by external systems 

has the potential to change how he sees himself as an academic: “As a 

consequence we become transparent but empty, unrecognisable to ourselves” 

(Ball, 2012, p.19). The Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework 

(TEF) (OfS, 2019) introduced by the White Paper: ‘Success as a Knowledge 

Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice’ in 2016 

(BIS, 2016) which formed the basis of the Higher Education Research Act 

(2017), is an example of such performativity. Quality assurance of teaching in 

higher education is not new and various schemes have been tried since 1993 

(Canning 2017), however, the TEF has been particularly criticised for focussing 

on student satisfaction and employability outcomes as a measure of ‘teaching 

excellence’ (Canning, 2017). Linking the TEF with student outcomes by the OfS 

does however acknowledge the move towards evaluating the support HEIs 

provide (Williams et al., 2019) but the OfS framing of student satisfaction under 

the TEF is explicitly value for money: “Almost everything the OfS does is about 

ensuring value for money in English higher education. We set a baseline for the 

quality and outcomes providers must deliver” (OfS, 2019, p.2). Although there 

may be a correlation between good teaching and positive student outcomes, 
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Canning (2017) suggests that using student approval as data to measure 

teaching quality is misrepresentative and could undermine the experience and 

expertise of teaching professionals and diminish the value of their research to 

teaching and learning. This argument is more compelling when the narrow 

measurement of student satisfaction is value for money (OfS, 2019). Therefore, 

the literature describes systemic insecurity in academia, particularly in 

employment contracts, personal well-being, and professional identity because 

of market driven and competitive policies in higher education and therefore also 

brings into question the capacity of academics to provide additional support to 

students. 

As academics navigate through the structural complications described above 

and play a central role in the accessibility of higher education for students 

(Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus, 2020; Hove, Schippers and Bakker, 2018) 

including those with disabilities and mental ill-health, as discussed in the 

Introduction chapter, the question arises of what could be driving academics to 

individually accept a leading but marginalised role in supporting students. The 

caring aspect of teaching is well documented for schools but, according to 

Mariskind (2014), is less researched in higher education. Her study of the 

enactment of care by university teachers is confirmed in the findings of this 

study: that it is an individual responsibility rather than departmental or 

institutional and that “this care is not generally acknowledged or valued” 

(Mariskind, 2014, p.317). Therefore, the question of why individual academics 

acquiesce in the support of students becomes important.  

Aguire, Carbello and Lopez-Gavira (2021, p.315) interviewed twenty-five 

academics in Spain who were known to have a positive attitude to students with 

disabilities and were recommended by their students to take part in the study. 

Eighteen out of twenty-five participants had more than eleven years’ experience 

of teaching in higher education with ten academics having over twenty years’ 

experience. The study found that the constructive actions of the academics, 

such as finding and attending training and providing reasonable adjustments 

were “driven by personal motivation and their experience with students with 

disabilities.” Lopez-Gavira, Orozco and Domenech (2021, p.1) writing about the 

same research project concluded that to be what they term as an “inclusive 

faculty member”, training is important but even more so is the attitude of 
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academics of “goodwill and eagerness to do one’s job properly.” Morina and 

Orozco (2021, p.162) highlight barriers that can be raised by academics who 

are not in the ‘inclusive’ category described above: 

“barriers are also erected by faculty members as a result of their lack of 
knowledge about, limited training in and poor sensitivity to disability, and 
their unwillingness to provide resources and make reasonable 
adjustments in their subject and its evaluation.” 
 

Perrin, Jury and Desombre (2021, p.1087) and a comprehensive literature 

review of teacher attitudes to inclusion by Avramidis and Norwich (2002) both 

claim that successful inclusion in a school setting depends on the attitudes of 

teachers which are influenced by three aspects: “context; students’ 

characteristics [the type of disability] and teacher’s characteristics.” The socio-

political context in higher education is discussed above while in depth analysis 

of the differences in student characteristics are beyond the scope of this study, 

except as a factor in the sampling strategy. However, the significance of 

teacher’s (or academics’) characteristics in the form of personal values were 

indicated in the data and are therefore analysed using Schwartz’s theory of 

values (Perrin, Jury and Desombre, 2021; Mariskind, 2014; Roccas and Sagiv, 

2017; Schwartz, 1992; Büssing et al., 2019). Schwartz’s seminal work on the 

content and structure of values in 20 countries (Schwartz, 1992) classified ten 

values common to all cultures. He then identified motivational goals related to 

those values (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017).  Büssing et al., (2019) found that the 

‘universal’ motivation of acceptance, tolerance and concern for all people, from 

Schwartz’s theory, was an important trait in pre-service teachers in providing 

inclusive education and Perrin Jury and Desombre (2021) had similar results in 

their large-scale quantitative study of teachers’ values. Following the view of 

Perrin, Jury and Desombre (2021, citing Feather, 1992) that our choices are 

influenced by our personal values, Chapter four demonstrates the application of 

Schwartz’s theory of personal values to the participants in this research to 

discover the motivations for their choices in relation to supporting higher 

education students at a time of professional insecurity.   
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2.9. Conclusion 

This literature review traces the journey of the social model of disability from its 

original purpose as an “oppositional device” (Beckett and Campbell 2015, 

p.270) for promoting collective action and securing social justice for ‘disabled 

people’ (UPIAS 1976) to a tool for justifying the neoliberal policies of 

“responsibilization and autonomization” (Rose, 1999, p.154) and leading to 

justifying a policy of reduced funding for students with disabilities. Students with 

disabilities, consumers in a marketised higher education sector, are now 

subjected to competition for resources in individual institutions due to reduced 

eligibility to DSA and rising numbers of students. The higher education 

response is a drive towards “inclusive learning approaches” (BIS, 2014) that 

transfer responsibility from the state on to institutions and subsequently on to 

individual academics who, at the same time, are vulnerable to insecure 

employment conditions. Therefore, the experiences of academics are important 

and are the focus of this thesis. This study will fill a gap in the current research 

by using a critical realist framework  to explore the experiences of academics of 

this additional obligation, the role of personal values in accepting the obligation 

and uncovering the related impact on disabled students. 
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Chapter 3. THE THEORY AND METHODOLOGY OF 

CRITICAL REALISM 
 

3.1. Introduction 

I have chosen to include theory and methodology in a single chapter because 

critical realism underpins both and is interwoven in my approach to the 

research, my methodological choices and in my findings. Critical realism is an 

overarching theory with many different viewpoints and so this chapter provides 

an outline of the critical realist theory, perspectives and frameworks used in this 

qualitative study and why they are appropriate for exploring and explaining 

‘disability’ in organisations. The core principles of critical realism, as founded by 

Roy Bhaskar (Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019), are discussed 

including the importance of the ontological focus of the study explored using an 

interpretive epistemology. Schwartz’s theory of personal values forms the basis 

of analysis of the findings in chapter four is therefore explained below. Ethical 

considerations of carrying out this research are considered, and the data 

collection methods of paired and individual interviews explained and justified. 

The data analysis methods of abduction and retroduction, drawing on the work 

of Fletcher (2017) are used in line with critical realist principles (Bhaskar, 2014). 

The study is based on twenty interviews with members of staff from two 

universities. The universities were chosen for their contrasting status and 

different subject specialisms. 

 

The purpose of this research, congruent to critical realism, is to explore the 

hidden but real events effecting the inclusion of students with disabilities (from 

the perspective of academics) and to explain phenomena that come to the fore 

because of this process, as described by Bhaskar (2014, p.vii): “Moreover, CR 

is of course primarily interested in explanation, and only secondarily in 

prediction (Bhaskar, 2008, Appendix to ch. 2; but see also Naess 2004).”  

 

Bhaskar (2014, p.xii) describes critical realism as a “box of tools for applied 

critical research…” that should not simply theorise social phenomena but have 

a practical application: “So much so, that one could say that applied or practical 

critical realism or indeed ‘critical realism in action’ is, or should be, the soul or 
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heartbeat of CR” (Bhaskar, 2014, p.v.). This chapter provides the theoretical 

foundation to the practical critical realist ‘tools’ demonstrated in chapter four and 

chapter five. Chapter four uses a linear practical application of critical realist 

principles following the methodology of Fletcher (2017), to explain the role of 

academics’ ‘values’ in shaping their behaviour towards disability support.  

Chapter five demonstrates two methods of stratification, drawn from Bhaskar 

and Danemark’s (2006) methodology and described below, to explore the 

structures of universities in vertical layers. Both are used with the aim of 

providing in-depth “rich, ‘thick’, and explanatory” (O’Mahoney and Vincent, 

2014, p.4) accounts of events.  

 

3.2. Theoretical Framework: Critical Realism 

 

3.2.1. Ontology and Epistemology 

Critical realism encompasses a collection of intersecting philosophical ideas 

originating and grounded in the work of Roy Bhaskar (Danermark, Ekstrom and 

Karlsson, 2019). However, critical realism developed into a ‘metatheory’ (Al-

Amoudi 2007, p.544) which, alongside Bhaskar, encompasses the social 

theories of philosophers such as Archer, Sayer, and others (Banifatemeh et al., 

2018) who, although they might defend differences in their analysis and 

development of social theories, they agree on critical realist “core propositions” 

(Lopez and Potter, 2005, p.6) which I have used to underpin this thesis. 

 

The core propositions of critical realism are an ontological conviction, like 

positivism, that: “much of reality exists and operates independently of our 

awareness or knowledge of it” (Archer et al., 2016, n.p.) and is described as 

“Intransitive” (Bhaskar, Danermark and Price 2018, loc. 867). However, this 

positivist view of reality is balanced by an interpretive approach to our 

knowledge of that reality where critical realism “accepts the socially constructed 

nature of knowledge… [and therefore] accepts the fallibility of human 

knowledge” (Lopez and Potter 2005, p.9) or as described by Archer et al: “our 

knowledge about that reality is always historically, socially and culturally 

situated” (Archer et al., 2016, p. 6). Bhaskar, Danermark and Price (2018, loc. 

867) describe this epistemology as the “transitive” dimension.  
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In the development of the core propositions, Bhaskar was responding to the two 

prevailing and conflicting influences of positivism and constructivism (Shipway 

2011). The positivist ontological position claims that there is an objective ‘reality’ 

outside of the mental processes of human beings and knowledge of that reality 

can only be gathered empirically through logic and experiments in a closed 

system, as performed in the natural sciences (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). The 

opposing principle of constructivism consists of varying degrees of the claim 

that ‘reality’ only exists in the mental construction of it by the individual (Denzin 

and Lincoln, 2011). Bhaskar (2014), emphasises the difference in focus 

between critical realism and its ‘rival’ paradigms of positivism and 

constructivism in that they are knowledge (or epistemology) driven whereas 

ontology, or uncovering ‘reality’, is at the centre of critical realism: “critical 

realism is characterized… by the primacy of ontology in the research process, 

whereas for its irrealist rivals, such as positivism and social constructivism, 

epistemology is primary.” (Bhaskar, 2014, p.vi).  

Critical realist research distinguishes between three fields of reality: the 

‘empirical’, the ‘actual’ and the ‘real’ (Fletcher 2017; Danermark, Ekstrom and 

Karlsson, 2019). The ‘empirical’ refers to those occurrences which are 

experienced or observed, such as those emphasised in positivist scientific 

experiments in a closed system (Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019) 

mentioned above or the raw data provided through qualitative methods such as 

my interviews in this study. The ‘actual’ are occurrences in the world that 

happen whether (or not) they are experienced or observed (Danermark, 

Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019). Examples in this study are outlined in the findings 

in chapters four and five in relation to support practices and university systems 

which are real and available even if unobserved by students, staff or parents. 

Other paradigms are criticised by critical realists because the ‘empirical,’ and 

the ‘actual’ are often generalised, merged, and treated as the ‘real story’ without 

explaining why the results came about and what external and invisible powers 

might have contributed to their cause (Edwards, O’Mahoney and Vincent, 

2014). This is described in critical realism as the “epistemic fallacy” (Danermark, 

2019, p.372). An example from this study is the system of disability action plans 

providing information on the needs of individual students. These are written and 

loaded on to the system and in principle provide everything academics need to 
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support students. Alternatively, the ‘real,’ underpinning the critical realist 

approach, refers to the complexity of invisible influences and effects that are 

underlying the experienced or observed events:  

“…one property of reality is that it is not transparent. It has powers and 
mechanisms that we cannot observe but which we can experience 
indirectly by their ability to cause – make things happen in the world” 
(Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019, p.24).  

 
The ‘real’ knowledge that emerged from the analysis, in the example above, 

was that flaws in the system meant that plans were not accessed, accurate, 

understandable, or implementable and therefore not put into place for students.   

 

The ontology of critical realism is congruent to the aims of this study which is 

underpinned by the belief that there is a ‘reality’ of processes, pressures, and 

influences “not immediately observable or transparent” (Danermark, Ekstrom 

and Karlsson, 2019, p.45) which are creating systemic obstacles to equitable 

participation in higher education for students with disabilities. These obstacles 

may be imperceptible to students and if so, cannot be negotiated, mitigated, or 

protested by them, and may also be invisible or overlooked by senior 

management because they are factors which operate outside of their immediate 

experience or explicit responsibilities. The aim of the study was therefore to 

uncover this hidden reality through the lens of academics and discover the 

mechanisms creating those barriers.  ‘Academics’ were chosen as a useful 

collective because they are ‘inside’ the systems and policies of the university 

but at the same time work at proximity to students affected by those systems 

and policies and as discussed in the literature review and Introduction chapter, 

have increasing responsibilities related to provision for students with disabilities. 

 

As described above, the epistemological approach of critical realism is 

interpretive, and the knowledge generated by studying ‘reality’ is accepted as 

being imperfect, or ‘fallible’ (Bhaskar, Danermark and Price, 2018; Sayer, 1992; 

Elder-Vass, 2010). The ‘fallibility’ of knowledge (Sayer, 1992) is emphasised by 

Elder-Vass (2010) in the assertion that although we are looking for knowledge 

about reality through uncovering causal mechanisms, these mechanisms could 

be unlimited. I acknowledge this in relation to identifying ‘absences’ as a causal 
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mechanism in this research (described below), where only a limited proportion 

of possible absences can be identified due to the scope of the research and 

those uncovered are specific to the perspective of academics. Additionally, 

mechanisms vary depending on the conditions or context within which they are 

activated, and their interaction with other mechanisms (Danermark, Ekstrom 

and Karlsson, 2019). Therefore, causes are described in terms of a ‘tendency’ 

rather than a predictable and reliable result (Sayer 1992; Danermark, Ekstrom 

and Karlsson, 2019; Fletcher, 2017) which makes our knowledge ‘fallible’ but 

importantly, as asserted by Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson (2019, p.21) “yet 

all knowledge is not equally fallible.” Therefore, using the abduction and 

retroduction processes described below we can identify the most appropriate 

and credible explanation.  

 

The critical realist epistemological approach is a good fit to this study because 

although ontologically there is a belief that ‘real’ and unseen factors underpin 

the experiences of staff and students, the reporting of those experiences by 

participants are accepted as being an interpretation and constructed in a variety 

of contexts.  

Bhaskar (2018, pp.14-15) describes the “holy trinity” of basic critical realist 

principles which are also aligned to the ontological and epistemological 

assumptions of this study:  

“Ontological Realism, that is realism about the world [or of the ‘real’ and 
unseen events that effect students with disabilities],  
 
Epistemological Relativity that is the idea that the beliefs are socially 
produced, fallible, unchangeable, and changing so our knowledge is 
relative… [the perceptions and interpretations of the participants and me 
as a researcher].  
 
Judgemental Rationality and this says that even though our knowledge is 
relative, we can produce in particular contexts, strong arguments for 
preferring one set of theories to another [theorising of interview data to 
provide the most likely meaning and explanation of events described by 
academics].” 

 

3.2.2. Causality  

As described above, ontology is the key to critical realism where the purpose of 

research is on explaining the ‘reality’ of “why what happens actually does 
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happen" (Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019, p.44), that is, to discover 

the causes of events. Ascertaining causality does not refer to uncovering the 

“‘Cause and Effect’” (Sayer, 1992, p.104) of distinct incidents or making 

predictions related to always when incident A occurs it will be followed by 

incident B as claimed by Hume (1977) in the “‘covering law’ model of causality” 

(cited by Elder-Vass, 2010, p.41). This is because, unlike the closed systems of 

natural science, this study like most research in the social sciences investigate 

‘open’ systems where, as described in the field of the ‘real,’ and as can be seen 

in the analysis of the Site of Enablement in this study: “any number of 

occurrences and events can overlap and interact in which people can learn and 

change” (Fletcher, 2017, p.185), for example the emotional effects on 

academics of providing support, including the fear of student suicides, led to 

some participants requesting a specialist training course with limited availability, 

which led to more students being directed to them for help and a higher 

workload. 

 

In critical realism, the ‘object’ of the research (in chapter four the object is 

‘Values’ and in chapter five the object is the Site of Enablement), have inherent 

properties which, under certain conditions, become causal powers and lead to 

positive change, while liabilities, under certain conditions, lead to negative 

change, for example, where improving the accessibility of online IT systems 

might lead to cutting costs in systems elsewhere. The causal powers and 

liabilities remain only as possibilities in the structure of the object until they are 

enabled by devices or ‘mechanisms’ (Sayer, 1992) which turn potential into 

process. For example, Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) training provided to 

academics will only cause positive change for students if it is taken up and 

acted upon. As demonstrated by the framework used in Chapter five, these 

mechanisms function at all levels of a “necessarily laminated system” (Bhaskar 

and Danermark, 2006, p.290). In the example above, the data shows that take 

up of the MHFA course and how it is applied to supporting students is related to 

the structural context such as management decisions on staff eligible to access 

to the course, provision of refresher courses, time available to attend and was 

also related to individual academic workload and relationships with students 
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(where more students asked  for help from those who had done the course) and 

potentially might be related to numbers of student disclosures.  

It is the examination of the mechanisms and the contexts in which the 

mechanisms are activated, at different levels of reality, which provide 

explanations of events (Elder-Vass, 2010). Danermark (2019, p.373) illustrates 

this through a simple formula: “In order to be successful, we need in-depth 

knowledge about the structures (S) [or objects], mechanisms (M) and context 

(C). Together, these result in an outcome (O) (S + M+C = O)”. This is along the 

lines of Sayer’s (1992, p.122) formula which says:  

“Object X having structure S…. necessarily possessing causal powers 
(p) and liabilities (l) ………………..under specific conditions 
(c)………….will [either]… not be activated hence producing no change 
…[or] …produce change of type e2 [or] e3, etc.” 
 

Sayer 1992: 
Object X 
(Site of 
Enablement) 

Having structure 
(S) possesses 
Causal Powers 
and Liabilities… 
(p) and (l) 

…which under 
specific conditions 
(c) (with other 
objects with powers 
and liabilities) ….  
 

May or may not 
be activated and 
lead to events: 
e 1. If not 
activated – no 
change 
Or Produce 
change of type e2, 
e3, e4… 

 

Danermark 2019: 
Structure (S) [or 
Object] with 
causal powers and 
liabilities 
(Site of 
Enablement) 

+ Mechanisms (M) 
Eg: Absences as a 
“determining causal 
mechanism” 
(Alderson 2021, 
p.147) 

+ Context (C) 
Eg: Laminated 
framework of 
different levels of 
reality/contexts and 
Bhaskar and 
Danermark’s (2006, 
289) “four planar 
social being” 

= Outcome: (O) 
Eg: Powers 
prevented from 
being activated 
due to absences = 
no change. 
 

Figure 4: Sayer’s (1992) and Danermark’s (2019) Theories of Causal Powers and 

Liabilities. 

 
Danermark (2019) and Sayer (1992) above provide useful tools in the 

explanation of how to explain an event or outcome, which are drawn upon in the 

analysis of the site of enablement in this study. Their formulas may appear to be 

reductionist, however the uncovering of conditions, mechanisms and contexts 

invokes the use of interpretive sociological principles to be able to arrive at an 

understanding, as described by the abduction and retroduction processes 

below. 
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The ‘object’ can refer to individuals, social relationships, entities or phenomena 

(Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019), for example the role of a lecturer, or 

skills for supporting students with disabilities. According to Fletcher (2017, citing 

Maxwell 2012, piii) objects can also include “the ideas and meanings held by 

individuals – their concepts, beliefs, feelings, intentions, and so on – as equally 

real to physical objects and processes” and therefore these can also have 

causal powers and liabilities, for example the personal values of participants 

analysed in this study in chapter four.  

Bhaskar and Danermark’s (2006, pp.288-289) frameworks described below, 

demonstrate that objects are relational and often depend upon their relationship 

with other objects for their existence such that neither can be what they are 

without the existence of the other (Sayer, 1992).  These are described as 

“substantial relations” which are “internal and necessary” (Danermark, Ekstrom 

and Karlsson, 2019, p.41). An example cited by Sayer (1992, p.89) is that of a 

landlord and tenant or another example from this study is the Site of 

Enablement and the university or other institution in which it is situated (chapter 

five). Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson (2019, p.43) citing Sayer (2010, p.91) 

suggest that to determine the structure of an object researchers should ask the 

following: 

“What does the existence of this object (in this form) presuppose? Can it 
exist on its own as such? If not, what else must be present? What is it 
about the object that makes it do such and such?” A key question could 
be: what cannot be removed without making the object cease to exist in 
its present form?” 
 

The process of analysis that identifies and separates the objects and their 

properties, associated concepts and relationships is called “abstraction” (Sayer, 

1992, p.86; Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019, p.38).   

 
The starting point is to identify the properties of those objects under study or 

more specifically the properties of “particular aspects of the phenomena” 

(Sayer, 1992, p.92) that are of interest: “what it is like, what it can do” (Sayer, 

1992, p.105) that potentially might cause change.  

"…it is the nature of the object under study, which is the "fixed point" 
from where to start regarding choice of methods - it is the nature of the 
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object that determines the possibilities we have for gaining knowledge 
about it” 
(Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019, p.40). 

 
Identifying the structure of an object is achieved by isolating those attributes 

which are necessary to it, that is: “the object under study has certain properties 

and powers that seem necessary, so to say indispensable, for the object to exist 

at all and be what it is” (Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019, p.39).  

 

Two different processes are demonstrated in this study to identify the properties 

of an object and uncover causal powers and liabilities. The first is a linear model 

in chapter four where, using inductive processes, an initial familiarisation of the 

data identified ‘values’ of participants as an important factor. This was 

abstracted as an object, ascribed causal powers and liabilities based on 

Schwartz’s “theory of personal values” and then abduction and retroduction 

used to identify a possible, but still ‘fallible’ explanation, or ‘tendency’ 

(Sayer,1992; Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019; Fletcher 2017).   

 

In chapter five of this study a less linear and more iterative approach was used. 

The concept of the Site of Enablement (SofE) was identified as an object, 

drawing on Brown’s (2009) notion of the learning environment in schools. 

However, because the SofE is a new concept, the properties of the potential 

SofE including its causal powers and liabilities, were not fully known although 

there were some ‘key indicators’ suggested from previous research, listed 

below (Williams et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2019) and functions explicitly 

related to supporting students including those deliberately transferred by the 

DSA changes, as described in the Introduction chapter. The aim, therefore, was 

to identify what a fully functioning SofE might be like from the perspective of 

academics. The mechanism identified by analysing data using the framework in 

Chapter five is that of “absences.” This is drawn from critical realist 

methodology where the concept of absences is important (Alderson, 2021; 

Bhaskar, 2014; Mingers, 2014; Shipway, 2011; Brown 2009; Collier 2005), 

particularly for identifying how to generate change:  

“Absence is a hugely valuable diagnostic category. Looking at what is 
missing in a social context/situation or entity/institution/organization will 
often give a clue as to how that situation and so on is going to or needs 
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to change. The absence of rain presages shortages, inflation and food 
riots; lack of free speech the demand for civil society, a public sphere, 
constitutionality, and democracy” (Bhaskar, 2014, p.xii). 

 
Alderson (2021, p.147) describes absences as a “determining causal 

mechanism” therefore the primary interest of critical realism is in “resolving 

hostile absences of lack and need, from lack of food to missing thought or 

absent truth or logic” (Alderson, 2021, p.147). However, not all absences are 

negative for example “in truth telling, lying is absent… peace is the absence of 

war” (Collier, 2005, p.310). In this study, by identifying the negative or ‘hostile’ 

absences (Alderson, 2021, p.147) or those factors that the participants 

expected to be present in the SofE, but were absent (Collier, 2005), we can 

deduce that were they to be present they would constitute the causal powers 

and liabilities of the SofE in its ideal form, from the perspective of participants, 

the academics. The absences are therefore identified as the negative ‘causal 

mechanism’ preventing the initiation of the causal powers of the potential SofE 

and the outcomes reflect the consequences of the causal powers being 

obstructed. The assumption might be that if the negative or ‘hostile’ absences 

were absented (Collier, 2005), the causal powers of the SofE would be initiated 

(by other mechanisms) and the outcomes for students with disabilities would 

only be positive. However, the process is not static and as pointed out by 

Bhaskar (2014; 2017) critical realism is focused on change, therefore the 

initiation of causal powers in the SofE might bring to light new absences not yet 

discovered that might affect students with disabilities or other groups, which 

once identified and removed, reveal yet more new absences. The process is 

therefore continuous:  

“epistemological dialectic. On this schema, we start with some relevant 
absence or incompleteness. This generates anomalies or problems 
which become increasingly troubling as inconsistencies and 
contradictions in the cognitive or practical situation proliferate. These 
contradictions act as a signalling device to the relevant community, 
telling them that something is radically wrong, and in particular that they 
have left something out of the theoretical or practical mix. This entropic 
degeneration can only be halted (and consistency restored to the 
situation) by repairing the omission, namely by incorporating what had 
been excluded in a more comprehensive or inclusive totality. (Such a 
totality in turn may leave something relevant out, triggering a further 
round of this dialectic)” (Bhaskar, 2014, pp.xii-xiii). 
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3.3. Critical Realism and Disability 

3.3.1. Critical Realism and the Social Model of Disability 

Critical realists Bhaskar and Danermark (2006, p.281) criticise the theoretical 

basis of widely used models of disability such as the social model, for having a 

limited focus “on one level of reality – the socio-economic.” They aim a similar 

criticism at the individual model as focused only on the “biological or 

neurological levels [of reality]” (Bhaskar and Danermark, 2006, p.281) and on 

the social constructionist model in that it highlights the reality of language and 

culture above other levels and, as denounced by Feely (2016, p.864), 

diminishes “the harsh realities of life experienced by, and the embodied 

experiences of pain endured by, many disabled people.” These models, 

according to Bhaskar and Danermark (2006, p.281, citing Priestley, 1998) are 

“reductionist” in that they reduce the concept of disability down to simple 

explanation and are therefore inadequate theories on their own to explain 

disability.  

The limits of the social model due to its theoretical foundation are also 

highlighted by Gustavsson (2004, p.59 citing his translation of Soder, 1999) in 

the claim that the social model and the individual model are both “essentialist.” 

The essentialist view claims that a category, for example the human body, 

requires “an essential set of attributes or characteristics to secure membership 

of its type or kind (i.e., to be a proper human body)” (Feely, 2016, p.864) and 

the lack of those fully functioning attributes, in the case of the human category, 

risks denying a person fully human status (Feely, 2016). The individual model of 

disability, according to Gustavsson (2004, p.59), is based theoretically on 

“individual essentialism” in that the essential attribute of disability is an 

individual biological defect. This implies that a person cannot be disabled 

without a recognised deformity or medicalised diagnosis. The social model, 

according to Soder (1999, cited by Gustavsson 2004, p.59) is theoretically 

based on “contextual essentialism” in that it separates impairment from 

disability and places the essential attribute of disability on barriers in society 

such that the removal of barriers removes the essential element required to be 

disabled. 
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3.3.2. Critical Realism, Disability and Relative Interactionism 

Critical realists such as Bhaskar and Danermark (2006) propose an alternative 

‘relative interactionist’ theory to explain disability (Gustavsson, 2004, p.64). This 

explores individual and social phenomena through the interaction of different 

layers of reality or “strata of realities” (Gustavsson, 2004, p.64), where different 

theories and methodologies are applied at each level. This contrasts with rivals’ 

theories and their single reality models (Bhasker and Danermark 2006). An 

example of the stratification of reality is Bhaskar and Danermark’s (2006) model 

below which identifies seven levels of reality related to the concept of disability: 

 (i) physical,  
(ii) biological, and more specifically physiological, medical or clinical,  
(iii) psychological,  
(iv) psycho-social,  
(v) socio-economic,  
(vi) cultural and  
(vii) normative kinds of mechanisms, types of context and characteristic 
effects…”.  
(Bhaskar and Danermark’s “necessarily laminated system” 2006, p.288). 

 
Levels iii to vii are described as “social levels” (Bhaskar and Danemark, 2006, 

p.289) of reality which can be explained in terms of the relationship between 

structure and agency (Danemark, 2019) in a combination of four different social 

contexts (Bhaskar and Danermark, 2006). These are listed below, alongside 

examples provided by Danemark (2019, p.378) in brackets, of how they might 

be applied in a hypothetical study about social injustice:  

 

“(i) material transactions with nature (material inequality); 

(ii) social interactions between agents (exploitation); 

(iii) social structure proper (hierarchization of societies and 

organizations); 

(iv) the stratification of embodied personalities of agents (inequalities in 

physical and mental health)”  

(Bhaskar’s “Four-planar social being” model in: Danermark 2006, p.289 
citing Bhaskar, 1993, chapter 2.9.; Danemark 2019, p.378; Bhaskar, 
Danemark and Price, 2018, loc.1014). 

 

In addition to the social context, the “social levels” of reality iii to vii above can 

be explained according to “the relationship between the individual and the 
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collective” (Bhaskar, Danemark and Price 2018, loc.1019). Relationships in the 

critical realist model refer to those that are long-lasting and durable such as:  

“…those between the citizen and member of parliament; between 
capitalist and worker; between bank manager and the person or firm that 
gets credit; between husband and wife; or between parents and children” 
(Bhaskar, Danemark and Price, 2018, loc.1020). 

 
These relationships can also be stratified at different levels according to 
Bhaskar and Danermark’s “hierarchy of scale” (2006, p.289):  
 

• “the sub-individual psychological level; 

• the individual or biographical level; 

• the level of micro- and small-group analysis, studied, for example, 
by 
ethnomethodologists and others;  

• the meso level concerned with the relations between functional 
roles such as disabled worker and capitalist; 
[For example: the role of academics and the university in the 
context of support for students with disabilities – the starting 
point of this study]. 

• the macro role typically oriented to such relationships in ‘‘whole 
societies’’, such as, for example, contemporary capitalist society;  

• the mega level primed for the analysis of civilizations and 
traditions, such as basic ideas about normality; and 

• the planetary level, e.g. in studies of the impact of globalization of 
perception of disability”. 
(Bhaskar and Danermark’s “hierarchy of scale” 2006, p.289). 

 
Therefore, Bhaskar and Danermark’s (2006) frameworks above outline different 

levels of reality, interacting in various social contexts and within different levels 

of connection between “the individual and the collective” (Bhaskar, Danemark 

and Price, 2018, loc.1020). The practical application of multi-layered 

frameworks, particularly Bhaskar and Danermark’s “necessarily laminated 

system” (2006, p.288), is demonstrated in this study in Chapter five and also 

includes an example of applying Bhaskar’s “Four-planar social being” model 

(Bhaskar and Danermark 2006, p.289, citing Bhaskar, 1993). 

 

3.3.3. Definitions/Models of disability 

Critical realism is an appropriate theoretical framework for this research 

because it takes a pluralistic view of disability which is congruent to the stance 

in this study and described in the introduction chapter. As discussed above, 

critiques of the British social model are that, despite its strengths in promoting 
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political change, it is too narrow to provide a full explanation of the complexities 

of disability (Shakespeare, 2018) and may have even have been a barrier to 

furthering the cause of equity for persons with disabilities:  "The irony is that in 

politicizing disability and defining disablism, the social model left impairment 

unchecked, undertheorized, and ignored" (Goodley, 2018, p.310). According to 

Bickenbach (2012), ‘models’ of disability should be thought of as separate from 

definitions but are often wrongly used interchangeably. He claims that we 

should naturally expect to see multiple definitions of disability, regardless of the 

theoretical perspective, because each definition is designed to serve a specific 

purpose (Bickenbach, 2012). The Equality Act 2010 definition described in the 

literature review is an example. Grech (2016, p.228 citing Grech, 2009) argues 

that it is in the character of disability that a single definition is not possible: 

“[disability is] complex, multifaceted and dynamic over context, time and 
space. It inherently defies simple definition and is subject to cultural, 
social, spiritual/religious, political, geographical and, importantly, 
personal and subjective interpretations, continuously in flux (Grech, 
2009)”.  
 

Therefore, this study is not aligned with a specific model or definition of 

disability and the critical realist framework is therefore a good fit as it does not 

align to a specific theory of disability (Bhaskar and Danermark, 2006). Bhaskar 

and Danermark (2006, p.287) criticise traditional disability research from the 

dominant “meta-theories” such as: “empiricism… and the role of experience”; 

‘hermeneutics’ or interpretive approaches, and ‘social constructionism,’ for their 

tendency, like Gustavsson’s (2004) critique of the social model below, to 

prioritise their narrow explanations and exclude or contradict others. Critical 

realism, through the stratified approach demonstrated in the framework used in 

chapter 5, encourages a range of theories to be considered from across the 

spectrum of paradigms, and as suggested by Mertens (1999) below, to find the 

closest match to the phenomenon under study. 

From its critical starting point, critical realism, and specifically the theoretical 

framework used in this study in chapter five, based on Bhaskar and 

Danermark’s (2006) and Brown’s (2009) models, offers a way to investigate the 

relationship between increasing numbers of students with disabilities and the 

working conditions of academics. The research sets out to explain these two 

phenomena at the ‘meso’ level of reality (Bhaskar and Danermark, 2006, p.289) 
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defined against Bhaskar and Danermark’s (2006, p.289) “hierarchy of scale” as 

the level at which academics perform a “functional role” within the university. It 

examines the interaction between structure and agency at this level where 

‘structure’ refers to a social system, or social context (Danermark, Ekstrom and 

Karlsson, 2019, p.81) and agency refers to the relations between, and actions 

by people (Archer, 1995).   

 

The project is purposefully not operating at the “individual or biographical level” 

of the student in Bhaskar and Danermark’s “hierarchy of scale” (2006, p.289) 

and therefore the exclusion of the “experience-near” (Gustavsson 2004, p.57) 

perspective of students with disabilities is deliberate. Instead, the realities of the 

student are explored through ‘absences’ at the meso level, through the 

academic role and within the social contexts at that level. As outlined in the 

Introduction chapter, academics are the first point of contact for students, play a 

key role in their support, and are central to the delivery of disability policies in 

universities and so their perspectives allow for realities to be uncovered which 

are often hidden from students. This new knowledge is therefore an important 

addition to the experiences of students.   

 

The layers of reality in the disability research analysed using the “necessarily 

laminated system” by Bhaskar and Danermark (2006, p.290) were drawn upon 

in Chapter five as a starting point as they appeared to be relevant, but this was 

a provisional decision and the right to add, change or remove layers was 

retained as an option. However, during the data analysis, the layers they 

suggest were a good fit and were retained, with an adjustment of the normative 

level to include ‘inclusive pedagogy’ because it is an important factor in the 

current policy drive towards “inclusive teaching and practice” (Disabled Student 

Sector Leadership Group, 2017, p.3) as discussed in the Introduction chapter, 

literature review and described in Chapter five. 

 

 

3.3.4. Transformative Paradigm and the Social Model 

This research study also aligns with the transformative paradigm of Donna 

Mertens (2010) who has variously described her ontological approach from: 
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“There are multiple realities that are socially constructed” (Mertens 2007, p.216) 

to latterly: “there is one reality about which there are multiple opinions. And 

here, it leads to epistemological implications” (Mertens 2010, p.470). These 

views appear to have congruence with the epistemological approach of critical 

realism described above and Archer’s (2016) view that our knowledge of reality 

is highly contextual. However, to Mertens, it is the axiological assumption or 

“the nature of ethics” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, p.231) that is central to this 

paradigm such that research is: 

“based on the belief that ethics is defined in terms of furtherance of 
human rights, the pursuit of social justice, the importance of cultural 
respect and the need for reciprocity in the researcher-participant 
relationship. Hence transformative research seeks to challenge the 
status quo of an oppressive, hegemonic system in order to bring about a 
more equitable society” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, p.231). 

 
In relation to disability research, Denzin and Lincoln (2011) compare 

transformative research with the traditional disabled people’s movement 

approach of emancipatory research promoted by Michael Oliver in 1992 (Oliver, 

1992; Oliver 1997; Barnes and Mercer, 2004). Emancipatory research 

concentrates “exclusively on disability as the central focus” (Denzin and Lincoln 

2011, p.231) whereas the transformative approach is described as focused on 

issues of power relations and social justice and “giving equal weight to the 

voices of the least advantaged groups in society” (Mertens, 2007, p.222). 

Oliver’s original description of the emancipatory paradigm (Oliver, 1992) might 

suggest the intention of a wider view along the lines of Mertens (2007) in his 

claim that it “is about facilitating of a politics of the possible by confronting social 

oppression at whatever level it occurs” (Oliver, 1992, p.110). In his advocacy for 

a new emancipatory paradigm, and with similar criticism of the prevailing 

research environment to Bhaskar (Al-Amoudi, 2007), Oliver (1992) cited 

research on black and feminist groups and poverty in rural third world 

communities as evidence for the failure of both positivist and interpretivist 

research to give a true picture of the experience of disadvantaged people. He 

claimed that both paradigms perpetuate the power imbalance between the 

researcher and researched (Oliver, 1992).  The epistemology of positivism in 

disability research emphasised the results of surveys with questions based on 

the ontology of the medical model, that is: with a focus on impairments as the 



70 
 

cause of disability (Danieli and Woodhams, 2005).  Oliver (1992) claimed that 

this puts the control of the research, and therefore the power, in the hands of 

experts, ‘alienating’ disadvantaged groups and locating disability as a problem 

of the individual. Oliver (1992) argued that interpretive research focused on the 

experience of disadvantaged groups without leading to real change and 

benefitting only the researcher: 

“…this kind of research has been called in another context "the rape 
model of research" (Reinharz, 1985) in that researchers have benefitted 
by taking the experience of disability, rendering a faithful account of it 
and then moving on to better things while the disabled subjects remain in 
exactly the same social situation they did before the research began” 
(Oliver 1992, p.109). 

 
The emancipatory paradigm was intended to be a new approach to researching 

issues of oppressed groups. However, it is specifically aligned to disability 

research that has an emphasis on the ontological and epistemological position 

of the social model of disability (Stone and Priestley 1996, cited by Danieli and 

Woodhams, 2005). This assumes that disability is caused by the oppressive 

and discriminatory systems and structures of society, not individual 

impairments, and that research about disability issues needs to be fully 

inclusive of disabled people at every level: 

“Strategies need to be devised to ensure that research on disability 
provides an accurate and fruitful account and this can only be done by 
ensuring that the experience of disability is fed into the project by 
disabled people themselves and at all stages: planning, design, 
fieldwork, analysis and report writing. (Oliver, 1993, p. 66)” (cited by 
Danieli and Woodhams 2005, p.285). 
 

Therefore, the aim of the emancipatory approach is to break down social 

barriers to disabled people through the impact of the research: “Emancipatory 

research is about the systemic demystification of the structures and processes 

which create disability (Barnes 1992: 122)” (Mercer, 2004, p.120), which 

includes the research process itself such that the aim is for control to be in the 

hands of persons with disabilities (Oliver, 1997; Mercer, 2004). However, 

Gustavsson (2004, p.58) claims that the focus on “experience-near” 

perspectives or research based on the direct knowledge of disability by disabled 

people was not theoretically based. Emancipatory research has also been 

criticised for its social model ontological and epistemological stance because, 
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although it seeks to accurately represent the views of disabled people, it does 

not allow for those views which go against the social model:  

“The danger of course is that political imperatives are prioritised and 
those views which may not support a social model may be marginalised, 
ignored (see also Bury, 1996, p. 113) or dismissed as a form of ‘false 
consciousness’” (Danieli and Woodhams, 2005, p.287).  

 
This leads to the risk that emancipatory research will emulate the failures of the 

positivist and interpretive paradigms described by Oliver (1992) above in that 

the research will reflect the views of the researcher rather than the views of the 

groups it seeks to represent (Danieli and Woodham, 2005). Additionally, the 

explicit alignment to the social model by researchers puts them in the role of the 

‘expert’ and therefore creates an imbalance of power as reported by Kitchen 

2000 (cited by Danieli and Woodhams, 2005, p.288): “there are an elite group of 

disabled academics that are dictating the terms by which research on disability 

should be conducted.”  

Oliver cites his own research project to acknowledge the weakness of 

Emancipatory research in practice:  

“…the question of doing emancipatory research is a false one, rather the 
issue is the role of research in the process of emancipation. Inevitably 
this means that research can only be judged emancipatory after the 
event; one cannot ‘do’ emancipatory research (nor write methodology 
cookbooks on how to do it), one can only engage as a researcher with 
those seeking to emancipate themselves” (Oliver, M. in Barnes and 
Mercer, 1997, p.25). 

 
 
As in Oliver’s (1992) ambition for the emancipatory paradigm, transformative 

research aims to change “the social relations of research production” (Oliver 

1992, p.101) between the researcher and the researched. However, it has a 

wider application than the narrow social model lens that characterised Oliver’s 

approach. Indeed, Mertens describes transformative theory as an ‘umbrella 

term’ that takes in a range of paradigms that focus on the inclusion of various 

marginalised groups:  

“[The transformative paradigm] is applicable to people who experience 
discrimination and oppression on whatever basis, including (but not 
limited to) race/ethnicity, disability, immigrant status, political conflicts, 
sexual orientation, poverty, gender, age, or the multitude of other 
characteristics that are associated with less access to social justice. In 



72 
 

addition, the transformative paradigm is applicable to the study of the 
power structures that perpetuate social inequities” (Mertens 2010, p.4).  

 

According to Danermark, Bhaskar and Price (2018, loc.803) critical realism is a 

philosophy which purposefully looks at circumstances through a critical lens, in 

other words, it starts from the perspective of disagreeing with an opposing view 

while trying to explain what is happening in and around a situation:  

“Ultimately, critical realism is more concerned with the way that, in the 
social domain or perhaps even in natural sciences with social 
implications, the function of [social] science is to be substantially critical 
of some of the practices in which we engage. In this way, critical realist 
philosophy has a transformative and potentially emancipatory role” 
(Danermark, Bhaskar and Price, 2018, loc.803). 
 

Therefore, the critical realist philosophy is congruent to the transformative 

model above. The suggestion by Danermark, Bhaskar and Price (2018, loc.803) 

that it might also “play an emancipatory role” is in line with Oliver’s (1997) 

comment above, that it could only be described so in retrospect. 

 

This research steers away from the premise that the research process itself can 

only be credible if led by persons with disabilities. The study of “power 

structures that perpetuate inequities”, described by Mertens (2010, p.4) might 

not be studied by marginalised groups because they may not know that some of 

these power structures exist or may not have access to them. Research from 

inside university systems, such as the experience of academics, provides a lens 

from within the power structure itself. Examples from other settings might be 

support workers in residential homes or junior nursing staff in hospitals. As 

discussed in the Introduction chapter and above, the academic teacher’s role is 

uniquely placed in the context of support for students with disabilities because it 

is at the centre of higher education systems, with an insight that students with 

disabilities do not have and may only be aware of through their own 

experiences of the outcomes of those power structures. 

 

3.4. Schwartz’s Theory of Personal Values 

The critical realist framework in chapter four draws on Schwartz’s “theory of 

personal values” (1992, cited by Roccas and Sagiv 2017, p.7) to analyse why 
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individual academics might be complicit in providing support for students with 

disabilities.  

 

The use of Schwartz’s (2017, p.51) “theory of basic individual values (Schwartz, 

1992)”, which was developed from the discipline of Psychology, is justified 

within a critical realist study because it supports the view of Sayer (2011, p.248) 

for a “post disciplinary perspective” to the study of values and ethics in the 

social sciences: “more needs to be done especially in opening dialogue 

between psychology and other social sciences” (Sayer, 2011, p.248). Sayer’s 

view stems from his claims that the social sciences often ignore the ‘concerns’ 

of participants in research, or “what really matters to them, what has import” 

(Sayer, 2011, p.3) and should include more of the “emotional force of the 

experience” (Sayer, 2011, p.4). Additionally, there is overlap between Schwartz, 

as described by Sagiv and Roccas (2017), and Sayer (2011) with their claims of 

what values are in terms of their individual and personal nature, that they are 

“close to the ideal self” (Sagiv and Roccas, 2017, p.6) and “become part of our 

character” (Sayer, 2011, p.26) as well as with the claims of both that values are 

influenced by social contexts or “social experiences” (Schwartz, 1992) and 

“fallibly related to objective circumstances and events” (Sayer, 2011, p.28). 

Additionally, and relevant to the analysis in chapter four, Schwartz (1992) and 

Sayer (2011) both assert that values guide our future behaviour. 

 

The basis of Schwartz’s theory is the identification of ten common values that 

people share across cultures. These are power; achievement; hedonism; 

benevolence; universalism; tradition; conformity; security; self-direction and 

stimulation. These ten values are associated with actions or “motivational 

goal[s]” in that “The more important a value is to a person, the more he/she is 

motivated to attain the goal it represents” (1992, cited by Roccas and Sagiv 

2017, p.8).  The ten values Schwartz identified (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017), are 

categorized under four over-arching values in two conflicting pairs: “self-

enhancement” versus “self-transcendence” and “open-ness to change” versus 

“conservation” as presented in table 6 above. Schwartz has since developed his 

theory and added to the ten to make nineteen values (Schwartz 2012 cited by 

Schwartz 2017, p.67). However, he explicitly calls the new theory a refinement 
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of the original, not a replacement (Schwartz, 2017) and therefore this study will 

continue to refer to the original ten values because it is adequately 

representative of the interview data.   

These values and their motivational goals are outlined in Figure 6. 

 

Self-enhancement versus Self-transcendence 

 Power - motivational goals (MG) = 

Self-interest. gaining control over 

people and resources. Achievement 

(MG) = demonstrating ambition and 

success  

(Hedonism) 

Benevolence – (MG) = Concern for 

others with who one has contact. 

Universalism – (MG) = acceptance, 

tolerance and concern for all people  

Conservation versus Openness to Change 

Tradition – (MG) = Preserving the 

status quo, commitment to past 

beliefs and customs Conformity – 

(MG) = adhering to social norms and 

expectations.  

Security – (MG) = preference for 

stability and security for self and 

close others  

Self- direction – (MG) = openness to 

new experiences, autonomy of thought 

and action. 

Stimulation – (MG) = novelty and 

excitement. 

(Hedonism) 

Figure 6: Table of values and motivations devised from the descriptions of 
Schwartz’s theory (1992) by Roccas and Sagiv, 2017, p.8. 
 

Schwartz’s theory (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017) was deemed appropriate for this 

study because the concept of motivational goals that he ascribes to each value, 

and which represent possibilities for action or behaviour, align to the concept of 

causal powers and liabilities which, when initiated lead to an outcome. This is 

congruent to the critical realist principles outlined above. However, other studies 

which mainly focus on teacher’s attitudes, such as the extensive literature 

review of Avramidis and Norwich (2002), identified mainly the external 

influences on teacher’s attitudes, for example the availability of resources, not 

on how teachers’ individual values underpin attitudes that then leads to specific 

behaviour, as identified by Schwartz (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017).  An exception is 

Perry, Jury and Desombre (2021) who also used Schwartz’s theory to analyse 

whether the personal values of teachers in schools were related to their 

attitudes toward inclusive education. They found similar outcomes to this study 
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in relation to the dominance of self-transcendence and openness to change 

values. 

 

The values in Schwartz’s theory (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017) as suggested by the 

table, do not occur in isolation but in relation to each other such that they may 

be congruent, closely aligned or in opposition to the other values. This is best 

depicted in a circle such that “the complete pattern of conflict and compatibility 

among the values forms a circular structure in which adjacent values reflect 

compatible motivations and opposing values reflect conflicting motivations” 

(Roccas and Sagiv, 2017, p.16) as depicted by the diagram below:  

 

 

Figure 7: A circular representation of Schwartz’s Theory of Personal Values.  
 

There was a tendency towards goodwill amongst all academics that I 

interviewed for this study. This denotes ‘Self-transcendence’ values among 

participants in line with Schwartz’s theory, with an emphasis on benevolence 

and therefore signifies the causal powers of: ‘care for others’ in table 6, or as 

described by Arieli and Tenne-Gazit (2017, p.123) “…helpfulness, honesty, 

forgiveness, loyalty, responsibility.” However, the way participants represent the 

value of self-transcendence in their actions is also dependent on their position 

on the continuum between the two opposing values of openness to change and 

• Self-
enhancement

• Openness to 
change

• Conservation• Self-
transcendence

Benevolence 

Universalism

Tradition

Conformity

Security

Power

Achievement

Self-Direction

Stimulation

Denotes 
Opposite
s 

Denotes 
congruence
e 
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conservation. According to Arieli and Tenne-Gazit (2017, p.122) employees 

who are closer to the values of conservation are more likely to act in a cautious 

manner:  

“…employees valuing conservation values are more concerned with 
maintaining stability in their work setting, and obeying authority. They aim 
at establishing harmonious relations and solidarity among organizational 
members by avoiding conflict and adhering to organizational norms and 
expectations. To that end, they are more likely to favour self-restriction, 
risk aversion, and the restraint of provocative actions.”  

 

Therefore, if academics have self-transcendence values that lean towards 

conservation, it influences their behaviour towards finding a solution for 

students, for example, they may be more likely to refer students immediately to 

student services for support without attempting any intervention, as quoted by 

three of the participants: Janet, Eddie and Joe, in chapter four. 

 
In contrast, self-transcendence values that lean towards ‘Openness to change’ 

on the continuum are described in terms of the two associated values of Self-

direction and Stimulation:  

“Self-direction values encompass the motivation for independent thought 
and action expressed in the freedom to choose, to create, and to 
explore… Stimulation values express the motivation for arousal, 
excitement, novelty, and challenge in life. Together, these values 
express the motivation for autonomy and diversity, encouraging 
individuals to challenge existing knowledge, and follow their natural 
curiosity and desires” (Arieli and Tenne-Gazit 2017, p.117). 

 
The majority of participants in this study and analysed in chapter four, exhibited 

self-transcendence values leaning to openness to change.  

 

Shwartz’s theory is important to the analysis in chapter four of this thesis, when 

it is combined with a linear critical realist framework, because these personal 

values form the basis of individuals’ actions when given autonomy to make their 

own decisions. This is pertinent to the academics interviewed who, because of 

policy changes described in the introduction and literature review, are expected 

to take on more individual responsibility for supporting students with disabilities, 

especially through the ‘inclusive teaching and learning’ agenda. How they 

respond will be influenced by their personal values. 
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3.5. Method 

 

As discussed above, the ontological position of critical realism and this thesis is 

that there is a reality that exists external to our knowledge of it (Archer et al., 

2016, n.p.) or the “intransitive” dimension (Bhaskar 2017, p.13) but our 

knowledge of that reality is a social construction (Archer et al., 2016), the 

“transitive” dimension (Bhaskar 2017, p.13). This chapter outlines the methods 

used in this research and how they reflect this ontological and epistemological 

position. For example, I used semi-structured interviews with a detailed 

proforma (Appendix A) of questions on issues and happenings in line with this 

ontology (Buch-Hansen and Nielsen, 2020), which were designed to elicit 

participants’ knowledge, perspectives and relationships about those issues and 

happenings, in line with this epistemology. These data collection methods, 

including the sampling strategy, gaining access to participants and the process 

and justification of conducting a pilot study ahead of the main study are 

explained in this chapter. Data analysis was undertaken using the critical realist 

methods of abstraction, abduction and retroduction. Abstraction was used to 

identify the objects under study, then abduction applied new concepts to the 

data, drawing on existing theories, and retroduction analysed the data in the 

wider social context. These are explained below.  

 

The frameworks used in chapters four and five required that I first identify or 

abstract the “intransitive” (Bhaskar 2017, p.13) objects such as Values (Chapter 

four), and the Site of Enablement (Chapter five). This led to pursuing the goal of 

the methodology which was to identify the “transitive” dimension (Bhaskar 2017, 

p.13), or gaining knowledge about those objects while accepting that the 

knowledge is interpreted and therefore ‘fallible’ (Bhaskar, 2017; Sayer, 1992, 

Elder-Vass, 2010). Qualitative methods of acquiring knowledge are usually 

preferred in critical realist research, in line with the interpretive epistemology 

(Brown and Roberts, 2014) and therefore were deemed appropriate for this 

study. The generic definition of qualitative research by Denzin and Lincoln 

(2011, p.3) says: “Qualitative research consists of a set of interpretive material 

practices that make the world visible” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, p.3) where the 
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aim, according to Brown and Roberts (2014, p.305) is to understand the “insider 

view of society” or in this study the values of academics (Chapter four) and 

perceptions, beliefs, and activities of academics in relation to the Site of 

Enablement (Chapter five) and including their relationship with other structures 

and agents. A plurality of theories and models can be drawn upon by critical 

realism (Bhaskar and Danermark, 2006, p.279) and the ones I have selected 

are illustrated in the findings. This means that a variety of methods can also be 

used, including quantitative data in a mixed methods approach, to explain 

mechanisms that make up the transitive, or knowledge, dimension. However, in 

this study and due to lack of resources and time constraints, only qualitative 

interview data was used, and whilst this data fully demonstrates the use of the 

critical realist frameworks in Chapter four and Chapter five, a future study of the 

Site of Enablement (Chapter five) could add quantitative data, for example, in 

the form of surveys, to expand the exploration of hostile absences (Alderson, 

2021, p.147) and their effect on the functioning of universities as the Site of 

Enablement. 

  

3.5.1. Data Collection 

a. Sampling strategy  

Data was generated from individual, small group, and paired interviews from 

two universities: Institution 1 was established as a university in the 1960’s and 

Institution 2 is a post-1992 university. The two universities were chosen for their 

differences in subject specialisms – Institution 1 being known for science and 

Institution 2 for arts. A pilot study with five participants was comprised of one 

paired interview (two academics) and one small group interview (three 

academics). Both groups were from Institution 1. Around twelve months later, 

three out of the five participants also took part in individual interviews for the 

main study. 

 

Pilot Study – Institution 1 

Small group interview (FG1) Hal, Jad and Joe 

Paired interview (FG2) Freddie and Milo 

Main study Hal, Freddie, and Milo 

Figure 2: Pilot study participants and those who also took part in the main study. 
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The five participants in the pilot study, plus three who interviewed again 

individually and twelve additional participants across the two universities, 

provided a total of twenty interviews which took place over twelve months and 

were drawn from participants at a range of career levels described in figure 3.   

 

All interviews: - By Career level and Institution 

Career Level 
 

Description Participants 
 

  Institution 1 Institution2 

High Head of department  Kim 

Mid-High Director of Studies; 
Course Leader; 
Professor who teaches 
only; 

Hal, Hal FG1, Freddie, 
Freddie FG2, Jad, Joe,  

Eddie, Max 

Mid Senior Lecturer; 
Module Leader; 

Milo, Arlo, Blair, Eva, 

Low Early career teacher or 
researcher (less than 
5yrs); Lecturer; 

Freya, Janet, Michelle, 
Milo FG2,  

Russ,  

Other Disability Adviser Amy Steven 

Figure 3: Participants by career level and institution. 

 

One non-academic interview was given by a disability adviser, Amy, who 

explained that she had a specific function in Institution 1 in relation to the DSA 

changes: “the post was created because of the reduction in DSA, so, to try and 

mitigate the impact of that reduction.” Unlike the academic participants, she was 

not student- facing but her role was to advise academics on how to implement 

the ‘inclusive teaching and learning’ agenda and therefore she provided an 

institutional perspective. Her participation was useful to confirm that the 

‘inclusive teaching and learning’ strategy was being pursued in at least one of 

the institutions in this research. She also confirmed the policy aims of reducing 

individual adjustments (DSSLG, 2017; Williams et al., 2017) by saying: “by 

using disability support as a lens you can actually meet the needs of the whole 

cohort.” It is criticised in this thesis as a cost-cutting measure that uses the 

social model as its justification.  However, she also confirmed the emotional 

response of academics: “…staff have been left feeling quite bewildered, quite 

confused. There’s this push for them to develop inclusive teaching and learning 

but nobody will really define for them what that looks like…” In this way, Amy’s 
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first-hand experience provided additional legitimacy to the claims of the study 

that HEIs are responding to the DSA cuts by following government guidance on 

‘inclusive teaching and learning’ and that academics are implicated in the 

delivery of the strategy. Amy’s role was a pilot within the university and 

therefore may have subsequently changed or been developed.  Additionally, a 

non-teaching academic from Institution 2 was among the twenty participants. 

Steven’s role was to advise other academics on providing support for students. 

He self-identified as a disabled academic with mobility limitations and therefore 

provided valuable insight into accessibility from the ‘experience-near’ 

perspective of a person with disabilities who had also recently been a student, 

postgraduate and doctoral student with disabilities. He also provided an 

academic perspective on his current experience of disability in higher education 

with additional first-hand knowledge of how the structures, processes and 

practices that affect him might also affect students. Therefore, Steven and 

Amy’s participation contributed to the triangulation of the data and claims in this 

study. 

 

I used a two-level purposeful sampling strategy (Bryman, 2016) to select 

participants with the aim of qualifying academics who had consistently worked 

with students with disabilities, to enable the capture of a rich account of 

interactions, processes, and practices. The first level was related to “context” 

(Bryman, 2016 p. 409) with subject area as the criteria. An article by Harvey 

(2018, p. 109), an academic with disabilities, described his own process of 

choosing a subject area as an undergraduate at university, and the part his 

impairment played:  

“During the process of choosing an appropriate course to study, I was 
immediately put off by any course which contained a significant amount 
of examinations as the mode of assessment. This was because of my 
impairment and the way that I would need someone to write my answers 
for me”  
 

Participants in this study were targeted by university departments based on the 

report to HEFCE: Models of Support for Students with Disabilities (Williams et 

al., 2017). This confirms that students with specific impairments are more likely 

to choose certain subjects than their non-disabled peers (Appendix B). 
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According to Harvey (2018), it demonstrates that students with disabilities can 

tackle the challenges of an ableist university environment through such choices.  

I intentionally targeted subjects where the report showed that students declaring 

a particular impairment were more than twice as likely to study it than non-

disabled peers (Williams et al., 2017) on the basis that this could provide a 

bigger volume and range of experiences of disability issues amongst 

academics.  The report states, for example: "students with social and 

communication impairments (15%) were nearly four times more likely than 

students without disabilities (4%) to study computer sciences " (Williams et al., 

2017, p.19). Six participants were academics teaching in the Computer 

Sciences department. One also taught Mathematical Sciences which students 

with “social and communication impairments” were more than twice as likely to 

study than those with 'No known Disability' (Williams et al., 2017, p. 19). Five 

participants taught Humanities subjects, four were from the Politics, Languages 

and International Studies department and one from History. The report showed 

that students with a mental health condition (14.6%) or two or more conditions 

(12%) were more likely to study Humanities and Language based subjects than 

students with 'No known disability' (7.2%) (Williams et al., 2017). Three 

participants were from Psychology: "students with mental health problems 

(9.3%) physical impairments (7.7%), visual impairments (7.4%) or with two or 

more conditions (11.3%)" were more likely than other students to study 

psychology (Williams et al., 2017, p.19). Four participants came from Art or 

Design departments where “Students with mental health problems, social and 

communication problems, and SpLD were much more likely than students 

without disabilities, and those with other disabilities or impairments, to study 

creative arts and design” (Williams et al., 2017, p.19). The highest response 

rate was from the Computer Science department, and the Physics department 

did not respond on this occasion. Eighteen interviews in total were conducted 

with academics teaching in these subject areas.  

 

The second level of sampling was at the level of participant, that is: academic 

staff with a student-facing teaching contract at different career levels (see 

Figure 3 on p.48). The career levels were categorised into: ‘high’; ‘mid-high;’ 

‘mid’; ‘low’; and ‘other’ so that the roles of academics from the two institutions 
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could be merged. Two additional interviews were undertaken, as discussed 

above, with a disability advisor and an academic researcher with disabilities 

where both roles included advising academics on disability issues. The two 

advisers met a different two-level purposive sampling strategy. The first level 

was through their shared context of an advisory role to academics and the 

second through individual participant routes: the disabled academic providing 

an “experience near” (Gustavsson 2004, p.58) perspective of disability in higher 

education, both as a recently graduated PhD student and as an academic, and 

the disability advisor providing a professional services viewpoint.  

Based on Bryman’s (2016) two criteria for using a larger sampling size: 1) broad 

scope; and 2) large number of comparisons required, a sample size of twenty 

participants was deemed appropriate because the scope of this sampling 

strategy was narrow where, despite including academics from specified 

subjects at several different career levels from two institutions, and including 

two advisors, they could still be considered a homogeneous group of staff, 

targeted for their practical experience of working with disability issues among 

students and working below senior management level in higher education in 

England. This homogeneity became clear inductively when shared initial 

themes emerged from interview data across the different characteristics of 

participants. ‘Data saturation’ or “the point in data collection and analysis when 

new information produces little or no change to the codebook” occurred within 

the twenty interviews (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006, p.65).  

 

Against the second criteria, comparisons were always a possibility because the 

two universities, one traditional and one post-1992 and with different 

specialisms, may have revealed substantial differences. However, the 

homogeneity of the academics’ accounts was notable across the two 

universities despite these differences. The data did reveal differences between 

departments, and these are described in the findings. Therefore, the 

homogeneity of the participants, limited comparison conditions and ‘data 

saturation’ show that the sample size of twenty was suitable for this study. 
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b. Access 

Access to potential participants from the sampling groups described below was 

via coordinators, the gatekeepers of staff in the chosen departments, who 

agreed to forward an email from me to all teaching staff. The email contained a 

brief description of the study and my contact details. This method received few 

replies. The increasing workload described by participants, and in the literature 

review, may suggest that participants receiving a volume of emails from 

coordinators are therefore selective in the information they act upon. I also sent 

similar emails directly to individuals from targeted departments from the two 

institutions by accessing their publicly available contact details, providing a 

summary of my reasons for contacting them with reference to the sampling 

strategy. These emails elicited the most positive replies and I therefore 

concluded that a personal email outlining the reason that I would specifically 

value their contribution, is the most successful strategy and one that I will 

consider in future research. 

  

Preparation for interviews of academics who responded positively to taking part 

in the pilot study and main study was informed by BERA Guidelines (BERA, 

2018). Participants were sent via email: a letter; a detailed outline of the project; 

and a consent form (Appendix C). The time commitment expected from 

participants in recording an interview, estimated at one hour, was included in 

the initial letter to “avoid making excessive demands on them” (BERA, 2018, 

p.19) in line with BERA guidelines. Also, the letter (Appendix C) contained 

contact details of assistance available specifically for this group, if emotional 

support might be required following their involvement (Appendix C) and 

following BERA requirements to: “recognise potential risks, and to prepare for 

and be in a position to minimise and manage any distress or discomfort that 

may arise” (BERA, 2018, p.19). This information was emphasised to one 

participant during the interview who disclosed, after the recording had been 

stopped, that he and some of his staff were suffering from stress. The stress 

was attributed to day-to-day work not the interview, however in the interests of 

avoiding harm (BERA, 2018, p.19) it was right to reiterate the information on 

accessing emotional support and the participant said that they would follow it up 

for themselves and their staff. The consent form included the right to withdraw 



84 
 

(BERA, 2018, p.18), the right to stop the recording during the interview as well 

as the right to remove data from the project up to a specified date which was set 

at approximately two months after the interview. In line with the principle of 

transparency (BERA, 2018, p.17) the consent form also stated that the 

anonymised data may be used for new purposes in the future and that 

anonymous quotations might be used (Appendix C). Every participant signed 

the consent form prior to taking part in the study. 

 

c. Pilot Study 

A pilot study was carried out with the purpose of testing the research design, 

and it also allowed some collaboration with participants from an early stage, 

prior to the main study, to elicit the main concepts and assumptions of the 

academic role in supporting students with disabilities. The initial intention was to 

conduct focus groups of academics from different departments, but access was 

a problem as it proved difficult to recruit participants who were willing and 

available to take part. I had timed the pilot study to take place after the exam 

boards had met in the summer semester in the hope that it would be a quieter 

time for academics but found, through the department coordinator, that often 

staff would use this time to attend conferences or facilitate summer school 

activities. Also, as emphasised in the findings by participants, workload and lack 

of time might be reflected in the difficulty I found with the access and 

recruitment of this group.  Braun and Clarke (2013, p.113) acknowledge the 

difficulties, in these circumstances, of using focus groups as a method: “for 

getting data from busy professionals, they might prove logistically challenging.” 

Instead of focus groups, a paired interview of one senior and one junior 

academic from the same department and one small group interview of three 

senior academics from two departments took place, as well as a one-to-one 

interview with a disability adviser. The pilot study showed the most appropriate 

means of accessing participants, as described above, and confirmed that 

individual semi-structured interviews were the most suitable method of data 

collection. It also revealed the issues important to academics in relation to this 

topic so that interview questions could be adjusted accordingly. As discussed 

above, the data from the pilot study was included in the data analysis with the 

main study. 
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d. Main Study 

Interviews 

Interviews seemed to be the preferred choice of participants following the paired 

interviews when afterwards one participant volunteered, without prompting, to 

meet me one to one and others agreed straight away when asked if they would 

be interviewed and offered to refer colleagues who might also be interested in 

taking part. They might therefore have perceived it to be a safer option for 

answering questions about their workplace, particularly for academics with prior 

knowledge of the interview method, research ethics and confidentiality 

commitments, as Gray (2004, p.213) suggests, individual confidential interviews 

“allows them to reflect on events without committing themselves in writing.” 

Therefore, using the knowledge gained from the pilot study around the difficulty 

in recruiting for focus groups, the possible power imbalance of paired 

interviews, and the preferences shown by the participants, the one-to-one 

interview was deemed to be the most appropriate method of data collection for 

this group and for this study. This led to the use of semi-structured interviews as 

the main choice of method for gathering data. The interview method is 

considered by Gray (2004, p.213) as “a powerful tool for eliciting rich data on 

people’s views, attitudes and the meanings that underpin their lives and 

behaviours.” It is therefore an appropriate choice because in my view it is 

congruent to the aim of drawing out the personal and professional views of 

academics and full accounts of their experiences in the context of disability in 

higher education. The aim of the interviews was to elicit the academics’ 

perspective however, I also recognise that perspectives are not fixed and 

participants’ perspectives might change during the interview (Warren, 2011), for 

example, from lecturer to person with experience of depression (Milo, Institution 

1) or with a “brother who is severely disabled” (Max, Institution 2) or to persons 

influenced by the reporting of suicide in the media as recounted by several 

participants. 

 

Semi-structured interviews were carried out using an interview proforma 

(Appendix A) of questions that were not fixed and included sub-questions to 

allow for flexibility in probing for further information or meaning, rewording, or 
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re-ordering the questions and clarifying participants’ replies. This is a benefit of 

semi-structured interviews over other methods, such as structured interviews or 

questionnaires, where Gray (2004, p.216) suggests that semi-structured 

interviews provide “the potential for exploring… attitudes, motivation, opinions, 

events… in more depth.”  However, compared to questionnaires, they are more 

time consuming to carry out, require additional time for transcription and are 

less suitable for large numbers of participants (Gray 2004). The sample size in 

this study, of twenty participants, was considered small enough to mitigate 

against these possible negatives. The interview proforma (Appendix A) was 

designed from a critical realist perspective, to elicit information about specific 

phenomena such as: participants responsibilities; competencies; emotional 

reactions; teaching practices; involvement with student services; training; 

knowledge of policy and sharing with other departments. The flexibility of the 

use of the questions and sub-questions (Appendix A) contrasts, according to 

Buch-Hansen and Nielsen (2020, p.42), with a positivist approach of 

“standardised questions by a neutral interviewer” and also contrasts with the 

social constructivist approach where there is no “objective reality” to check 

answers against. In this research, aligning with the critical realist approach: “the 

interviewee [was] asked about particular events and situations rather than about 

generalities…” (Buch-Hansen and Nielsen 2020, p.42) and also congruent to 

critical realism, the questions were also deliberately relational, exploring the 

interaction between the individual and others, at the meso level (Bhaskar, 

Danemark and Price, 2018, loc.1019). 

 

Eighteen interviews were carried out face to face either individually or in groups 

(as in the pilot study) while two were telephone interviews by request of the 

participants.  

 

e. Transcription 

Recorded interviews were transcribed by re-playing the audio and typing the 

spoken words into a document. The audio was replayed several times in small 

bursts to check that it was being represented by the written words in a 

consistent manner. Each interview is transcribed into a new document to keep 

the data in manageable sections for analysis.  
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According to Skukauskaite (2014, p.3), choices made in the transcription of data 

is the first stage of interpretation and analysis. She argues that the method of 

transcription reflects an epistemological standpoint, such that each approach 

provides an alternative “way to construct and represent knowledge.” The 

variation in transcription methods and the subsequent claims for knowledge has 

prompted concerns by academics in the field of linguistics about the “reliability 

and validity of transcripts” (Bucholz, 2007, p.785).  

 

Bucholz (2007, p.788) claims that the research objectives underpinning 

transcription are key, specifically whether the researcher is interested in the 

either the “structure” or “content” of the conversation. Audio data in this study 

was transcribed to reveal the ‘content.’ This is described by Braun and Clarke 

(2013, p.161) as the ‘orthographic’ method which translates recordings into text 

through the words that are spoken but not how they were said.  Bucholz (2007) 

uses her own early research to demonstrate that the orthographic method could 

be problematic for the validity of the data because transcribing only for content 

and leaving out all non-verbal utterances can lead to a highly biased result 

towards the viewpoint of the interviewer. However, in this study, the process of 

transcription was generally orthographic, but notes were added in square 

brackets where words were particularly emphasised or significant sounds, such 

as laughter, occurred and if, during the transcription, these expressions were 

deemed important to the context and meaning of the interview. This also 

highlights the interpretive aspect of transcription. Braun and Clarke (2013, 

p.162) emphasise that it is important to recognise that the transcription is a 

“representation” of the interview by the transcriber, not the interview itself. The 

transcriber “makes choices about what to preserve and how to represent what 

they hear” (Braun and Clarke 2013, p.162). In the transcription of this data, 

sounds such as ‘erm’ were left out of all the transcripts as it appeared that, 

rather than a meaningful pause, these represented an unconscious habit that 

continually re-occurred where grammatically, a comma would be correct and 

therefore a comma was inserted into the text. Where there was a definite 

meaningful pause for thought by an interviewee, this was transcribed as a note 

in square brackets as [pause] or [long pause]. The following notation system 
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based on a suggestion by Braun and Clarke (2013, p.168) was used to provide 

consistency across the transcriptions: 

• Speaker: the name of the speaker, a pseudonym, is accentuated by 

using the Heading 2 style in Microsoft Word with each new speaker’s 

name starting on a new line. The text of the oration was written in Normal 

style in Microsoft Word. 

• Laughter: where a speaker is laughing, this is placed in square brackets.  

• Pause: a meaningful pause was placed in square brackets, as described 

above. A long pause was identified when it was longer than the average 

meaningful pause and lasted a few seconds.  

• Abbreviations: these were included where they were used by the 

speaker. 

• Unclear speech: where speech was unclear and therefore could not be 

transcribed, this was noted in square brackets as [unclear].  

• Unfinished phrase or sentence: where a speaker leaves a phrase or 

sentence unfinished, or starts a new phrase before finishing the previous, 

this is annotated by using three full-stops.  

• Reported speech: quotation marks are used to differentiate reported 

speech from the general words of the speakers.  

• Anonymity: The interviewer and participants were anonymised at the 

point of transcription by using a pseudonym. Names of people, 

organisations and other potentially identifying information were replaced 

by square brackets containing a description, for example: [name of 

university]. The original recordings are stored in a secure location for 

reference to the non-anonymised data if required. 

Transcription was carried out using headphones for privacy and to aid 

concentration. It was useful to either use the recorder directly or use a recording 

streamed through a mobile phone application to playback the interview while 

typing on the computer, to avoid switching backwards and forwards between 

computer windows to pause and replay segments (Braun and Clarke, 2013). 

This provided control over the practical element of transcribing and therefore 

speeded up the process.  

 



89 
 

3.5.2. Data Analysis 

Abduction and Retroduction 

The processes used in data analysis to establish causality and provide a ‘real,’ 

not the real, account of the event are the interpretive practices of abduction and 

retroduction (O’Mahoney and Vincent, 2014; Fletcher, 2017). This is different to 

‘rival’ paradigms such as positivism which is generally described in terms of a 

deductive process of hypothesis testing, and interpretivism which uses an 

inductive process of uncovering emerging themes (Gray, 2009) and then counts 

those empirical themes as ‘real’. Abduction is the inference of meaning from 

empirical data through ‘redescribing’ or ‘recontextualising’ it (Danermark, 

Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019; O’Mahoney and Vincent, 2014; Fletcher, 2017) 

which means applying new concepts to the data to provide greater 

understanding. It draws on the possibilities provided by existing theories to 

provide the most credible suggestion of the way mechanisms have worked:  

“It involves combining observations [or interviews], often in tandem with 
theory identified in the literature review, to produce the most plausible 
explanation of the mechanisms that caused the events” (O’Mahoney and 
Vincent, 2014, p.17). 

 

The process began with a familiarisation exercise of re-reading the transcripts 

and commenting on points of interest in the data. As noted by Braun and Clarke 

(2013, p.205) in relation to thematic analysis, these were not part of a 

“systematic engagement with the data” but were preliminary thoughts, reflecting 

previous experiences or links to theoretical ideas which I had been exploring in 

the literature. An example is the interview with Steven in which a surface 

reading of the transcript highlighted possible links to the theory of epistemic 

injustice by Miranda Fricker (2007). As I continued to read the data, I 

highlighted more references by Steven that could be linked to Fricker’s theory of 

“hermeneutical” or “testimonial” injustice (Fricker 2007, p. 162). Initially, it was 

not obvious whether this would develop into a coded theme or prompt a 

strategy of “selective coding” (Braun and Clarke, 2013, p.206) but I marked 

incidences of possible congruence to the theory alongside highlighting other 

areas of initial interest. At this stage, particularly as Steven’s interview was the 

first transcript I returned to, it was also not known whether these themes would 

be relevant to the research questions or feature in the final analysis.  
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As I returned to each transcript using this method, I found that there were some 

topics or concerns which were common to more than one interviewee and I 

captured these initial observations in a digital academic journal with a new page 

for each topic. These included subjects which resonated due to a professional 

background in education. Braun and Clarke (2013) highlight the importance of 

recognising and reflecting on our own biases as we analyse the data, although 

this does not mean that the same issues are not related to the project but allows 

us to critically assess whether they are relevant or whether we have consciously 

or unconsciously manipulated them to make them fit. The exercise of getting to 

know the data demonstrated an overlap between ‘step two: reading and 

familiarisation’ of Braun and Clarke’s seven steps of thematic analysis, (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013, p.202-203) with critical realist methods of finding ‘demi-

regularities’ (Fletcher, 2017; Brown and Roberts, 2014; Hurrell, 2014) or 

identifying recurring issues in the empirical data. 

 

Identifying demi-regularities led to the beginning of abduction. This can be 

applied at all levels of the “necessarily laminated system” as demonstrated in 

Chapter five where absences, as causal mechanisms, were analysed and new 

concepts applied, at different levels. An example of abduction from Chapter four 

in this research is the analysis of ‘values’ at the psychological level of reality. 

The framework in Chapter four was based closely on the research methodology 

described by Fletcher (2017) and is a linear process as illustrated in Figure 5 

below. The initial coding phase revealed a pattern of benevolent values by 

participants towards students. These were abducted or reconceptualised 

against the “theory of personal values” by Schwartz (1992, cited by Sagiv and 

Roccas, 2017, p.7) and redescribed against four categories of values and their 

motivational goals. This enabled the identification of causal powers in terms of 

the propensity by participants for individual decision-making on appropriate 

support provision for students. Then mechanisms were explored within the data 

and within existing theory to identify likely triggers for the initiation of those 

powers. The result was the identification of the mechanism of ‘blurred 

boundaries’ between the responsibilities of academics and student support, 

which led to decisions about student support to be made autonomously by 

individual academics. Retroduction applies to the analysis of the wider social 
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context and its effect on the mechanisms and how they work. To analyse the 

context, Bhaskar and Danermark’s (2006, 289) “four planar social being” model 

described above, becomes relevant as does an openness to apply different 

theories within those contexts in the same way as abduction. Abduction and 

retroduction are closely aligned such that while abduction relates to the features 

of the mechanism at a specific event, retroduction allows for the possibility that 

the mechanism could be applied as a generalisation in other contexts: 

“Abduction involves redescription or recontextualization, most usually (in 
CR research) in terms of a characteristic causal mechanism or process 
which serves to explain it. Retroduction involves imagining a model of a 
mechanism, which, if it were real, would account for the phenomenon in 
question. (These two can often shade into each other: there is only a 
relative difference between them) “(Bhaskar in O’Mahoney and Vincent, 
2014, p.iiv, my emphasis). 

 

In the example of the analysis of ‘values’ above, the retroductive process meant 

analysing the mechanism of blurred boundaries against the wider trend by 

policy-makers of treating all staff, including academics, as a generic group 

working under a ‘student experience’ agenda. The outcomes of this analysis 

show that the mechanism of blurred boundaries could negatively affect both the 

staff and the students, but in different ways. This highlights the flexibility in the 

model described by Sayer:  

“According to conditions, the same mechanism may sometimes produce 
different events [affecting staff and students differently] and conversely 
the same type of event may have different causes” (Sayer 1992, p.117). 
 

In Chapter five the process was less linear as it analysed the data iteratively 

across different laminations. Not all data was abducted at different levels: some 

absences remained as descriptions. Others were descriptive but were linked to 

absences that were abducted at other levels, for example: physical absences 

were described in terms of biological effects on students and re-contextualised 

at the psychological level against Reeve’s (2012) theory of ‘indirect psycho-

emotional disablism’ and Bhaskar and Danemark’s (2006, p.288) “Four planar 

social being”. This allows us to identify where the causal mechanism, such as 

the physical absence, can produce several negative outcomes at higher levels 

(Sayer, 1992). Also, as an example, the fears described by academics at the 

psychological level around student suicides were re-contextualised at the 
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psycho-social level where, I argue, the reality of student suicides should be 

placed. The fears arise, according to the participants’ descriptions, from the 

experiences of academics of mental ill-health among predominantly female 

students and not feeling confident in how to respond. However, the Education 

Policy Institute (2018) reports that more male students tend to commit suicide. 

This highlights that those absences described at the psychological level could 

lead to negative outcomes at the psycho-social level because staff are not 

aware of the vulnerability of some of their male students. This process of 

description, abduction/retroduction continued at all levels of the laminated 

system.  

 

Reliability and Validity 

Internal validity is identified as the extent that it investigates the issues claimed 

(Gray, 2009), or in this research the experience of academics of disability policy 

in higher education while, according to Gray (2009, p.376), reliability is in the 

consistency of qualitative research: “For a research instrument to be reliable it 

must consistently measure what it set out to measure”. As a qualitative study of 

an ‘open’ social system, the exact replicability of the study was not considered 

feasible, however, some reliability was built into the design in that the interview 

process was consistent across participants, with the same proforma used 

(Appendix A); a transcription proforma, described above, improved the 

consistency and reliability of the transcripts; interviews with the disability adviser 

provided some triangulation by providing an institutional perspective, confirming 

the policy claims in the study; and an academic who identified as ‘disabled’ 

provided some triangulation to claims about the effects on persons with 

disabilities. The reliability of interviews also depends on the skills or training of 

the interviewer (Gray, 2009) and my background in careers guidance 

interviewing and using interviews in previous research, provided a degree of 

consistency and reliability in the interview process. 

 

In critical realist research, theoretical generalisations demonstrate additional 

quality assurance measures. As pointed out by Edwards, O’Mahoney, and 

Vincent (2014) generalisations are theoretically informed rather than being 

based solely on generalising the empirical data across contexts. The abduction 
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or re-description of the interview data using existing theories from the literature, 

and situating the data in a wider context, or retroduction, allows for “theoretical 

generalisations [that] are more enduring and can be applied through time and 

space…” (Edwards, O’Mahoney, and Vincent, 2014, p.19). In this way, as 

applied in Chapter five, the identification of the ‘site of enablement’ as an object 

with causal powers, is a concept that can be theoretically generalised across 

other organisations. Also, causal powers of the site of enablement that have not 

been activated due to absences (a causal mechanism preventing them) and 

which are explored at different levels of the framework in Chapter five, provides 

the possibility of theoretical generalisations across UK universities because 

each institution will have a potential site of enablement that is subject to the 

same government policies and guidance and with the potential for similar 

absences. Due to the wider international contexts and legislative pressures 

such as the CRPD described in the literature review and discussion chapters, a 

potential site of enablement also exists as an object in universities worldwide. 

Absences in the provision of enabling students with disabilities have been 

reported in higher education in countries at all global income levels (World 

Bank, 2021) including high income countries such as Australia (Korshy, et al., 

2020), Norway (Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus, 2020) the US (Gould and 

Harris, 2019) and the UK (Williams et al., 2019), upper-middle income countries 

such as South Africa (Mutanga, 2018) and low-middle income countries such as 

Zimbabwe (Majoko, 2018) and Egypt (Lord and Stein, 2018). Therefore, it is 

possible to theoretically generalise internationally, as described by Ackroyd and 

Karlsson (2014, p.24): “when such processes are found there is every reason to 

suppose that the same mechanism is operative in many places, working its way 

out in similar ways and indeed everywhere that similar outcomes are noted”. 

However, while the theoretical framework and use of the concept of absences 

(as a causal mechanism) might be generalised globally across higher 

education, the composition of the absences may be specific to the 

geographical, political or cultural context and not generalisable but may be 

transferable to other similarly positioned organisations in those contexts. This 

would be an area for further research. 
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The choice of the two universities in the study with different histories, structures 

and profiles was deliberate and it pre-supposed that a comparison would be 

possible, however, the data from the participating universities was too alike to 

make any meaningful comparisons based on site. This demonstrated not only 

that a theoretical generalisation can be made as described above, but also 

transferability of the findings is possible between UK universities because 

unexpected “data source triangulation” occurred, as described by Stake (1995, 

p.113) “Data source triangulation is an effort to see if what we are observing, 

and reporting carries the same meaning when found under different 

circumstances.” In Chapter five, the same absences, as causal mechanisms, 

were identified in the two different universities researched, even though they 

had different backgrounds and specialisms and the academics were from 

different disciplines and at different career levels. To confirm whether the 

findings can be empirically generalised further a larger number of UK sites 

would need to be included. 

  

Internal validity was strengthened through demonstrating “sensitivity to context” 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2012, p.180 citing Yardley, 2000) using the 

sampling strategy described above in which the first level was designed to 

qualify academics who were consistently working in a subject area reported to 

be chosen by a high proportion of students who had disclosed disabilities 

(Williams et al., 2017). This ensured that the participants had significant enough 

experience of the research topic to be able to add new knowledge. Using an 

interview proforma (Appendix A) allowed the conversation to stay focused and 

on topic, further ensuring internal validity of the data (Gray, 2009). The 

interviews, including the pilot study, involved building rapport and trust by 

providing comprehensive information beforehand (Appendix C), paying 

particular attention to privacy, allowing enough time for their answers and 

encouraging participants to expand on them using a semi-structured interview 

approach. These are all methods that contributed to participants being given the 

opportunity to fully consider and verbalise their true responses, further 

strengthening the validity of the data (Gray, 2009, citing Arksey and Knight 

(1999)). Direct quotes are used in the data analysis, and provided in the 
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appendices, to provide validity to the findings and the transcripts can be made 

available for audit purposes. 

3.5.3. Ethics 

The study is informed by British Educational Research Association (BERA) 

guidelines (2018) and was approved by a UK university Ethics Committee.  

a. Confidentiality and Privacy 

The principles of confidentiality and privacy include protecting the participants’ 

identities as well as protecting the data generated by interaction with 

participants (Israel, 2015). Assurances of confidentiality and privacy were given 

to participants via the consent form provided to potential participants prior to 

taking part in this study (Appendix C). However, this related principally to the 

treatment of the data, not the activity of collecting the data saying: “I understand 

that all information will be treated as confidential and all identifying information 

about individuals and myself will be removed at the point of transcription” 

(Appendix C). As is commonly the case, confidentiality could not be promised 

during the fieldwork (Israel, 2015; BERA, 2018) because the pilot study involved 

a small group of peers who already knew each other, and the individual 

interviews were conducted at a place of the participants’ choosing and therefore 

outside of the researcher’s control. The participants were reminded at the 

beginning of the paired interviews of the pilot study, that confidential information 

should not be shared outside of the meeting but also that confidentiality could 

not be guaranteed. A degree of understanding of this could be assumed due to 

the positionality of the participants where they were all academics with prior 

knowledge of research processes.  

 

However, measures for maintaining as much confidentiality and privacy as 

possible were deemed of particular importance, especially for individual 

interviews, because these took place in participants’ place of work where they 

were asked to discuss their workplace and working conditions. Sensitivity to 

confidentiality and privacy was of importance especially in the current climate of 

insecure employment in academia (Lopes and Dewan, 2014; McLean, 2006; 

Giroux 2014; Locke, Whitchurch, Smith and Mazenod 2016), and as stated by 
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Israel (2015, p.110 citing Tolich, 2004): “researchers spend time learning from 

insiders what information might be damaging”. In acknowledgement of this, the 

participants could choose the location in the university for the interview but were 

encouraged to suggest a location that would protect their privacy. Rooms for 

most participants were booked accordingly, for example, some interviews took 

place in a different department to their work. However, two participants chose to 

be interviewed in a public area such as a café. This could have inhibited the 

interview and therefore compromised the data and posed risks to confidentiality 

and privacy; however, this consideration is balanced by the requirement to “put 

participants at their ease and avoid making excessive demands on them” 

(BERA 2018, p.19). This risk was minimised in practice because: the location 

was chosen by, and for the convenience of, the participants; a quiet area in the 

café was selected so that we were less likely to be overheard; and the 

institution was one in which I was unknown and therefore the nature of the 

meeting was less likely to be deduced. During the pilot study and individual 

interviews, names were not spoken while recording and all identifiable 

information, such as names of the participants, colleagues or institutions 

including geographical identifiers, were anonymised at the point of transcription 

by using a pseudonym. 

b. Avoidance of Harm 

It was recognised that because participants were responding to questions about 

their workplace, this could make them feel vulnerable. However, steps were 

taken to mitigate this as much as possible, as described in relation to 

confidentiality and privacy above. The process of recounting negative 

experiences was also recognised as a potential risk. Therefore, a sensitive 

approach was used, including building a rapport with participants from first 

contact and throughout the process, to build trust (Israel, 2015) and details of 

staff support services were provided in the initial letter to participants (Appendix 

C).  

 

The pilot study revealed some risk of harm in the use of paired or small group 

interviews in that there might be a perceived threat from talking about the 

workplace in recorded group interviews with colleagues. This might also have 
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been a contributing factor in recruitment difficulties. Holstein and Gubrium 

(2003, p.159) discuss the “reluctant respondent” in the context of organisations 

and while senior managers might be reluctant because they fall into the 

category of “gatekeeper” of organisational secrets, academics might fall into the 

category of “disadvantaged” due to perceived risks on their career, of speaking 

out. One of the possible risks of the paired interview that took place was the 

potential for a power imbalance between co-workers where there was a junior 

and senior academic, which could inhibit the discussion and therefore bias the 

results. Stewart, Shamdasani and Rook (2011, p.10) summarise the potential of 

“social power” and particularly the “power and status” connection, to influence a 

group interview: “In general, low-status persons are accorded less power and 

therefore have less influence on the group” (Stewart, Shamdasani and Rook 

2011, p.10). However, that inhibition could be generated from differences in 

status at both career levels in that the junior academic could be reticent to 

speak openly in front of a manager but equally, the senior academic, acting as a 

“gatekeeper” (Holstein and Gubrium, 2003, p.159) may have issues that they do 

not want to discuss with a junior colleague present. To counter possible bias in 

the paired interview, both participants were also interviewed individually as part 

of the main study. Greenbaum (1998, p.6) suggests that the ‘dyad’ approach of 

a paired interview, in this case of colleagues at different career levels from the 

same department, might have a positive effect on data collection by providing 

two viewpoints of the same issues. In the case of the small group interview of 

three academics at the same level of seniority and drawn from two 

departments, useful alternative viewpoints were given with less risk of bias due 

to participants holding equal status and therefore there were equal power 

relations in the group. However, one of the participants in this group interview 

was also keen to be interviewed individually for the main study, and was 

accepted to do so, which might indicate some inhibition in the group interview. 

The inclusion of three out of the five group participants in individual interviews 

poses a risk of bias due to their prior knowledge of some of the questions, 

however, the participants were not given a copy of the transcript and there was 

a delay of twelve months between the pilot study and the individual interviews, 

which I claim is enough time to minimize this risk. The potential for bias in the 

pilot study is acknowledged above, however, the mitigating factors also 
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described and the prospect of data from different colleagues providing useful 

alternative perspectives led to the decision to include data from the pilot study in 

the analysis of data from the main study. 

 

c. Recordings 

The interviews and paired interviews were recorded using a small digital 

recorder to be as unobtrusive as possible to minimise the effect of its presence 

on the data. In some interviews a mobile phone was used as backup. Notes 

were also taken where appropriate, to support the recording and to record 

comments made after the recordings were switched off. The physical location 

was a factor to consider and for most of the recordings that took place in private 

rooms, there were no issues. However, where participants chose to be 

interviewed in a café, the potential for the recording to be disrupted by 

background noise or for the recording to pick up surrounding conversations and 

compromise the privacy of members of the public, was greater. Therefore, a 

quiet table was chosen, away from other customers. Recordings were 

anonymised at the point of transcription and recordings and transcripts were 

digitised, password protected and stored in a secure location as per institutional 

requirements and current UK legislation. Physical copies were destroyed, and 

backups deleted. 

 

d. Voluntary informed consent  

The research project followed the principle and process of informed and 

voluntarily provided consent (Israel, 2015; BERA 2019). To facilitate this, 

information about the project was given at more than one point in the process: 

verbally at the first point of contact and again in writing, with the consent form 

(Appendix C). The information included the details and justification for the study 

and an outline of the realistic estimates of the time required of the participants, 

in recognition of their role and associated increasing workload (Locke, 

Whitchurch, Smith et al., 2016). This also required flexibility in the timeline so 

that interviews could be carried out at a time of year most suitable for the 

participants. Israel (2015, p.81) points out that “standard approaches to 

informed consent often require participants to have high levels of literacy and 

linguistic ability.” This was legitimately assumed in the study due to the profile of 



99 
 

the participants, as academics, however, it is recognised that a similar study of 

academics elsewhere in the world might not have the same understanding of 

western research practices due to differences in language and culture (Israel, 

2015). Voluntary informed consent included the right to withdraw. This was 

explained verbally and in writing and was ongoing with a reminder given at the 

beginning of the paired and individual interviews, that they could withdraw from 

the research and the recording could be stopped at any time.  The pilot study 

provided an opportunity to check the viability of the research process and it 

could be argued that, following difficulties in recruitment, the willingness of 

some participants to also be included in the main study could be evidence of the 

success of the process for them. 

 

e. Data Management 

This project had a data management plan approved by a UK university prior to 

data collection and complied with all university policies and UK legislation in the 

principles of gathering, storing and disclosing personal data. Informed consent, 

as discussed above, was obtained from participants before collecting data, 

including what information was going to be collected, its intended use and who 

it will be shared with. It included the right for participants to withdraw from the 

study and a right to withdraw their data within a specified length of time of two 

months, because after this time it was not deemed possible to separate it from 

other anonymised data (Appendix C). Access to data was restricted to two 

people including the researcher and a supervisor. Only personal data deemed 

necessary to the study was retained and this comprised of a master copy of the 

names and their pseudonyms, which was kept on a secure university server. 

Other characteristics of the participants and the institutions were anonymised, 

including geographical references. The consent form included permission to 

share anonymised data and to use it for new purposes in the future.  

 

Data is comprised of twenty interviews of around one hours’ length, gathered 

through audio recordings and transcribed into text documents using Microsoft 

Word (.docx) and saved digitally on a secure server. Paper copies of the 

consent forms were collected initially but these were also digitised and stored 

securely. The secure server is managed and backed up by a UK university 
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computing service. Once securely stored all temporary files were deleted. Any 

additional notes were securely stored with the transcripts, recordings, and 

consent forms. 

 

f. Positionality 

The critical realist perspective is focused on the relationship between structures 

(or social systems) and agents and how these two separate entities influence 

each other (Archer, 1995). Therefore, ontologically: the presence of a 

researcher in the data collection processes and epistemologically: the influence 

of the researcher on the interpretations of the data, is expected and 

acknowledged. As Ackroyd and Karlsson (2014, p.27) point out: "Critical realists 

usually assume that complete detachment from their research subjects is 

impossible". 

 

I acknowledge the possibility of my own bias in choosing individual interviews 

as the method for the main study. The choice could have been influenced by my 

familiarity and preference for this type of interaction following a professional 

background in working with people in one to one or small group environments 

and having used interviews in previous research. However, having some 

experience of this method could also be a strength as it meets the requirement 

of BERA (2018, p.8) guidelines that “researchers should not undertake work for 

which they are not competent.”  

This study also recognises that the interview is not neutral ground. As the 

interviewer, I acknowledge that my questioning is coming from a specific 

“perspective” (Warren, 2011) which in this case is the position of a PhD student 

with professional experience of working with persons with disabilities, and their 

families, in an education context. However, as a student and aspiring academic, 

it is also the perspective of a person who could be thought of as positioned in a 

subordinate role to all the participants, who are ahead on the academic career 

path. This could have led to a power imbalance in favour of participants and 

affected the interaction of the interview. My identity as a mature female student 

could also have influenced the interaction with the paired interview participants, 

all of which were male. An example of this is on the first meeting with one 

participant (previously we had corresponded via email) when his pre-
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conceptions of me as a young PhD student came to the surface: after I had 

introduced myself, he said, “you were not what I was expecting.” When I asked 

what he was expecting he said, “You’re old.” His bias did not affect the interview 

data because his involvement was in the paired interview of three participants 

where his discussion and comments were predominantly with others at the 

same level of seniority, all male, while I acted as a facilitator. He did not take 

part in the individual interviews as he was leaving the university. I was aware of 

the possibility of a power imbalance due to my student status but having 

expertise and experience in my subject area provided the confidence to 

consider myself on equal terms with the participants. The age (and possibly 

gender) biases were unexpected but, as mentioned above, were negated by the 

group interview. 

 

Additionally, as Braun and Clarke (2013, p.10) point out, qualitative researchers 

have various “insider and outsider positions” which I recognise in my own 

positionality. I considered myself an outsider at the beginning of the research 

process, having come into the university from a non-higher education, practice-

based role and wrote the proposal from an objective and an outsider 

perspective. As I progressed as a researcher and fulfilled the regulations of the 

organisation, I could start to consider myself as ‘becoming’ an insider or an 

early career academic. This was not enough to be completely on the inside, as 

the power imbalance above was also recognised, but it helped build rapport 

with the participants while negotiating access. My role as an outsider to the 

university and new to academia, meant that I was able to take an objective view 

of the issues described by participants, and I was also operating without 

preconceptions of the processes, policies, and procedures of the university. I 

am also aware of my positionality in relation to a project that is focused on 

concepts of disability but where I do not identify as a person with disabilities. 

However, this is not an “experience-near” (Gustavsson 2004, p.58) account of 

disability, other than from one participant who is an academic with disabilities. 

This study is deliberately targeted at revealing knowledge from associates of 

students with disabilities who, due to their role, have insights into processes and 

practices that “experience-near” accounts would not have. Therefore, my 

position as a person without impairments is not relevant to the study. 
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This chapter outlined how the underpinning metatheory of critical realism, and 

the methods used in this study, provide a sound ethical and theoretical basis for 

the practical frameworks used in the analysis of the data in chapters four and 

five. Chapter four uses a linear process of abstraction, abduction and 

retroduction to analyse the role of values of academics in their decisions to 

support students. Chapter five uses a stratified framework to analyse the 

experiences of academics, and their relationships, at different levels of reality.  

 

Chapter 4. FINDINGS 1- Individual Academic Values, 

Decisions and Risk  
 

4.1. Introduction 

The literature review highlighted insecurities in academic employment such as 

increasing workloads, risk of ‘burnout’ and the effects of the performativity 

culture. At the same time as academics were experiencing these precarious 

employment conditions, DSA was withdrawn from students using the social 

model as justification, and a range of support functions are now delegated to 

universities. For the academics interviewed in this study, a significant level of 

the institutions’ responsibilities for support is expected to fall on their shoulders, 

including through contributing to the ‘inclusive teaching and learning’ agenda as 

discussed in the introduction and literature review chapters and analysed further 

in chapter five of this study. Under these circumstances it is appropriate to 

conceptualise why these academics might or might not choose to comply with 

the government and institutional expectations, by analysing the role of personal 

values in their support for students, particularly as teachers’ values and 

attitudes have been found to be important factors in the provision of inclusive 

education in a school setting (Perrin, Jury and Desombre, 2021; Avramidis and 

Norwich, 2002). In this research, the values of academics shone out as 

significant among the 'demi-regularities' identified in the initial analysis. 

 

This chapter argues firstly that a linear critical realist framework, drawing on the 

methodology of Fletcher (2017) which is illustrated in Figure 5 on page 105, is a 
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useful tool within which to analyse in depth a single object such as ‘values’. 

Secondly, I argue that it is the individual values of academics towards students 

with disabilities that drives their motivations and determines their actions in 

either providing support themselves or referring students to specialist services. 

However, my argument claims that this autonomous decision-making, does not 

take place in isolation. Using the critical realist linear framework below allowed 

me to consider how this agency (Archer, 1995) is intertwined with structural 

factors within the university that overlap responsibilities between academics and 

student services.  

 

This chapter analyses the data at each step of the linear framework in figure 5, 

page 105. Following the identification of altruistic values as demi-regularities in 

the data, the next step in the process was to ‘abstract’ personal ‘values,’ or 

separate them out as a distinct entity, or object. The ‘values’ object was 

analysed using Schwartz’s theory of personal values described in chapter three, 

to identify how values might motivate individual academic behaviour, aligning 

motivations with the critical realist concept of causal powers and liabilities. The 

third step, ‘identify outcomes’ describes the actions taken by academics 

according to their values where the outcome was that only three academics 

chose to direct students straight to student services while all the others chose to 

take responsibility for supporting students, often exceeding what might 

reasonably be expected within their role. The abduction step in the process 

identified the possible mechanism that allowed academics to make autonomous 

decisions in line with their values. Retroduction placed the mechanism in a 

wider policy context and the conclusion provides a suggested explanation. 

 

 

The first step was an initial coding of the data which drew out demi-regularities 

(Fletcher 2017) or patterns shared across both institutions and all career levels. 

These strongly conveyed the values of altruism, fairness and magnanimity in 

academics towards students for example: Milo gives up his time to check on 

students’ well-being: 

“…coming into the office for half an hour and having a chat…and it gives 
me a nice opportunity to make sure they’re ok” (Milo FG1); 



104 
 

Hal maintains his own list of students that he is worried about, outside of the 

official system: 

“I have a personal concern list I’m maintaining” (Hal); 

Arlo is particularly concerned with students’ safety: 

“I wanted her to be safe, I wanted everyone else to be safe” (Arlo); 

Eddie wants students to feel a sense of belonging and inclusion, like a family: 

“…to run a class, that is to run a course then you have to make sure that 
its… its… its…you know as family, that everyone is kind of together on 
that” (Eddie);  

Eva is sensitive to how her actions effect how the student feels: 

“I didn’t want to embarrass her, and I didn’t know if I was being too 
sensitive about that and almost going over the top” (Eva);  

Freddie wants to have a positive impact on students in his care: 

“It’s something that I wanted…I wanted it to work so I wanted to… I 
wanted to make it a positive impact for students so…so I made an effort” 
(Freddie);  

Freya is concerned that she is not doing enough for students: 

“I often feel a bit guilty like I haven’t done enough” (Freya);  

Janet wants the best for her students but is concerned that she could do better: 

“so I would say, first and foremost, very aware that I want to help them 
and I want to do the best that I can for them and frustrated that I can’t 
always know how an institution works to help them in the best way that I 
can” (Janet). 

Therefore, personal values were considered salient to the experience of 

academics.  
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Findings 1: CR Data Analysis Process 

 

Figure 5: A linear critical realist methodology (Fletcher, 2017), used to analyse 

values. 

 

Identify demi-
regularities

Initial coding/familiarisation of empirical data to identify 'demi-regularities' - ie. 
recurring issues or patterns such as altruistic values.

Identify 
Objects

•Describe the ‘object’ such as Values. Separate it out as a distinct entity. 

•Identify “substantial relations” between objects such as values and academics.

•Identify 'causal powers and liabilities' such as the motivations to act in a 
particular way.

Identify 
Outcomes

•What happened? or what are we trying to find an explanation of? for example: 
Why do academics have autonomy to act according to their values? 

Identify
Mechanisms:

Abduction

•Why? What mechanisms initiated the ‘causal powers and liabilities’ in the 
objects to result in the observed outcome? 

•For example: the mechanism of blurred boundaries between academia and 
student services may have led to academics having autonomy to act according to 
their individual values.

Identify 
Mechanisms:

Retroduction

•Why here? why now? What contexts acted on mechanisms to reach the 
observed outcome? 

•Mechanisms, such as blurred boundaries, are discussed in the wider context

Explanation

•Conclusion

potential explanations, (or 'tendencies')
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4.2. Abstraction: The Values Object 

Values are described by Roccas and Sagiv (2017, p.3) as “distinct construct[s]” 

within individuals, which are inherently positive and resistant to change over 

time and context (Roccas, Sagiv and Navon 2017). They are therefore 

recognised in this study as an ‘object’ with distinct characteristics. However, that 

does not mean a commitment to the ‘moral realist’ view that objective values 

exist in the world outside of the subjectivity of individuals or social groups, of 

which Bhaskar has been criticised (Elder-Vass, 2010).  Instead, it is assumed, 

aligning with the view of Elder-Vass (2010), that values are derived from a 

combination of social values and independent thought based on experience and 

knowledge. Once formed, personal values are resistant to change (but change 

is still possible) (Roccas, Sagiv and Navon, 2017) and therefore this study 

claims that values can be identified and analysed as an object and ascribed 

causal powers and liabilities which I align to Schwartz’s description of 

motivations (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017) as explained in chapter three.  

 

Values are also identified in this study as a “substantially related” object, being 

“internal and necessary” (Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019, p.41) to the 

participants. This means that values are objects which cannot exist without the 

individuals, in contradiction to moral realism above, and in turn individuals have 

values at the centre of their character where values are individual and internal 

and so “close to the ideal self” (Rochas et al., 2014, cited by Roccas and Sagiv 

2017, p.6) that “Changing one’s values entails altering the very core of one’s 

identity” (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017, p.6). Therefore, these values intersect at the 

psychological level of the site of enablement framework in Chapter five of this 

study.  

 
All academics in the study exhibited self-transcendence values of benevolence 

drawn from Schwartz’s theory of personal values explained in chapter three 

(Roccas and Sagiv, 2017).  In this theory, benevolent values lead to the 

motivations of concern for others, acceptance, tolerance and concern for all 

people (Schwartz, 1992, cited by Roccas and Sagiv 2017). These were 

demonstrated by academics quoted in the introduction to this chapter and, for 

example, by Freya’s concerns about students’ access to support: 
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“I feel, bad for my students who are possibly not getting their needs met 
and then may not always feel comfortable coming forward to talk about it 
as well.” 
 

Arlo’s concerns for the welfare of his students: 

“Initially I felt quite anxious about it because I just wanted, obviously, 
everything to be ok.” 

 
Michelle putting students’ concerns above her own fears: 

“[in recording of lectures] if I make mistakes, it’s also recorded [laughs] 
so it’s a bit more pressure but on the other hand if it allows students to 
see that at home that don’t have access to it its…like my fears are not 
that important”. 

 
Milo’s concerns about the effect on the student of passing them on to someone 
else for support: 
 

“if they’ve come to you it’s because they feel that they can actually talk to 
you and just you saying: “I’m not dealing with this, go and speak to 
someone else” isn’t helping.” 

 
However, alongside self-transcendence values, three participants, Janet, Eddie 

and Joe, also exhibited conservation values pointing to conforming behaviour 

which led them to referring students as soon as possible to student services, for 

example Eddie did not think that he should give advice other than pointing to 

support elsewhere:  

“I don’t think you can give them direct advice on what to do, you know, 

just saying “there is support…” 

Joe actively transferred student issues directly to support services:  

“So basically, I want to get that student to student services as efficiently 

as I can, which occasionally means physically taking them to student 

services”  

and Janet described her role and skill set as inadequate for students compared 

to the university support services: 

“not only is that not part of my job, I cannot do that for a young person so 

I want to be able to help them and get them to people who can do that 

and know how to do that. Yeh.” 

 

The other academics interviewed, unlike Eddie, Joe and Janet, demonstrated 

values that are closer to ‘openness to change’ in their transactions with students 
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with disabilities, which point to being open to new experiences and to autonomy 

of thought and action (Schwartz, 1992, cited by Roccas and Sagiv, 2017). 

Examples can be seen in the data where participants describe occasions that 

might reasonably be described as ‘going above and beyond’ normal 

expectations such as: searching through a student’s bag for medication: 

“I’ve had to look for her nebulizer, going through her bags, finding things 
in the context where I’m relying on the signals from her that she’s ok 
[with that]” (Arlo), 
 

picking up emails from students in crisis on a Saturday night: 

“last year I happened to pick up an email from somebody very distressed 
on a Saturday night to the point where I rang the security, and they went 
and checked that person and that person was ok…” (Eva), 

 

or accompanying a student to a medical appointment: 

“So, I think…I’ve been the person whose taken her down to the right 
places, I’ve written her letters to her psychiatrist to tell them about how 
she presents when she is having an episode, I’ve taken her to the 
doctors and sat in with her and I’ve done all of that…” (Milo). 

 
Freya described her role as an ally in disputes between her student and the 
university:  

“I’ve definitely spent a lot of time in meetings with this one student who… 
you know, the university’s been fairly hopeless [laughs] at addressing her 
disability so, you know, I’ve probably spent hours in meetings with her…” 

 
These values might also affect how they are seen by other staff and attract 

requests to get involved in difficult situations such as in Arlo’s case who was 

given the responsibility of talking to the parents of a student who had died on 

campus: 

“we had a student who died a couple of years ago…the whole situation 
was horrendous… there was me and another colleague who he had 
mentioned to his parents and we ended up talking to his parents, cos his 
parents mentioned us…” (Arlo). 

 

The influence of personal values on the behavioural choices of academics 

highlights the individualisation of decisions academics make concerning their 

support for students as expressed by Russ: 

“I had to… without anyone telling me what to do or what, kind of, 

procedure to take over here I had to ad-hoc try to intuit, like what could 

she tell me? What would be appropriate to all this…” 
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4.3. Abduction: The ‘Blurred Boundary’ Mechanism 

 
The autonomous decision-making that took place according to individual values 

described above made me question why, in the context of being subject 

experts, for example, in computer science, individual academics were able to 

make autonomous decisions regarding support for students with disabilities. 

This was especially interesting as most participants explicitly reported lack of 

knowledge around disability, which is discussed further in chapter five. An 

analysis of the data suggests that the mechanism implicated in initiating the 

motivations (causal powers and liabilities) of the values of participants and 

leading them to behave autonomously in situations involving students with 

disabilities, whether going ‘above and beyond’ or behaving with caution, might 

be the ‘blurring of boundaries’ between the two communities of practice of 

student services and academia.  

 

The lack of clarity between the responsibilities of academia and student 

services was revealed in the data in relation to the specific question:  

“Please could you describe where your responsibilities stop, and the 
responsibility of student services starts?” (Appendix A).  
 

The uncertainty perceived by participants was explicit in their answers for 

example, Freya answered: “I have no idea actually. That’s a good question.” 

Kim, as head of department, described the individual stance taken among her 

staff in the absence of clarity:  

“[Where responsibilities start and finish]: it’s a bit grey. I think it is for 
everyone, isn’t it? I think it sometimes depends on personalities as well. 
Some people will go straight… right, straight to student support and 
some people will listen for a bit longer and so… so I think, I think that’s, it 
actually in the end comes down to a sort of personal level boundary,” 
(Kim). 

Eva accepts responsibility to students for their wellbeing but questions the 

extent of those responsibilities: 

“My responsibility is their wellbeing – where that ends is difficult” (Eva). 

Arlo believes that it is down to him to make individual decisions:  

“…it comes down a lot to you as an individual” (Arlo). 
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And like Kim, Arlo describes where his responsibilities as a personal tutor ends, 

and student services begin as a ‘grey area’ and up to him to decide: 

“I mean, I think there’s a grey… it’s a really grey area because I suppose 
I’m a personal tutor as well and some… and this is… again depends on 
individuals” (Arlo). 

Milo also thinks that the university often leaves the decision on where his 
responsibility for students ends and student services starts, up to individuals:  

“I think this is where it’s really difficult. I don’t think we’ve really been…I 
think it’s been left up to [long pause] its left up to the individual a lot” 
(Milo). 

“So, the responsibility I have is probably one I’ve decided to where that 
line is…” (Milo). 

Freya also points to the university as providing lack of clarity and that it is up to 
the individual to remember their unofficial role in providing support: 

“Yeah, it’s a difficult one because there’s such a lack of clear direction 
coming from…centrally within the university…” 

“…at the moment it’s so, kind of, dependent on the individual to sort of 
remember that they’ve got to do this…” 

Hal also thinks that the university is unclear as to who has responsibility for 
what: 

“There is, I think, far too much uncertainty about where authority and 
responsibility reside” (Hal). 

Additionally, with the lack of official clarity and direction, Freya believes that she 

has a moral responsibility to support students: 

“I feel like I have a personal responsibility, you know, maybe not a 
contractual responsibility but a moral responsibility” (Freya). 

Freddie describes individual responsibility leading to personal guilt: 

“If I do something…If I miss something…If I ignore an email or if I’m not 
there when a student comes with a huge problem, if I’m not there…I 
don’t want anything to happen, so…I feel like it’s a high responsibility so I 
need to be, like, really on top of things and so sometimes I will leave my 
office thinking “did I miss anything? Was there anything that I should be 
doing that I didn’t do?” So, there was this idea of this…a little bit of 
guilt…” 

 

The ambiguity around where their responsibilities started and stopped, 

highlighted in the data above, suggests that the roles of the participants and 

their individual pastoral decisions spanned the disciplines of academia and 

support services and could therefore be described as “inter-professional 

working” (Rushmer and Pallis 2003, p.59) or ‘integrated working’.  
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The practice of integrated working has been theorised by Rushmer and Pallis 

(2003) with the aim of applicability across other fields and is therefore 

appropriate for the discussion on integration between academia and student 

services. Rushmer and Pallis (2003) claim that success in integrated working is 

dependent on the recognition of distinctiveness between the competencies and 

experiences of the adjoining parties, including differences in personalities, and 

the influence of context. In practice, a precise and transparent ‘overlap’ between 

roles and tasks should be agreed between parties according to individual 

strengths and with clear lines of demarcation:  

“It has distinct boundaries that are vital to the success of the overlap, and 
the ‘health’ of the union. It is not blurred or fudged or forgotten. It would 
be completely misleading to refer to this union, and agreement to work 
collaboratively, as a blurring of the boundaries for its very success 
depends upon it being exactly the opposite of that. Its pre-requisite is the 
clarification of the boundaries regarding what tasks to share (based upon 
common or complementary skills), on what occasions, to what effect, and 
where… Clear boundaries are central to the process of integrated 
working” (Rushmer and Pallis, 2003, p.62). 

 

Specifically, according to Rushmer and Pallis (2003) above, and reiterated by 

their theory, successful integrated working is threatened by the opposing 

condition of ‘blurred boundaries:’ “Integrated working and blurring the 

boundaries are diametrically opposed processes and should not be used 

interchangeably” (Rushmer and Pallis, 2003, p.62).  

 
The outcomes of blurred boundaries were found by Rushmer and Pallis (2003, 

p.63-64), to go further than simply providing an obstacle to integrated working 

such that they have a definite negative effect on the well-being of individuals of: 

“role uncertainty; role ambiguity; stress and anxiety; feeling unprepared; 

concerns for the future; and feelings of resentment”. These negative outcomes 

are also reflected in the interviews in this study and mapped to examples from 

the data in Figure 8 where most of the participants experienced some of these. 
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Outcomes of Blurred Boundaries Examples from Data 
“Role uncertainty  
(‘who should be doing this “bit”?’) 

Question: So, what responsibilities are 
actually part of your contract? 
 
Freya: I have no idea actually. That’s a good 
question [laughs]. 
Arlo: I have no idea to be perfectly honest.  
 

Role ambiguity  
(‘is this really what I should be doing?’) 

 
Freya: I’m not the best person to help but 
then if they’re not able to get support from 
student services it makes it very difficult.  
 

Stress and anxiety  
(‘am I out of my depth here?’) 

 
Freddie: what’s the next step, what shall I 
do? The student’s saying this, I was told I 
need to ask the student if …slowly ask some 
questions, eventually ask the question about 
having suicidal thoughts. What if the student 
says “yes”? What do I do? Do I run? Do I call 
the ambulance? Do I…?” 
 

Feeling unprepared  
(‘I didn’t know I was going to be doing this 
now’)” 

 
Milo: it wasn’t the problems that she was 
coming along that were affecting me it was 
more the knowing what to do in that situation. 

Concerns for the future 
(‘if I am doing this today, what might I have to 
do tomorrow?’) 

 
Eva: I personally did not feel equipped to 
deal with things that were coming… 
Arlo: we were concerned that combined with 
some kind of asthma attack, you know, we 
would be sort of caught up in some process 
we weren’t prepared for,… 
 

Feelings of resentment  
(‘I really feel dumped on…’)  

 
Janet: …also a bit frustrated in the sense 
that I feel that academic jobs have just 
gradually expanded and expanded and 
expanded and what an academic job was 
fifteen years ago is now very different and I 
am in no way a trained professional to help 
somebody with mental illness – not only is 
that not part of my job, I cannot do that for a 
young person… 
 

Rushmer and Pallis, 2003, pp.63-64. 

Figure 8: Outcomes from blurred boundaries. 

 
The examples from the data pointing to uncertainty around where the 

responsibility of academics end and student services start, as well as the 

examples that reflect Rushmer and Pallis’s (2003) theory of blurred boundaries 

above, suggests that the structural mechanism of blurred boundaries is a 

credible explanation for academics making their own decisions based on their 

values rather than on clear direction from the university. 
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The “grey area” (Kim; Arlo) in responsibility between academic and student 

services due to the mechanism of blurred boundaries and the possible 

damaging effects on staff suggested in figure 8, could be described as 

‘Interdisciplinarity Failure’. The terms of this failure are summed up in Rushmer 

and Pallis’s (2003, p64) statement on boundaries and reflect the views of the 

participants in this study and shown by the quotations above: 

All of the above have one thing in common- lack of clarity. Practitioners 
seek clarity and clear boundaries, not blurred conditions. Without clarity, 
several things happen that are detrimental both to the integrated 
relationship, its survival and the work outcomes. When nothing is clear, 
the limits of sharing, or any other parameters that might add certainty 
and prepare participants, are gone.  
 

It could be argued that the three participants who demonstrated self-

transcendence values that lean towards conservation and who therefore 

directed their students to student services straight away, are not subject to the 

mechanism of blurred boundaries like most participants, but a mechanism of 

clarity which initiated the causal powers of tradition, conformity and security and 

led to the early referral of students. However, my claim is that blurred 

boundaries compel individuals to make their own choices on how to act, 

whether conservatively by referring students or by taking responsibility for 

providing support, and the autonomous choices they make are subject to a 

combination of their personal values. 

 

4.4. Retroduction: The Wider Context 

The possible blurring of boundaries between academics and student support is 

perhaps reflective of a wider process of generifying functions in higher 

education. Rushmer and Pallis’s (2003) term ‘practitioners’ to describe front-line 

health-care workers has also entered the lexicon of higher education policy-

makers. Sabri (2010, p.195), in her account of “Eliminating the academic,” 

interviewed influential policy makers from UK governing agencies: “The Higher 

Education Authority (HEA), Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE), Department for Employment and Skills (DfES) and Universities UK 

(UUK)”. Most interviewees from these organisations preferred to use the term 

‘practitioners’ instead of ‘academics.’ This is controversial in that, as Sabri 

(2010) claims, it challenges the idea of the specialisation of theory and 
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knowledge: 

“The use of the term practitioner is a powerful meaning-giving rule in that 
it isolates the practice of teaching from academic identity and discipline: 
teaching itself becomes a generic practice. Furthermore, practitioner can 
be seen in contradistinction to theory and scholarship. If academics are 
simple and generic ‘practitioners’ then the notion of special expertise, as 
an essential character of higher education, is undermined” (Sabri, 2010, 
p.195). 

The use of ‘practitioner’ was explicitly used by interviewees in Sabri’s study to 

describe a generic group of university staff, not only academics and support 

staff but also including “librarians” and “information technology staff,” who play a 

part in the “student experience” (Sabri, 2010, p.196). The assumption of shared 

responsibilities between academics and other staff in student centred non-

pedagogical activity is reflected in the Office for Students 2019 review:  

“We value the wealth of experience and expertise university academics 
and practitioners bring to bear on issues such as student mental health, 
widening participation and graduate employability, as part of our work to 
support effective practice on these and other issues “(Office for Students, 
2019b, p.11).  

 
The focus by universities on the ‘student experience’ is a function of the 

positioning of students as ‘customers’ or ‘consumers’ which dates to the 

(Student Loans) Act in 1990 (Raaper, 2018). It is also explicit in the government 

commissioned Dearing report: “Higher Education in a Learning Society” 

(Dearing, 1997) and in subsequent policies such as “Higher Education: 

Students at the Heart of the System” (BIS, 2011). The student consumer is part 

of the competitive agenda in the drive towards marketisation described in the 

literature review of this study. Marketisation and the pre-eminence of the 

‘student experience’ has also driven various student satisfaction surveys 

including the annual National Student Survey and the annual Times Student 

Experience Survey (Temple, Callender, Grove and Kersh, 2016). Therefore, in 

the context of public policy the ‘student experience’ is the hub around which the 

blurred roles of ‘practitioners’ spin.  

4.5. Conclusion 

The analysis of the data in this study revealed that all participants exhibit a 

widespread concern for students’ wellbeing or have “self-transcendence” 

(Roccas and Sagiv, 2017, p.16) values, and that the accompanying values that 
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are either cautionary (three participants) or entrepreneurial (all other academics 

who teach), have causal powers that determine the independent decisions 

academics make on providing student support. Perrin, Jury and Desombre 

(2021, p.1098) found that the dominant personal value among teachers in 

schools’ settings was also “self-transcendence” which led to a positive attitude 

towards inclusive education and Avramidis and Norwich’s (2002) widespread 

review of research established the importance of positive teacher attitudes to 

inclusion in schools. Self-transcendence values can be linked to ‘care’ through 

the motivations of ‘concern for others’ as described above and Mariskind 

(2014), researching different types of ‘care’ in higher education, found that most 

research on ‘care’ is focused on schools and early years and not on higher 

education. Therefore, the findings in this study add to the existing literature by 

providing a higher education perspective of the role of academics’ values in 

supporting students with disabilities.  

 

The autonomy for academics to act according to their personal values is 

conceded by the institution through the mechanism of blurred boundaries 

between the academic and support roles. This means that individuals must 

shoulder the obligation of setting their own personal boundary and run the risk 

of experiencing detrimental effects from structural blurred boundaries including 

uncertainty; ambiguity; anxiety; unpreparedness; concerns for the future and 

feelings of resentment (Rushmer and Pallis, 2003). The lack of clarity in where 

responsibilities lay is a function of a wider agenda of treating academics and 

other staff who work with students as a generic group of ‘practitioners’ with a 

joint responsibility for providing a positive ‘student experience’ in an 

environment driven by policies with a competitive marketisation agenda. The 

implication of these findings is that individual academics are exposed to a 

personal risk by taking decisions on student support based on their own values 

and without the required knowledge or confidence, as discussed in chapter five. 

Additionally, the students are at risk of being subjected to inappropriate, 

conflicting and inconsistent support and advice from individual staff who are 

acting autonomously according to personal values.  
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Chapter four, in line with the aspirations of Bhaskar (2014, p.v.) and based on 

methodology by Fletcher (2017), demonstrates a practical application of critical 

realism using a linear framework to conceptualise and analyse a single entity, or 

object, such as academic values. It shows how potential explanations, or 

tendencies, can be revealed through a process of abstraction, abduction and 

retroduction, applying new concepts to the data to provide greater 

understanding. In this way it is a useful and workable framework that is 

transferable to other research contexts. Outcomes from the mechanism of 

‘blurred boundaries’ in environments that assume and promote the benefits of 

integrated working can also be researched further across universities and the 

public sector. 

Chapter 5. FINDINGS 2 - The Site of Enablement 
 

5.1. Introduction 

In this chapter I demonstrate the basis of a key outcome of this research which 

is to model how critical realism can underpin a new framework to explore 

accessibility in institutions such as universities. I argue that this framework, 

based on ‘relative interactionist’ theory (Gustavsson, 2004, p.64), described in 

chapter three, allows us to analyse interactions related to disability at different 

layers of experience, and in different contexts of the institution and wider policy. 

I demonstrate how abduction, or recontextualising the data (Danermark, 

Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019; O’Mahoney and Vincent, 2014; Fletcher, 2017) 

described in chapter three can take place within a laminated framework where 

new concepts can be applied in the analysis of the data at each level, drawing 

on existing theories to provide the most credible suggestion of the way 

mechanisms have worked, to provide greater understanding (at that level).  

 

As in the previous chapter, I begin by explaining the theorisation and concepts 

underpinning the analysis of the data.  The development of the concept of a site 

of enablement is an outcome of this study but it is necessary to explain it first in 

this findings chapter, along with the specific methodology and the theoretical 

framework I use, because they play a fundamental role in how I analysed the 

data and by explaining them it allows the reader transparency in relation to how 
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I moved from data to the findings. The chapter first explains the ‘Site of 

Enablement’ then describes how it is stratified so that data can be analysed and 

reconceptualised, or ‘abducted’ using different theories at different levels. The 

concept of absences is explained and the analysis of the data and the rest of 

the chapter is focused on revealing these absences and other mechanisms, 

powers and liabilities at each level of the site of enablement.  

 

The analysis underpinning the framework began in a similar way to the linear 

framework in Chapter four by familiarisation with the data. Then, based on this 

analysis, the subsystem of higher education that specifically relates to the 

inclusion of disabled students, was developed, and conceptualised as an object 

in which its ideal form is referred to as a ‘site of enablement.’ The data was then 

analysed at different levels of the site of enablement, drawing on Bhaskar and 

Danermark’s (2006) ideas of a laminated system as described below and using 

Collier’s (2005) concept of absences where factors that the participants 

expected to be present to support their work with students in the ‘site of 

enablement’ were found to be absent. Some examples of absences included: 

adequate training; motivation, aptitude, and confidence of staff; knowledge 

about students’ disabilities; physical access to campus and disclosure of 

disability by students. These ‘absences’ emerged at different levels of the ‘site 

of enablement,’ for example: the absence of confidence by participants at the 

psychological level, reflected by the emotional distress they described in dealing 

with difficult student situations, led them to realise that they had a lack (or an 

absence at the psychosocial level) of knowledge about disabilities generally and 

about the institutional processes that should help them to manage these 

situations.  

 

Inclusion reports for the Office for Students (Williams et al., 2017; Williams et 

al., 2019) implies that, if functioning perfectly the ‘site of enablement,’ as 

described above, would meet all the ‘key indicators’ against which the criteria 

for quality of an inclusive institution is measured as set out in figure 9: 
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OfS Key Indicators for inclusion 

2017 Baseline indicators 2019 updated indicators 

• having a strong strategy embodied 
in clear policies;  

• harnessing technology to reduce the 
need for individual adjustments;  

• working to improve physical 
accessibility of estates for all 
students;  

• engaging with students to plan 
services reflecting a student-centred 
approach;  

• encouraging disclosure of a 
disability to plan for additional 
support requirements;  

• and reviewing and evaluating 
provision to ensure it remains 
effective and fit for purpose in the 
changing context” (Williams 2019, 
p.13). 

• Existence of written policies on 
disability inclusivity/accessibility 

• Level of student engagement 

• Whether support for disabled 
students is regularly reviewed 

• Extent to which disclosure of disability 
is encouraged 

• Whether the provider has an 
accessibility plan 

• Progress on lecture capture 

• Overall self-assessed levels of 
inclusivity for disabled students 

 
 
(Williams et al., 2019, p.18) 

Figure 9: Key indicators for inclusion in a report for OfS by Williams et al. 

(2019). 

However, by analysing absences at different levels of stratification the 

framework was able to provide additional insight into what might cause 

inequalities and generate barriers to staff and students being able to be 

included and supported in the two universities I studied. In this way, the 

universities are identified as potential sites of enablement as the data showed 

that they did not sufficiently support students with disabilities. The analysis 

presented reveals previously unrecognised criteria to those used in the OfS 

report cited above.  

 

5.2.The ‘Site of Enablement’ as an Object 

The ‘site of enablement‘ is an adaptation of Brown’s (2009) critical realist 

depiction of the ‘learning environment’ which he describes as a laminated open 

system with causal powers and liabilities. Ontologically, following Brown’s 

(2009) example, the claim here is that the ‘site of enablement’ in a higher 

education institution is: “intransitive and therefore (a) exists whether or not we 

[staff, students or parents] have (fallible) knowledge of it, and (b) its elements 

have causal powers or susceptibilities or tendencies” (Brown, 2009, p.16). 

Tendencies, as described in chapter three, are subjective understandings 

based on ‘fallible’ but credible knowledge (Sayer 1992; Danermark, Ekstrom 

and Karlsson, 2019; Fletcher, 2017). The site of enablement therefore has a 
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positivist ontology with an interpretive epistemology in line with critical realist 

“core propositions” (Lopez and Potter, 2005, p.6).  

 

The substantial relationships of the site of enablement are important to its 

ontology because they determine its existence as an object, as explained by 

Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, (2019, p.42, citing Porpora, 2015, p.99) 

“The entities or objects of the social world are what they are due to the relations 

of which they are part”. As well as being “substantially related” to the university 

(Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019, p.42), the ‘site of enablement’ is also 

‘substantially related’ to the number of students with disabilities attending 

university. The relations between them are based on the historical development 

of disability support since the nineteen eighties when, according to Wilson and 

Martin (2017, p.8), “support for disabled higher education students in the UK 

was sparse and numbers not reliably recorded.” Interest in providing support 

options has since grown as described in the literature review of this study, 

through state funding, equality legislation and the growth in numbers of students 

with disabilities. The concern, also outlined in the literature review, and noted by 

Steven, one of the participants, is that a higher threshold for individual eligibility 

for disability funding, resulting from cuts to DSA, may cause a decline in 

claimant numbers and lead to a reduction in services. This reinforces the claim 

that the ‘site of enablement’ and the number of students with disabilities, while 

separate phenomena, are “substantially related”. However, whether the 

relationship is “symmetrical” where the site of enablement would not exist 

without students with disabilities and vice versa, or “asymmetrical” (Danermark, 

Ekstrom and Karlsson 2019, p.42) where numbers of students with disabilities 

would still enter the university structure without the existence of the ‘site of 

enablement’ is a question for further research.  

 

5.3. Lamination 

The ‘site of enablement’ is a laminated system comprised of several layers of 

reality along similar lines described by Brown (2009) in relation to the learning 

environment and Bhaskar and Danermark (2006) in relation to disability, and as 

depicted in figure 10: 
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 Bhaskar and Danemark 

(2006) Disability 

Brown (2009) 

Learning Environment 

Hewlett (2022)  

Site of Enablement 

(i) Physical Physical Physical 

(ii) Biological Biological Biological 

(iii) Psychological Psychological Psychological 

(iv) Psycho-social Sociocultural Psycho-social 

(v) Socio-economic Normative/Curriculum Socio-economic 

(vi) Cultural  Cultural 

(vii) Normative  Normative/Inclusive 

Pedagogy 

Figure 10: Comparison of relevant laminated systems: Brown 2009, Bhaskar 
and Danermark 2006 and ‘site of enablement’ in this study. 
 
This model was chosen for this aspect of analysis because the university is a 

complex social system or structure and the interaction with agents such as 

academics and students with disabilities and between agents is multifaceted. 

This became clear in the analysis and the initial familiarisation of the data. 

Using this model allowed for a deeper understanding of those relationships by 

analysing and theorising the data at different levels. 

 

The ‘(i) physical’ level of the ‘site of enablement’ refers to the enabling (or 

disabling) physical environment of the university. Some examples referred to in 

the data included access to rooms; provision of space for special exam 

arrangements; width of corridors; width of doorways; suitable chairs; lighting; 

availability and size of lifts and design of a lecture theatre; hearing loops; large 

print documents and scanned documents accessible to text reading software. 

The ‘(ii) biological level’ refers to the “physiological, medical or clinical” (Bhaskar 

and Danemark, 2006, p.288) impairments of staff and students including their 

physical and mental health which might be a factor in an enabled or disabled 

experience at university. The ‘(iii) psychological’ level includes the values held 

by academics, described in this study, as well as the “motivation, aptitude and 

confidence” of staff and students drawing on Brown (2009, p.24). This level also 

included the emotional responses revealed in the data, for example Joe 

described fear at the possibility of student suicides; Milo described “feeling a 
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little bit lost in the system” and Arlo talked about feeling “overwhelmed.” The 

‘(iv) psycho-social’ level refers to the psychological and social aspects 

combined (Frosh, 2019), for example the skills and knowledge of disability 

issues highlighted by participants and the disclosure of impairments by 

students. The ‘(v) socio-economic’ level of reality includes funding for 

universities and departments as well as internal and external funding for 

students with disabilities, for example, external funding for mental health 

provision as referred to in the data by Freya: “So really, if they had more 

funding, were able to provide more for students, I think that would make a big 

difference”. The ‘(vi) cultural’ level factors revealed by the data are the beliefs, 

rules and composition of the different departments, for example the belief by 

Joe that “it’s a Computer Science department so we’ve got, er…, more than our 

fair share of Asperger’s, and er…, various spaces on the autistic spectrum.” 

Data at this level also showed differences in attitudes between departments for 

example, in the recording of lectures, and communication between 

departments. The final level: “(vii) normative’ kinds of mechanisms” as 

described by Bhaskar and Danemark (2006, p.289) included such examples 

from the data as Disability Action Plans (DAPs), management information 

systems (MIS), referrals, training provision and other normative processes. I 

have described these as normative because they are the common systems, 

practices and processes in the universities that appear to continue on without 

their efficacy being questioned or challenged.  Additionally, Brown’s (2009) 

description of ‘curriculum’ at this level of reality has been replaced in the ‘site of 

enablement’ lamination with ‘inclusive pedagogy’, or the “inclusive teaching and 

practice” expectations set out in government guidance (Disabled Student Sector 

Leadership Group, 2017, p.3) and national legislation as discussed in the 

literature review. Level iii: the psychological level and subsequent levels to level 

vii: normative’ kinds of mechanisms and inclusive pedagogy, are described by 

Bhaskar and Danemark (2006, p.66) as “social levels” and can be analysed in 

relation to social contexts using the framework of the “four-planar social being” 

(Danemark and Bhaskar, 2006, p.288): “(i) material transactions with nature; (ii) 

social interactions between agents; (iii) social structure proper; (iv) the 

stratification of embodied personalities of agents.”  
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5.4. Absences as Causal Mechanisms 

As described in the Methodology chapter, identifying absences are fundamental 

to critical realism. Shipway (2011), citing Bhaskar (1993) claims that it is the 

recognition of what is absent or missing or at fault that enables change:  

“Building upon the ontological primacy of absence, Bhaskar (DPF:239) 
argues that any world in which change is possible must necessarily 
contain absence, and that, as a result, the category of absence is vital to 
any account of phenomena in the world” (Shipway 2011, p.95).  
 

Therefore, reality at any level of stratification could be characterised by the 

absence of a certain factor: “Bhaskar uses the term ‘absence’ to refer to the 

existence of an absence of an entity (including structures, mechanisms events 

and experiences) at any level of any region (including being)” (Shipway 2011, 

p.94). However, the nature of the absence described by Bhaskar (cited by 

Shipway, 2011) is controversial and a narrower definition is ascribed by Collier 

(2005, p.303): “it is the expectation of presence that confers causal efficacy on 

absence.” Mingers (2014, p.46) describes this as “Simple or ontological 

absence.” This is contrary to Bhaskar’s general theory of absence which 

Collier’s (2005, p.299) critique claims are referring mainly to “nominal absences” 

or “mere negative judgements… [rather than] real absences.” An example 

drawn from the data at the ‘psycho-social’ and ‘inclusive pedagogy’ levels of the 

‘site of enablement’ was the absence of a machine to convert diagrams to 

braille in Institution 1. On its own this might have been considered by Bhaskar 

as a constraint, or a real absence (Shipway, 2011) but by Collier (2005) as a 

‘nominal’ absence or purely a negative observation – recognising that 

something is not present. However, previously Jad (Institution 1) had used a 

machine in the library with blind students which had since been discontinued. 

He said: “I understand the Zofuser no longer exists in the library which makes 

me realise I wouldn’t know what to do again, if that hit us.” In this example, and 

aligning with Collier’s (2005) view, the absence of the machine and absence of 

knowledge about the replacement were real absences or causal mechanisms: 

Jad might reasonably have expected there to be a machine, having used one in 

the past with students, and he might reasonably have expected to receive 

information about any changes in provision given that he had worked with the 

library to master the old machine. Therefore, according to Collier’s (2005) 
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critique and using the concept of a laminated system, the expectation by Jad of 

the presence of a machine at the ‘inclusive pedagogy’ level and an assumption 

at the ‘psycho-social level’ that he would have knowledge of its replacement 

based on his previous experience, made the absence of both of those entities 

real and potentially the conditions, or mechanisms, leading to an event (Collier 

1992, p.122), in this case difficulties for Jad in teaching future blind students. 

The analysis in the study described below was carried out using Collier’s (2005) 

and Mingers’s (2014) views to determine absences of phenomena that 

participants might reasonably expect to be present but were not, also as 

suggested by Shipway (2011, p.169): “Instead of asking what is different as a 

result of a particular structural and/or pedagogical change, those working in the 

field of education need to be asking ‘what has been absented?’” By identifying 

absences as a causal mechanism (Alderson, 2021) preventing the causal 

powers of the potential SofE from being initiated, we can infer that if those 

absences were absented (Collier, 2005) the SofE would work as an enabling 

structure within universities. Although, as discussed in the methodology 

chapter, this does not preclude the emergence of new absences and therefore 

the process of developing and monitoring the SofE is ongoing.  

 

In researching the two universities for this thesis, and acknowledging them as 

potential sites of enablement, I am conceptualising them as sites of enablement 

with flaws and weaknesses, or causal liabilities that might lead to negative 

change. As these liabilities, according to Sayer (1992) and described in chapter 

three, remain only as possibilities within the object until they are enabled by 

devices or ‘mechanisms’ (Sayer, 1992), this thesis is focused mainly on 

absences as the causal mechanisms that initiate those liabilities.  

 

5.5. Data Analysis of Absences 

 

5.5.1. The Physical and Biological Levels 

Analysis of the data revealed that barriers or absences at the physical level 

were recounted by six out of the twenty participants. While these physical 

constraints might seem to be represented by a small proportion of the data, the 
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negative impact of each absence on groups of students with disabilities and 

staff, as well as on the ability of the institution to fulfil the OfS (2019) key 

indicator: “working to improve physical accessibility of estates for all students” 

(Williams et al., 2019 p.13) could be significant where a single physical absence 

has the potential to affect many people. The participants reflected on their own 

experience with specific students. Jad’s student was ‘light-sensitive’ and could 

not sit in the lecture theatre allocated by the university due to fluorescent 

lighting in the room, that is: the absence of appropriate lighting: 

“I have had one light-sensitive student and that was very difficult to deal 
with because the university would allocate you a random room to teach 
in and it had a flashing fluorescence and so on and the student couldn’t 
sit in the lecture” (Jad). 
 

 Another of Jad’s students was epileptic and in a large lecture hall the 

instructions Jad received about moving furniture out of the way in the event of 

the student having a fit, could not be followed because the furniture is bolted 

down: 

“trying to handle an epileptic fit in a university hall is not easy, um, the 
instructions are that you move all furniture out of the way, well, you can’t, 
its bolted down, and so on” (Jad). 

 

 Arlo pointed out several physical barriers to his student such as rooms that he 

could not physically reach in a large wheelchair, doorways and lifts that were 

too narrow, corridors in which his student could not turn his wheelchair around, 

absence of appropriate desks resulting in his student falling off a chair: 

“everybody was lovely and nice about it [laughs] but she fell off a chair 
because we hadn’t got the proper desks sort of thing” (Arlo). 
 

 Freya recalled a student who could not access her office in a wheelchair 

because the lift was at the end of a corridor with several sets of doors that were 

not electrified. Janet reflected that, although her office was accessible with a 

ramp, it was on the ground floor and teaching on higher floors would pose a 

difficulty. Steven, a disabled academic, recalled several examples of physical 

barriers he had personally encountered which could be disabling to staff and 

students including the colour of the room and mode of seating and accessibility 

of rooms for staff meetings. The recollections above are examples of causal 

mechanisms (absences) witnessed by academics at the ‘physical level’ of 
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reality of the ‘site of enablement’ that emerged as negative realities at the 

‘biological level’ for staff and students with impairments.  

 
Although the observations by academics were not ‘experience near’ first-hand 

reports by disabled people other than Steven, a disabled academic, they are 

indicative of widespread physical inaccessibility in higher education, as reported 

by Williams et al., (2019, p.74) for the Office for Students. The report found that 

only fifty-three percent of providers believed that their site was at least four fifths 

physically accessible for teaching and learning which is less than the sixty 

percent of providers in the earlier version of the report in 2017, and therefore 

indicates that physical accessibility in higher education is a significant problem 

that is slow to resolve. Steven pointed out that intersectional equality is reliant 

on foregrounding physical accessibility:  

“…without sounding too provocative, the real issue is…that is faced by 
women and people of colour or people who identify as LGBT is ultimately 
an attitude issue whereas with disabled people it’s a structural one on top 
of that. Its…you can have the best attitude in the world but if you can’t 
get in the building you’re stuck” (Steven). 
 

Mental ill-health among students was a theme in the data and was deliberately 

located at the biological level rather than the psychological level in recognition 

that this is not an “experience near” (Gustavsson, 2004) account from students 

or an opinion described by a medical expert, which would naturally appear at 

the psychological level, but a perception of an embodied ‘condition’ labelled by 

the participants, and with reported gender biases described below. Nine of the 

participants raised the issue of increasing numbers of students with mental 

health conditions: described by Joe as an “epidemic” and by Hal as “an 

explosion of mental health problems.” Both Hal and Eddie voiced the possibility 

that the increase in numbers could be related to students being more disposed 

to declaring a mental health condition, which would appear in this framework as 

a psycho-social reality. However, a report by the Education Policy Institute (EPI, 

2018) confirmed both a real increase in “common mental disorders (CMDs)” in 

the student population as well as an increase in their willingness to declare. 

Gender differences were also highlighted by the EPI (2018, no page) report 

which found that “this increase is driven by women, who are almost three times 

more likely to experience a CMD than men.” Janet recounted students with 
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mental ill-health, and other issues, and described how she directly experienced 

it as gendered and embodied:  

“…my first semester here I just had a period where I had, especially 
female students, just crying on me all the time, all the time [participant 
repeated for emphasis] and I felt like that was…that semester in 
particular made me aware of how important mental health is to the 
undergraduate population especially”. 

 
Milo also experienced the embodiment of mental ill-health with a student who 

was susceptible to psychotic episodes: 

“Someone coming in and having, say, an episode where they are 
dissociative but that’s happened before, and they’ve taken the right 
medication and in an hour, if they sit down quietly in my office they’ll be 
fine, I’m happy to do that”. 

 
5.5.2. Psychological Level 

A gendered and ageist embodiment of mental ill-health, and other student 

pressures, emerged at the psychological level for Janet:  

“But, its horrible. Its really horrible to have students cry on you. It’s a 
really, a type of emotional labour that is exhausting in a very specific way 
and its tough, and you know, anecdotally, you definitely get a lot more of 
that if you’re female, if you’re younger, and it’s just a type of emotional 
labour that you have to take on…” 
 

Arlo notes the affect that physical inaccessibility might also have at the 

psychological level of reality for his student. He observed that accessible 

entrances to buildings may be separate from the entrances normally used by 

other students and therefore could exacerbate feelings of isolation:  

“…everyone else is doing that thing and you’re having to do something 
else, even, you know, everybody else goes up the steps, you have to go 
round the corner and go round there, there’s… it isolates you all the time 
I think, from things.”  

 
Negative feelings at the psychological level emerge for people with disabilities 

because of absences in the physical environment, as recounted by Arlo above. 

This means that staff and students with disabilities are potentially affected by 

structural barriers in two ways, physically and emotionally, reflecting Reeve’s 

(2012, p.81) concept of “indirect psycho-emotional disablism:”   

“So, the experience of being faced with an inaccessible building can 
evoke an emotional response such as anger or hurt at being excluded. 
Therefore, the act of exclusion operates at both a material and psycho-
emotional level because of the message being given to disabled people 
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that reminds them that ‘“you are out of place”, “you are different”’ (Kitchin 
1998:351)” (Reeve 2012, p.82). 

 
While the psychological effects of physical absences experienced by students 

with disabilities was only perceived by academics in this study and would merit 

further research, Steven’s first-hand experience as a disabled academic was 

fully reflective of the double exclusion of ‘indirect psycho-emotional disablism’ 

described by Reeve (2012). His physical impairment dictated that there were 

buildings that he could not access. He was invited to meetings in rooms in those 

buildings and had to request a change. This had the psycho-emotional effect of 

making him feel like an outsider and a problem: 

“…if somebody’s booked a room, a non-disabled person has booked a 
room, I either have to email to say “actually I’d like to attend, I simply 
cannot get to the room” the room is then changed to support my 
individual needs. I am seen as the outlier at this point. I am seen as the 
one that’s causing all the problem to say “ok, this person, this person 
alone is the reason why we’re having to shift this room” and this is what 
happens all the time in academia” (Steven, Institution 2). 

 
The social context of Steven’s experience at the psychological level of 

lamination can be demonstrated by Bhaskar and Danemark’s (2006, p.288) 

“four planar social being.” The “indirect psycho-emotional disablism” (Reeve 

2012, p.81) described above, that is, the relations between physical barriers 

and emotions, can be described in the context of Bhaskar and Danemark’s 

(2006, p.288) ‘material transactions with nature.’ Steven referred to this in the 

quote:  

“with disabled people it’s a structural one on top of that [other protected 
characteristics]. Its…you [the institution] can have the best attitude in the 
world [towards inclusion] but if you [the disabled person] can’t get in the 
building you’re stuck,”  
 

highlighting how students with disabilities trying to attend meetings with staff or 

peers may be similarly affected. The ‘social interactions between agents’ 

describe Steven’s relations with colleagues that resulted in him feeling that he 

was the sole cause of a problem; the ‘social structure proper’ describes 

Steven’s relations with the institution which, due to inaccessibility of buildings 

made him feel like an “outlier” or marginalised; ‘the stratification of embodied 

personalities of agents’ describe the difference in the emotional experience of 

non-disabled colleagues compared to that of Steven, a person with disabilities. 
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Social Context 
(Four planar social being: Bhaskar 
and Danemark 2006, p.288) 

 
At the psychological level of 
lamination 

material transactions with nature the effect of physical barriers on the 
emotions: indirect psycho-emotional 
disablism (Reeve 2012, p.81) 
 

social interactions between agents the interactions between Steven and 
his non-disabled colleagues such that 
he feels that he is the one causing a 
problem.  
 

social structure proper the ableism exhibited by the 
institution’s lack of access meaning 
Steven must ask for changes and feel 
like the “outlier”. 
 

the stratification of embodied 
personalities of agents 

The emotional experience of the 
person with disabilities and non-
disabled colleagues.  
 

Figure 11: An example of Bhaskar and Danemark’s (2006, p.288) “four planar 
social being” model at the psychological level of lamination. 
 

Eleven of the interviews also reflected the causal liability of emotional harm at 

the psychological level of the potential site of enablement. The data suggested 

that this potential for imposing emotional harm on staff was initiated by 

absences in their aptitudes and confidence (Brown, 2009) at the psychological 

level and linked to possible blurred boundaries between academia and support 

services as discussed in Chapter four. Milo described his feelings around the 

responsibility for students in the absence of other services: 

 “it is a bit mentally wearing… I think the ones where I’ve found it 
particularly difficult are the students who have very complex mental 
health needs and that’s where I’m not totally convinced that all the 
services that they have access to within the university and outside of the 
university are actually linked up enough, or they have enough ability to 
support that person and that’s very challenging.”  
 

He also expressed his lack of confidence in how to support students: 

I felt a bit lost, um, just because I hadn’t…this was the first time I’ve had 
to deal with it, and knowing what the actual process was and where 
everything is and…just feeling a little bit lost in the system… 
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Freddie described how he internalised the problems of the students and 

described an absence in the ability to detach: 

“It DID affect me. It wasn’t easy to completely detach from what the 
student was telling me.”  

 
He said that he found it particularly challenging when he first took over the role 

and would have benefitted from additional support at that time:  

“it was difficult in the beginning. I think at the beginning I also felt that I 
needed some support. I needed someone to discuss these things and… 
because I’m taking lots of those things, lots of negative things and I need 
to…I need to get and talk to someone else about those things because 
it’s a really high responsibility.” 
 

Eva described her feelings of lacking ability and the effect on her of supporting 

students as “quite draining, and I did feel under skilled at one point” and Freya 

described feeing “frustrated” and stressed by not feeling able to fulfil what she 

calls “a moral obligation” towards students which also brought feelings of guilt: 

“I often feel a bit guilty like I haven’t done enough, well, I haven’t done 
enough like I’ve forgotten to check or there’s something I should have 
been more on top of at the start of the semester, definitely…” 

 

 Arlo described the weight of responsibility he and his colleagues were asked to 

take on as overwhelming, and not having the aptitude or confidence to match:  

“…there was these various concerns of… and procedures about what to 
do if certain things happened…and we were all a bit overwhelmed by it to 
be perfectly honest because it was placing so much responsibility on us 
as members of… as academics and none of us had had any type of 
training. It was way beyond the kind of support that you might have had 
for any individual student…” 
 

Janet described supporting any students in distress as “exhausting” and 

“tough.” Freddie said sarcastically “I’m a psychologist now. I’m a therapist.” Eva 

and Blair also emphasised that their role felt as though it was leaning towards 

that of a psychologist with Blair describing the impact on him personally:  

“Well it was… it was distressing I must say because I’m not a trained 
psychologist or psychiatrist… we got a certain amount of prior insight 
from the AAP, but at the end of the day you’ve got a young woman who’s 
there crying uncontrollably and… it does affect you, course it does. And 
you have to just sit there and listen as best you can and offer the best 
advice you can…” 
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Kim, as Head of Department, discussed the pressures on members of her staff 

who might themselves be experiencing personal suffering, such as 

bereavement, but were routinely expected to continue supporting distressed 

students, and the pressures in her role in trying to protect staff as well as 

students:  

“so we’ve had a situation in the last few years where a staff member had 
a very tragic bereavement that’s been very difficult and is still… and yet 
students come in… need to talk about a grandparent passing away or… 
and for them it’s a very, very ,major deal, of course, absolutely… major, 
major issue but for a staff member to keep having that come through the 
door when they are dealing with their own bereavement is… is quite 
difficult. So that’s… you can’t go and say “don’t go and see that particular 
member of staff because they’ve just had a bereavement” you know, you 
can’t do that either so… so… you know, so staff are dealing with these 
kinds of things quite regularly.” 

 

These accounts of the psychological effects on participants of supporting 

students with complex needs, or in distress, echoed those of academics in a 

report about mental health for Student Minds (Hughes, Panjawni, Tulcidas, 

Byrom, 2018). This study went further than the Student Minds report by 

including a wider range of students with disabilities as well as separately 

analysed academic responses related to student suicide.  

 

In the context of the increasing numbers of students with mental health 

conditions, the risk of student suicides in the two potential sites of enablement 

was the most extreme circumstance in the data that reflected the causal liability 

of emotional harm and absence of aptitude and confidence among participants. 

Seven participants explicitly mentioned suicidal students as an issue that they 

had personally encountered, and Joe was clear about the psychological impact:  

“I’ve been terrified of the idea of a student suiciding. We’ve had several 
students, one of them with a letter from a doctor explicitly saying the 
student is suicidal, um, but then with others who…um, we regularly get 
students who say they are suicidal. Every year we get students who say 
they are suicidal.” 
 

Max expressed fear related to giving the wrong advice to suicidal students, 

accompanied by fear of guilt:  

“… the worry is that we will give the wrong advice [pause] …recently we 
had a student that said that they were going to commit suicide, they 
haven’t and I think we… we kind of did the right thing and we got them in 
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the right thing but that… that… that’s… if that went wrong I think we 
wouldn’t, you know, I think we wouldn’t forgive ourselves so… so I think 
that’s… you know, that is a main worry. Yeh.” 
 

and Kim, as head of department, expressed the fearful views of her staff in the 

same vein as Max: 

“It’s something we hear about, you know “how do we deal with these 
students and know that we’re not kind of saying the wrong thing and 
actually, you know, putting them into a downward spiral?” 
 

Freddie, remarking that he encounters suicidal students every year, also 

described his feeling of “guilt” at the prospect that he might have left the office 

at the end of the day having missed something, particularly in the early days in 

a senior role. This diminished as he became more experienced.  

“If I do something…If I miss something…If I ignore an email or if I’m not 
there when a student comes with a huge problem, if I’m not there…I 
don’t want anything to happen, so…I feel like it’s a high responsibility so I 
need to be, like, really on top of things and so sometimes I will leave my 
office thinking “did I miss anything? Was there anything that I should be 
doing that I didn’t do?” So there was this idea of this…a little bit of 
guilt…but now I’m more relaxed about that” 

 

Milo adopted a pragmatic stance on what he could do for his student. Feelings 

of fear were replaced by feelings of personal sadness, empathy and 

resignation: 

“I mean ultimately if she’s attempted suicide then that’s…personally I feel 
that’s really sad and I feel for her, but I know that’s not [pause] anything 
that I can do anything about.”  

 

The absence of aptitude and confidence expressed above could also be 

intensified by the social context, particularly “social interactions between 

agents” (Bhaskar and Danemark, 2006, p.288), such that participants were 

influenced by the views of others. Eva, for example, having personally 

experienced an incident with a student, also expressed the shared concerns of 

colleagues:  

“we’re all talking about higher rates of depression and anxiety and 
suicides and really literally life or death things.”  
 

Also, Arlo described the effects of external reports of suicides at other 

universities:  
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“there’s been some quite high-profile cases of, you know, students taking 
their own lives, things like that, so I think everybody’s very you know, sort 
of alert to that really.”  
 

This was reiterated by Freddie:  

“It’s in the news all the time and [name of a different university] had some 
very bad cases, some suicides, so I think the universities…we need to do 
something now for the years to come because it’s becoming more 
prevalent, it’s in the news and people paying more attention.“  

 

The experiences by participants of an increase in mental ill-health, and the 

numbers of disclosures, and their concerns around suicidal students were set in 

the context of the EPI report (2018, no page) which recognised a “strong link 

between suicide and mental health issues (over 90 per cent of suicides and 

suicide attempts are associated with a psychiatric disorder),” as well as media 

reports, anecdotal evidence and the prominence of mental health and well-

being initiatives at most universities (Williams, et al., 2019). Therefore, these 

wider social factors might be considered additional causal mechanisms that are 

responsible for initiating the causal liability of emotional harm on to academics, 

on top of the absence of aptitude and confidence among individuals.  

 

5.5.3. The Psycho-Social Level 

The causal liability of emotional harm experienced by academics at the 

psychological level and initiated by the absence of aptitude and confidence, 

alongside other socially generated mechanisms described in the previous 

section, could also emerge as an additional absence at the psycho-social level 

with regards to the lack of understanding of suicide and therefore less attention 

might be paid to mental ill-health amongst male students. As mentioned above, 

at the biological level of reality most of the students with mental ill-health are 

female (EPI, 2018). However, the reality of student suicides, according to the 

EPI (2018, no page) is that “Despite being almost three times less likely to 

report experiencing a CMD [Common Mental Disorder], suicidal thoughts or 

suicide attempts, male students were more than twice as likely to die by suicide 

than female students.” The causal liabilities of emotional harm of academics at 

the psychological level in relation to suicidal students, such as fear and guilt, 

might reasonably be linked to their experiences of students in distress and with 
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mental ill-health (as described above) which are statistically female (EDI, 2018). 

Therefore, concerns amongst academics might naturally be directed towards 

female students who are more likely to disclose and seek help and this, 

alongside the absence of male students disclosing mental ill-health, could lead 

to a lack of focus on risk among male students and is an area which might 

warrant further research. 

 

The causal mechanisms (absences of aptitude and confidence) leading to fear, 

guilt and other negative emotions reported by participants at the psychological 

level also emerged as absence of knowledge at the psycho-social level. The 

data showed that it was negative feelings as recounted above and generated by 

their experiences, that led to twelve of the participants sensing that they do not 

have the knowledge they need to be effective for their students with disabilities. 

The analysis of this absence of knowledge is deliberately introduced here, as 

discussed in the introduction to this chapter, in relation to two theories. The first, 

a ‘four planar social being,’ is one of the stratified tools of Bhaskar and 

Danemark (2006, p.288) and was introduced in chapter three and demonstrated 

at the psychological level above. The second is Minger’s (2014) theory of 

knowledge.  

 

The absences at the psycho-social level were centred around three absences of 

knowledge: knowing what practical action is needed; knowledge about 

processes; and knowledge about what individual adjustments students need. 

This can be reflected in two of the social contexts of Bhaskar and Danemark’s 

‘four planar social being’ model (2006, p.288): “social interactions between 

agents” and “social structure proper”. The ‘social interactions between agents’ 

are the interactions between academics and students with disabilities, for 

example, Milo’s absence of knowledge in his interaction with a student who was 

experiencing psychosis as a symptom of her mental ill-health:  

“for me it was just knowing what the condition that she had was and 
where’s the support and where’s the information that I kind of need if 
she’s coming to me regularly – that kind of extra information, where to 
point her in the right direction…” (Milo).   
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The “social structure proper” (Bhaskar and Danemark, 2006, p.288) was 

reflected in the context of the university where the academics attributed their 

lack of knowledge to an absence of information, lack of direction and 

explanation by the institution, for example: 

Milo did not know who was responsible for accessible past exam papers: 

“Actually, I have no idea [whose responsibility accessible exam papers 
are]. I don’t know. I don’t know whether that’s the exams office or a 
regulation in the exams office that it has to be images that are uploaded 
or whether its…that’s how they get given to the library or…whatever. I 
have no idea.” 

 
Janet was frustrated by not knowing the appropriate university processes:  
 

I’m now thinking I don’t even know where it [student services] is on 
campus [laughs]. So, I [know]…yeh, very very little. 

 
“frustrated that I can’t always know how an institution works to help them 
in the best way that I can” (Janet). 

 
Kim, as head of department, did not have clear policies for her staff to follow if a 
student self-declared a disability: 
 

“I don’t know [the process if a student self-declares]. Sorry. [laughs]. I 
think we normally ring up student services and say “the student has just 
self-declared” it’s kind of… its quite an informal process, yeh, so I’m not 
aware of policy that we should all be following. But we are re-writing 
every single policy in the university right now so there might be one 
there, who knows?” 

 
 

Social Context 
(Four planar social being: Bhaskar 
and Danemark 2006, p.288) 

 
At the psycho-social level of 
lamination 

social interactions between agents the interactions between academics and 
students with disabilities where 
academics do not feel they have the 
knowledge they need to confidently 
provide support for students. 

social structure proper The absence of information, or direction 
or explanation by the university to enable 
academics to feel they have the 
knowledge they need to confidently 
provide support for students. 
 

Figure 12: An example of Bhaskar and Danemark’s (2006, p.288) “four planar 
social being” model at the psycho-social level of lamination. 
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This aligns to Mingers’s theory of knowledge (2014). Citing Bhaskar (1978) he 

claims that there must be “an object of knowledge” which might be “states of 

affairs, people, skills, values, feelings and emotions, social practices, 

organizations and complex physical entities” (Mingers, 2014, p.161). The ‘site of 

enablement’ is the object of knowledge in the context of this analysis. The 

absences of knowledge are the elements of the potential ‘site of enablement’ as 

described in 5.4 above which academics expect to be in place to support 

students but of which they have no personal knowledge. Milo’s quotation above 

included an absence of knowledge about the student’s “condition” and about the 

support the student required, where to refer the student, and “extra information” 

which he assumed was available but of which he felt he didn’t have access. 

These are examples of an absence of ‘propositional knowledge’ (Mingers, 2014; 

Shotwell, 2017) or “to [not] know that x” is the case (Mingers 2014, p.163).  

 

Also, in the case of Milo, Freddie, Joe, Arlo and Eva, absence of propositional 

knowledge includes not knowing what practical action was needed: 

 “it was more the knowing what to do in that situation” (Milo). 
 
 “What do I do? Do I run? Do I call the ambulance? Do I…?” (Freddie). 
 

“although, I think, I quite often recognise that this student has some 
mental health thing going on, I don’t feel qualified to do anything 
interesting about it” (Joe). 

 
“they might have some schizophrenia, they might have some depression, 
they might have some this they might have some that. You don’t really 
know what that means…” (Arlo). 
 
“It wasn’t just to do with managing my feelings about it, it was “what do 
you actually do?” (Eva). 

 

Kim, Arlo and Joe recounted the absence of propositional knowledge about 

students’ disabilities due to the volume of students they teach in a single 

session in which they do not know anything about the students, not even their 

names.  

Kim said that staff would not know the diversity of students in a session: 

“we wouldn’t always know what kinds of students might be with us in 
certain groups, in certain kinds of sessions” (Kim). 
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Arlo said that staff in a lecture theatre do not know the names or individual 

requirements of students and may have to react without prior knowledge: 

“You don’t know the names of the people in the class, you don’t know 
anything about them particularly unless you look, or your module leader 
has communicated that information to you and even less so in a lecture 
theatre and you have a room of faces in front of you and unless you 
come to know individuals and something about them you will not know 
anything about them so you may have somebody with epilepsy, you may 
have somebody with any kind of condition that you might have to end up 
dealing with but not necessarily, at that point of arriving know… (Arlo). 

 
Joe said that staff do not know the names of students in a lecture theatre and 

cannot match students to email queries outside of the lecture: 

“you don’t know who the names of the students are, I mean, you’ve got 
this group of people in front of you, I mean, it may be different if you had, 
say, ten of them, but there’s just this group of people, you don’t know 
who their names are, and then if they’ve got questions, either they just 
ask you then, they don’t tend to say their names, or they send you an 
email and you don’t know which of these people has sent you an email.” 
(Joe) 

 
Hal described the issue of assessments and not knowing who should know 

which students need individual adjustments, particularly with the large volume 

of cases. The result is an expectation that students will not receive the 

adjustments they are entitled to without being proactive themselves:  

“We have a lot of in-class assessment because we have traditionally a lot 
of continuous assessment and that creates problems of “who knows”?  
 
“…there are so many cases that it would be very difficult to assure that 
the student will get this automatically.”  
 
 

He described the extent of knowledge expected of academics as being a 

“burden”: 

“Well, from the academics’ perspective its first of all the burden of having 
to be aware of remembering that you need to check who on your unit is 
entitled to extra times and certainly in class tests so that burden of 
knowledge.” 
 

Janet, Milo and Kim, in the quotes related to the ‘social structure proper’ above, 

spoke about their lack of knowledge around the processes of the institution 

which reflected a lack of ‘experiential knowledge’ or “[not] knowing through 

experience”, in the example by Mingers (2014, p.163): “how the system works.” 
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Arlo, quoted above, also referred to receiving information about the students’ 

diagnosis but no information about what it means. This is an example of the 

absence of ‘epistemological knowledge’ or “to [not] know why x” (Mingers, 2014, 

p.163). The examples above are absences of knowledge at the psycho-social 

level, in how to practically support students. They are also reflective, therefore, 

of a lack of ‘performative knowledge’ or “To [not] know how to do x” (Mingers, 

2014, p.163) which also emerged at the normative level below, as an absence 

in the form of lack of structured training. 

 

Mingers’s theory (2014, p.161) states that, as well as an object of knowledge, 

there should always be a “source of knowledge-knowledge must come from 

somewhere.” Academics expected the source of knowledge to be the institution 

and when it was not forthcoming, they experienced it as an absence. Seven 

participants had ‘experiential knowledge’ with a source outside academia and 

from prior experience such as their professional background (Michelle, Arlo and 

Max), personal experience of disability themselves in the form of past mental ill-

health (Milo and Freya), congenital mobility impairment (Steven) and autism 

self-declared during the interview (Joe) or indirect experience through a family 

member (Max).  These might be considered causal powers in a site of 

enablement, however, five of the seven participants with prior experiential 

knowledge: Milo; Arlo; Freya, Joe and Steven, still highlighted an absence of 

knowledge about what to do for students, as quoted above. Therefore, having 

prior experience of disability issues did not fully mitigate against lack of 

information, direction, or explanation from the institution and suggests a causal 

mechanism might be needed to initiate the prior knowledge of academics to the 

benefit of supporting students. 

 

Absences at the psycho-social level of the site of enablement for students 

included the long-standing issue, confirmed by statistics (Office for Students 

(OfS) 2019), of the disinclination by some to disclose impairments, either on 

their application or after starting their course. The data is theorised at this level 

using Evans’s (2019) theory of disclosure and also draws on work by Wood 

(2017), Miller, Wynn and Webb (2017) and Goffman (1963).  
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The OfS (2019a, p.6) found that applicants were reluctant to disclose a disability 

due to “continuing social stigma or fears of being discriminated against, or 

because they do not identify themselves as disabled.” Disclosure is the key to 

receiving any additional support in higher education and therefore lack of 

disclosure could emerge as an absence at the normative level below in terms of 

practice, process and procedure norms not triggered. 

 

Tara Wood (2017) (in Kerschbaum, Eisenman, and Jones 2017, p.75) 

describes the additional burden on students with disabilities, at the psycho-

social level, in forging identities in post-secondary education: 

“In college, students often find themselves negotiating varied emergent 
identities, and in so doing, they face a myriad of expectations: to be a 
good friend, to be charismatic and respected, to make their family proud, 
to be a model student, to be successful. While students with disabilities 
face these same expectations, they must also continually account for 
ways of knowing, learning, and being in the world that may differ from 
those of their fellow students. And unlike their previous experiences in 
high school, college students may be navigating different kinds of 
choices about how and when to identify as disabled”. 
 

Controlling information about personal identity may also be the reason for only 

partial disclosure by students referenced in this study. Arlo confirmed that 

although his student had multiple impairments affecting her mobility and health, 

she only disclosed some of her difficulties prior to starting her course because 

of fears that the university would not offer her a place if they knew all the 

complexities of her conditions:  

“and I think sometimes students don’t always disclose the information 
that perhaps a university would need to know and this was the case in 
the student I was talking about earlier, she disclosed a lot of things but 
she also wanted… didn’t want to disclose everything because she 
wanted people to think she was capable and able to do her degree and I 
think she was quite worried that the university wouldn’t take her on if she 
disclosed the full extent of… of the support that she might need” 

 

Arlo’s student, while signifying her fear of discrimination by the university, could 

also be seen to reflect the findings of Miller, Wynn and Webb (2017, p.308) that: 

“Managing perceptions became one way that students with disabilities asserted 

their agency and independence” where Arlo’s student appears to have actively 

chosen how much personal information to reveal to others. Ervin Goffman 
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(1963, p.57) also wrote that there is the propensity of people at risk of being 

stigmatised to try to control the narrative around their identity: “to tell or not to 

tell; to let on or not let on; to lie or not to lie; and in each case, to whom, how, 

when or where…”  

 

The partial disclosure by Arlo’s student is also congruent to Miller, Wynn and 

Web’s (2017, p.121) findings in a study of LGBTQ students with disabilities, that 

disclosing an identity in higher education was highly contextual: 

“Students described their disability and LGBTQ identities and processes 
of disclosure and perception management as shifting depending upon 
the campus context or situation... Identity disclosure and performance 
shifted and evolved in context. Students described a complex process of 
appraising the situation before determining whether, when, and how to 
disclose particular social identities on campus.”  

 

Ten participants in this study identified contexts in which students disclose 

difficulties to them, including those assessed later as being eligible for support 

through Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA). Student disclosures occurred 

often in the context of their relationship with a staff member. Eva, for example, 

claimed that it is based on: 

 “…interaction between you and them and whether they feel they can tell 
you.”  
 

Confirmed by Milo: 

“…if they’ve come to you it’s because they feel they can actually talk to 
you and just you saying “I’m not dealing with this, go and speak to 
someone else” isn’t helping.”  
 

Kim, as Head of Department spoke generally about her academic staff being at 

the forefront of student disclosures: 

“So, the pressure is definitely heading… quite often falls on the 
academics as the first point of contact because they’re the people that 
students trust, you know, they know who they are…” 
 

Freya acknowledged that some students do not want to talk to her about it:  

“I feel, bad for my students who are possibly not getting their needs met 
and then may not always feel comfortable coming forward to talk about it 
as well.”  
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Figure 14 shows the contexts in which students might disclose to academics: 

 

As shown by the data in Figure 14, students came to the attention of academics 

in the study in the context of experiencing difficulties after the results of 

assignments and exams, or from attendance reports, or requests for 

Figure 14: Reasons for disclosure by students to academics  

 
…it’s the mental health people who either don’t declare or they…, a problem 
arises when they are at university and those of course you can pick up in a variety 
of ways and quite often it will be when the student first approaches you for an 
extension or when something happens… They’re missing classes or 
whatever… 
 
yes…well sometimes students self-present, um, usually after they’ve had their 
first set of marks and then they realise that something isn’t quite right and at that 
point, in discussion, you might discover there is a dyslexia, undiagnosed or 
something. 
 
Sometimes they will come to me from colleagues. Sometimes they will come to 
me from objective indicators like attendance or reports. Sometimes they will 
come to me from other students. Those are the ones that are trickiest to deal 
with but I do get students who come to me saying “I’m worried about so and so” 
 

 
Hal 

 
You have indications: the student starts to struggle then you have a 
conversation and yeh…  
 
For those who don’t declare and they…I don’t know…its difficult with depression 
and everything like that, you probably wouldn’t know. Most people are quite good 
at hiding it so, yeh, the identification of it its more when someone says “I’m 
having a bit of a tough time” or “I’m not sure how to do this” or “I feel as 
though I’m getting behind” then you’re giving them the standard academic talk 
but you’re also saying “if there is something else there, you can always come and 
have a chat and we can figure out what to do next. 

 
Freddie 

 
I think, it’s probably when they receive results from the first semester, ok? I think 
they sometimes don’t get good results and then they realise they should have 
done something because they know that the exam had issues because they 
had no adaptation, nothing and then it’s something that they discuss with me. 
 

 
Freddie 

 
Very often, when they realize they have to do exams that’s the point at which 
we begin to get enquiries about special assessment arrangements so that’s 
November in the first year… 
 

 
Hal 

 
you can always tell actually within the classroom, attendance… you can tell 
whether someone is, I suppose, fitting in if you want to put it like that within 
that classroom environment so it’s just being… being aware… 
 

 
Eddie 

 
Yeah, we do [have students declare], yeah. Especially around, kind of 
assessment times when the pressure builds, we get students who are… who 
are… yeh, who just say “I’m very anxious” or “I’m… I’m… I’m depressed and I’m 
on… there’s a lot of students on kind of tranquilizers and things so… 
 

 
Max 
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extensions, or students admitting they are struggling, either in person or through 

other students or staff who reported concerns on the students’ behalf.  

 

Evans (2019) researched disclosure by people with what are commonly known 

as ‘invisible disabilities’ and identified three types of disclosure: “confessional, 

pragmatic, and validating.” The disclosures to academics in the context of 

assessments and struggling with academic work could be considered 

‘confessional’ in that those students “conveyed impairment information in order 

to justify asking for help or explain what they perceived as poor performance 

stemming from impairment” (Evans, 2019, p.732). Students were reported, by 

academics, as self-identifying in the context of being ‘in need’ or having a 

weakness or shortcoming. The data does not reveal details of the students and 

how they felt or provide a breakdown of how many students disclosed a known 

disability or how many went on to be formally assessed for the first time as 

having a disability. However, it does reveal the perception by participants of the 

importance of a trusting relationship with the academic to whom the student 

chooses to ‘confess’ and the negative context surrounding many ‘confessional’ 

disclosures. Evans (2019) claims this has a harmful effect on personal identity 

for disabled people: “sharing impairment information in order to apologise for 

poor performance or ask for a favor reinforces feelings of shame about being 

disabled” (Evans, 2019, p. 726). Therefore, a finding of this study is that the 

altruistic values of academics described in chapter four and the trusting 

relationship that leads to students to disclose an impairment does not 

necessarily mitigate against the feeling of shame students might feel in asking 

for help. 

 

Pragmatic disclosure is described by Evans (2019, p.738) as a decision to 

reveal an impairment so that adjustments can be put in place and, rather than 

being a negative ‘confessional’ experience, it serves to “play an important role 

in asserting impairment as a different way of being, rather than a diminished 

state of being.” ‘Pragmatic disclosure’ appears to be the approach encouraged 

by the OfS (2019) who seem to be actively encouraging universities to promote 

disclosure amongst students with disabilities “encouraging disclosure of a 

disability to plan for additional support requirements” (Williams et al., 2019, 
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p.13). However, absences at the psycho-social level appear to prevent 

pragmatic disclosure, including lack of knowledge by university applicants, of 

the available support. According to Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et al. (2019, 

p.9) in their evaluation of Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) for the 

Department for Education, only forty percent of all students with disabilities 

were aware of DSA before starting their university course. Forty-two percent of 

applicants who were eligible for DSA did not hear about the benefit before 

starting university and/or did not consider themselves to be eligible and/or had 

difficulties with the application process (Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et al., 2019, 

p.9). Fifty-eight percent of eligible students were aware of the benefit, but the 

report found that “although the majority had heard about DSAs, survey 

responses suggest that awareness and knowledge among DSA recipients has 

declined” since the 2016 changes (Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et al., 2019, 

p.9). These psycho-social absences emerged as socio-economic absences as 

discussed below.  

 

Evans (2019, p.738) identified the ‘validating’ approach to disclosure as a 

purposeful approach by disabled people to create a positive identity as a 

disabled person or to: “invite dialogue, identify allies, or to signal one’s 

identification with a disability community.” Evan’s (2019) research shows 

‘validating’ disclosure as positive for breaking down feelings of isolation and 

building a sense of belonging. The participants in her study employed all three 

approaches to disclosure at different times and sometimes at the same time 

depending on the context and purpose of disclosure (Evans, 2019). The data in 

this study in Figure 14 suggests that there is a focus on ‘confessional’ 

disclosure in the day-to-day experiences of academics, as students tended to 

disclose when they were experiencing difficulties, while the wider focus in 

higher education is on pragmatic disclosure as driven by the OfS (2019), both 

discussed above. Michelle described a situation where a blind third year student 

had been told early in his studies that he was the only blind student in the 

university and as such he had completed two years of study believing this to be 

the case: 

“Yeah, there isn’t a lot of…mainly because there isn’t a lot of connection 
between the departments. There’s not a lot of exchange. It’s actually 
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quite funny, there’s…there’s one student in a different department and he 
got in touch with us because he knows my supervisors work on 
technologies for the blind, and he got in touch because he was told that 
he was the only visually impaired student on campus, by people in his 
department because they obviously didn’t know there were any other 
blind students, yeah, and for him it was in his final year, …” (Michelle). 
 

Therefore, this study suggests that although the opportunities for ‘validating 

disclosure’ that Evans (2019) suggests could be a causal power and provide a 

sense of belonging in a site on enablement, they emerged as an absence 

because students are unable to connect with others from different departments 

or identify with a disability community across the university. Michelle’s 

explanation highlighted absences at the cultural level due to lack of 

communication between departments as discussed below.  

 

5.5.4. Socio-economic Level 

The socio-economic reality of the potential site of enablement, as discussed in 

the literature review, is that the higher eligibility threshold of Disabled Students’ 

Allowance (DSA) was introduced from 2016 (Willetts, 2014) with the purpose of 

enforcing the Equality Act 2010 in higher education in the name of the social 

model of disability and ensuring “value for money” to the government (Johnson, 

Rossiter, Cartmell et al., 2019, p.8). This means that universities are legally 

obliged to fund adjustments that are no longer eligible for state support. 

Therefore, the issue of disclosure of disabilities by students at the psycho-social 

level could emerge as absences at the socio-economic level in terms of lack of 

funding of those non-eligible DSA students who disclose, as well as 

international students who are consistently not eligible and students with 

support costs above the DSA threshold (the maximum the government will 

fund). The ad-hoc nature of support for some non-eligible students appeared as 

a causal liability of the potential site of enablement, initiated by an absence of 

funding, as demonstrated by Michelle, a part-time lecturer supporting a blind 

international student: “In the beginning, yeah, so for the first student, when she 

started I basically did…we, a colleague and I we supported her depending on 

when we were free, obviously, in our spare time.” This infers that although 

university support services are available to international students, provision is 

not consistent across the university. 
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Students who are eligible for funded support through DSA often do not apply 

prior to starting their course due to psycho-social absences related to non-

disclosure described above (Johnson, Rossiter, Cartmell et al. 2019, p.9). 

Additionally, according to government advice, DSA takes up to fourteen weeks 

to process once the application is submitted (Student Finance England, 2020). 

This means that DSA as a causal power of the site of enablement is offset by 

the application process which could be considered a causal liability initiated by 

mechanisms at government level. Therefore, we can assume that an outcome 

is that eligible students are among those who disclose to academics or support 

staff during their course and, in the absence of DSA, that they draw on 

university financial resources and academic support before their application is 

approved or before being advised to apply for state funded specialist support. 

 

Michelle went on to say that she also supported a blind home student who 

received funding to pay for her as a teaching assistant to help with 

assessments. However, in line with the report by Chattaway (2019) outlined in 

the literature review which described the absence of adequate funding for blind 

and visually impaired students, the additional support for using the printing 

machine in the library to produce haptic images was not funded and had to be 

provided in Michelle’s spare time:  

“So this is a job that I’m doing as a teaching assistant, so I’m being paid 
for that but I also did some things with her that I found were necessary 
but I didn’t kind of do it in that role, …but we have a raised line drawing 
printer down here of which you can create haptic images, so yeah we 
spent quite a few hours in there, in the printing room actually, trying to 
set that up and getting it to work so that it can print out some haptic line 
graphs so she can understand, kind of like the difference that other 
students that are sighted are talking about… So, yeah, that’s something 
that I did in my spare time” (Michelle). 

 

A similar experience was recounted by Jad, a professor, who supported two 

blind students to use assistive technology, also in the library in his spare time. 

Therefore, the existence of the machines can be seen as a causal power of the 

site of enablement, but in the potential site of enablement, mechanisms such as 

absence of funding prevent this power being initiated equally to all students who 
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need it with the outcome that students are dependent on the benevolence of 

staff. 

The data showed that the socio-economic reality for both staff and their 

students with disabilities is also affected by the allocation of finance within each 

department, for example: Freddie, from the Computer Science department, 

described how the Physics department uses a Moodle page to which all the 

lecturers upload their materials, and which is then managed by an administrator 

who ensures that students with disabilities have access to the resources they 

need for each module: 

“I know this can be improved and I know that for instance in Physics they 
have a Moodle page where all the lecturers, they have to post their 
materials there and this Moodle page is controlled by an admin person 
who knows which students with disabilities are taking those units and 
they allow them to have access to them... Its way easier so the unit 
leader, they don’t…they only have to do one thing and there’s an admin 
person but we don’t have this person in the [Computer Science] 
department so…so I have to do it in this way [laughs].” 

 

Jad also described how he relies on an administrator in the mathematics 

department to know which students need large print lecture notes and to email 

resources to those students where: “maths have a very good pipeline system 

for large print lecture notes and so on…they are handled as a process.” The 

Computer Science department does not employ an administrator to fulfil these 

roles even though Freddie said that “ideally we would have more admin people 

to help us with those things”. Instead, Freddie, as a mid-high staff member, 

emailed lecturers to remind them about the adjustments their students with 

disabilities needed. He said that often lecturers do not act on the email because 

“sometimes they forget…” or it is not a priority:  

“[They are] simply not paying attention to emails they receive, it happens 
a lot, [pause] I can’t…I wouldn’t say “not caring” but not thinking this is a 
big issue, or, getting disorganised so they know they have to do but they 
don’t do it because they are not…it’s not on their to do list, so this needs 
a little bit of my nudging…” 
 

Max said that in the past the Art department employed a disability officer, but 

the role was made redundant. Now the responsibility for students with 

disabilities falls to the course leaders such as himself, like Freddie above: 

“Because I’m the course leader so we used to have a disability officer in 
the… within the school: school of art and design but he’s… I… I…he’s 
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not been replaced when he retired so it’s really fallen on to each course 
leader to kind of deal with… with students who have disabilities” (Max). 

 

This shows that the causal power of administrative support to ensure 

accessibility for students in the potential site of enablement appears to be offset 

by the causal liability, as applied to this specific context, of the autonomy of 

each department to decide its financial priorities. We should note that this might 

be a causal power in other contexts. The absence of sufficient funding for a 

dedicated role in every department appears to be the mechanism for individual 

departments to decide whether an admin role is funded, with the outcome that 

some individual staff are being given additional responsibilities for disability 

issues due to economic decisions outside of their control.  

 
  5.5.5. Cultural level 

As described in the previous section, the differences in the allocation of 

resources at the socio-economic level due to the absence of sufficient funding, 

emerged at the cultural level as inconsistency of experiences for staff and 

students across the university.  

 

Academics described the outcome of higher workloads specific to 

socioeconomic decisions in their department, for example: course leaders such 

as Max in the Art department quoted above used the language of “fallen on” 

and “dealing with” which implied a burden rather than a pleasure. Freddie in 

Computer Science, was given the responsibility for prompting lecturers to 

provide adjustments for students because the decision was made not to recruit 

an administrator:  

“I’m busy, I’m busy so…so…so ideally we would have more admin 
people to help us with those things but we…so…I’m very busy [laughs].”  
 

The reliance on email reminders, rather than following a robust process, also 

makes Freddie a single point of failure in the provision of adjustments for 

students. In contrast, according to Freddie’s anecdotal experience and Jad’s 

personal experience, the Physics and the Mathematics departments employed 

administrative support for the task of communicating with staff and students. 

This demonstrated that the causal liability of departmental autonomy in 

decisions whether to finance administrative support led to the outcome of 
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inequitable experiences of staff across the university in managing the increase 

in numbers of students with disabilities.  

 

Departmental autonomy in decisions relating to support was a causal liability in 

the Computer Science department because it meant that students were reliant 

on two mechanisms that had inherent flaws, with the outcome of comparatively 

worse provision than other subject areas. The first mechanism, as described by 

Freddie, was that individual lecturers had the responsibility to access each 

students’ accessibility requirements on an internal IT system, which had its own 

absences in terms of ease of use discussed below at the normative level. The 

second mechanism was that students depended on academics to act upon 

email reminders that they received from senior staff such as Freddie. He 

suggested that the volume of emails staff received meant that they often did not 

respond, which posed a risk to students requiring adjustments who 

subsequently might not receive the resources they need compared to students 

in other departments. This showed that the causal liability of autonomy in 

departments in relation to student support, initiated by the mechanisms of 

inadequate systems as well as an absence of sufficient allocated finance, 

meant that the availability of resources for students was dependent on their 

subject area and therefore was unequally distributed across the university.  

 

The autonomy of departments in the context of decisions related to student 

support is also demonstrated in the provision of recorded lectures. Recording 

lectures as an adjustment for the benefit of students with disabilities could be 

considered a causal power in the potential site of enablement. However, the 

autonomy of departments in its implementation could be seen as a causal 

liability initiated by mechanisms other than lack of finance.  

 

Despite an inefficient communication method for providing individual 

adjustments, the Computer Science department provided resources that other 

departments were hesitant to use. The data for this study was collected before 

the 2020/2021 Covid-19 pandemic when the use of online teaching by higher 

and further education providers became widespread (Office for students, 2020b, 

no page). Prior to the pandemic, the Computer Science department appears to 
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have had a greater enthusiasm to record lectures than some other departments. 

Freddie reported that: 

“[recording a lecture] is something we push a lot” and that “almost 90% of 
our hours…contact hours in lectures are recorded which is, like 
amazing.”  
 

Joe’s account tempers that of Freddie by suggesting that it was an emerging 

achievement as it was “new staff that tend to be perfectly happy” to be recorded 

whereas “older, more established staff” were less keen. However, comments 

from participants from computer science such as Freddie, Joe and Milo 

suggested that the high engagement with lecture recording was seen as a 

particular success story for the department, confirming it as a possible causal 

power. 

 

However, in contrast to Computer Science, Hal’s account explicitly described 

the reluctance and fear amongst staff related to the recording of lectures in the 

humanities department. A large part of the objections he described was related 

to the absence of protection of their personal identity and professional integrity. 

“Why are staff reluctant? Oh, all sorts of reasons: um, it is, on the one 
level, a fear that if you have lectures recorded, students will not attend. If 
you have lectures recorded you will come off looking pathetic because 
people are used to certain standards of visual presentation – if they look 
at a screen. You watch a TV show you expect a certain standard. You 
ever watch a video of someone lecturing, it looks awful! Really dreadful!! 
And a lot of my colleagues do not like being put in that position.” 
 

Hal’s description of how staff worried about how they appeared on screen was 

reiterated by Freddie (Computer Science), despite his enthusiasm: 

“It wasn’t easy for me because it is horrible to see yourself lecturing 
[laughs].” 
 

and Michelle (Psychology) who said that she does not like to see a recording of 

herself lecturing but puts the students’ needs first: 

“I mean it’s kind of like its positive and negative: on the one hand I 
don’t…I don’t like to see myself recorded first of all and it’s weird if I know 
that other people see me recorded, it’s a bit…[makes a grimace]. I’m 
more afraid to make…if I make mistakes its also recorded [laughs] so it’s 
a bit more pressure but on the other hand if it allows students to see that 
at home that don’t have access to it its…like my fears are not that 
important.” 
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 However, Hal’s account from the humanities department, went further in 

describing opposition to recordings, particularly by female lecturers, around 

concerns about objectification:  

“…female colleagues don’t like it. They don’t like the risk that their image 
could be abused.”  
 

This could indicate a risk of “testimonial” epistemic injustice, as described by 

Kotzee (2017, p.327), that describes how identity prejudices held by students 

against characteristics of teachers, such as background and gender, affect their 

appraisal of the quality of teaching: 

“It is common that, when teachers hail from a less privileged background, 
they are regarded as less effective as a teacher or are held to irrelevant 
standards. (It is well known that female academics, for instance, are 
evaluated more severely than male academics on their looks or dress by 
their students in post-course evaluation exercises.)” 
 

It could be argued that the recorded lecture, because it can be played over and 

over again, paused, enlarged and otherwise manipulated, creates an 

environment that provides more opportunity for both male and female teachers 

to be judged against personal characteristics such as race, regional accent and 

looks and, as suggested by Kotzee (2017, p.37) that the assessment of their 

teaching by students could be affected by these “irrelevant standards”. Kotzee’s 

(2017, p.37) argument for this type of “testimonial injustice” is that knowledge 

held by teachers is being given less credibility than it deserves due to identity 

prejudices. This could have a harmful effect on academic careers as the audit 

culture in higher education puts a high value on student feedback, using it as a 

measure of the quality of teaching in both the National Student Survey and the 

Teaching Excellence Framework (Arthur, 2020). Although the risk of images 

being abused was raised by Hal, a senior lecturer in a humanities department, 

academics from the computer science department, despite their endorsement of 

the widespread use of recordings, described an associated risk related to image 

security. Joe described the risk of the recordings being publicly available, 

regardless of written university policy, due to the technological literacy of his 

computer science students:  

“Also, remember, our guys are technologically very sophisticated. They 
know perfectly well that no matter what university rules there might be 
about “only students will see this” “only students are allowed to do this 
under certain circumstances” “bla, bla, bla”. They know the moment that 
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anything is, um, is recorded there’s a substantial risk that it will pop up 
somewhere else in the world. They know this can’t be controlled.” 
 

Jad concurred with Joe on the acceptance of this failing saying that “it’s fair 

game.” These possibilities provided weight to Hal’s political concerns for the 

absence of protection of the rights of individual teachers, suggesting a risk that 

images could be uploaded to the internet without consent. It also highlighted the 

diverse perspectives of different departments such that, while both 

acknowledged an absence of security, in computer science the issue was less 

about the human risk and more about technological vulnerabilities while the 

humanities department voiced political objections.  

 

It was not only the personal issue of objectification that was a concern to staff 

from the humanities department but also the absence of safeguards for the 

integrity of their work and personal reputation related to their teaching.  Hal 

described how a public recording requires correct referencing and attention to 

copyright which he said is not usually a concern in an unrecorded lecture: 

“If you’re an academic and you publish an article, it has to be impeccably 
referenced. If you talk in a lecture you don’t, generally, produce your 
references, but, if it’s going to be public record, if it’s out there, you ought 
to be referencing. If I’m putting together a Powerpoint I take stuff off the 
internet and I don’t give a damn about Copyright but if that’s going to be 
public information I have to be very concerned about Copyright. So there 
are all sorts of reasons why people are reluctant to do it.” 

 

This is an accepted risk by the institution (institution 1) who has a written policy 

specifically advising staff how to take account of the legal use of resources in a 

recorded lecture. Hal’s concerns, therefore, may indicate an absence in 

appropriate training. Freya, also from a humanities department, claimed that the 

concerns around recording of lectures were more prolific amongst lecturers of 

political subjects and included an absence of trust in the institution as an 

employer, due to suspicions about the use of the footage:  

“I definitely think that’s a politics department thing in particular, I think, I 
know I’ve spoken to people from other departments who don’t have quite 
the same issues with Panopto but…yeah. 
 
“A lot of my colleagues think it’s quite a Politics thing as well, a lot of us 
are quite worried about how the university might use those recordings.”  
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Freya’s own reservations included the personal risk that comments during the 

lecture might be used against her in the future:  

“…so my concern is that I could record something and then the university 
has it forever on it’s system and it could be used against me, like that, 
and also I know colleagues sometimes worry that something they say in 
the lecture that then gets recorded, you know, if they are making a 
political comment, for example, that’s something they wouldn’t 
necessarily like to leave the lecture theatre.”   
 

Additionally, the underlying premise of a lecture was discussed by Hal:  

“So, what are lectures for? They are to enthuse, to inspire, to map, to do 
all sorts of other things. To be interactive, hopefully, and to engage and 
you don’t get that if you’re sat there looking at a screen”.  
 

This demonstrates that their are multiple causal mechanisms that initiate the 

autonomous decision whether individual departments endorse the recording of 

lectures, or not, that are not only financial but also cultural for example, related 

to motivation, as in the computer science department, and even ideological and 

related to trust of the institution as in the humanities department. The outcome 

of these multiple causal mechanisms is the complexity of providing equal 

access to resources for students across the university. 

 

Prior to 2020, the recording of lectures was not mandatory in the institutions in 

this study and therefore lecturers had some choice in whether to do so, with 

data discussed above suggesting that staff in computer science were 

embracing the technology as a causal power to a greater extent than staff in 

humanities subjects who saw it as a causal liability. The widespread policy 

towards online teaching, as a result of the 2020/2021 Covid-19 pandemic 

(Office for students, 2020b, n.p.) and the structural decision-making that 

necessarily stripped away the previously held individual choice to record a 

lecture, particularly in some subjects, has highlighted absences in teacher 

agency and epistemic justice, which in this new context could be an area for 

further research.  

 

Michelle’s example of a sight-impaired student’s experience also demonstrated 

how absences due to differences between departments, effected students. If he 

had chosen Michelle’s subject, his sense of identity and belonging might have 
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been more assured in his first year, rather than discovering in his final year that 

there is a sight impairment aware community in a different department. 

Therefore, the differences between departments, a function of departmental 

autonomy, led to an outcome of inequity for students with disabilities.  

 

According to the data, the causal liability of autonomy of departments in 

providing support for students with disabilities, also manifested in absences in 

communication with other departments in terms of sharing good practice on 

disability issues. Nine of the participants, when asked what their perception is of 

how their department compares to others in terms of disability, said they had no 

knowledge of the approach of other departments. Arlo described working in a 

“bubble:”  

“You know, you’re busy managing your little bubble, somebody else is 
managing their little bubble” (Arlo). 

 
Janet also described working in a bubble but said it would be useful to know key 

people in other departments: 

“I feel like sometimes in universities we all kind of exist in our 
departmental bubbles and we don’t really talk to each other at all [laughs] 
and just ways of pointing out who the key people are in different 
departments and different areas of the institution I think would be the 
most helpful thing” (Janet). 
 

Blair hoped that other departments were taking a similar approach to his, but he 

didn’t know: 

“…so all I can say is that we hope that they’re taking similar stance to 
what we are but I can’t honestly say that they are from personal 
knowledge because I just don’t know but I would certainly hope that that 
was the case.  

Freya did not know how her department compared to others: 

 “I don’t know how we compare at all to be honest.” 

Eva only teaches in one department but supervises PhD students in others but 

still found the question of comparisons between departments difficult: 

“That’s a hard question because I don’t teach in any other department 
although I supervise a couple of PhDs and different depart… you know, 
with other people from departments, it’s quite hard to say.” 

Freddie, from Computer Science, focused on lack of data about other 

departments: 
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“…how does it compare? I don’t know. I don’t have data about other 
departments, so I don’t know.” 

Hal, in a senior role did not have any information about other departments: 

“Right, it’s quite difficult to know [how the department compares to 
others] because you don’t necessarily get the overview information”. 

Kim, even as Head of Department in a position to observe other departments, 

could not comment on how her department compared with others: 

“Observing, going around the university it’s hard to say. I’m not sure it’s 
very obvious how we compare.” 
 

Therefore, participants had no opportunity to observe other departments or 

compare their data or information with others, other than Freddie’s observation 

described above that other departments employed administrators. Max’s 

account of communication between departments differed in that he said he 

regularly spoke to colleagues across the university and claimed that their 

problems and approaches were “consistent”: 

“Across the university I would say its… talking to colleagues in music, for 
example, and creative writing, I would… I would say that there’s… 
there’s the same problems and the same approaches so I think it’s quite 
universal running across the university.” 
 

However, his account of his own experiences was negative, describing the 

increase in the numbers of students with disabilities as “problematic” and 

causing longer working hours and additional stress for himself and his staff. The 

implication was that the exchange between colleagues in his and other 

departments was one of sharing adverse experiences rather than of sharing 

good practice that would benefit students.  

 

The instance of Michelle’s third-year blind student and his lack of opportunity for 

“validating disclosure” (Evans 2019, p.726) highlighted how the culture of 

maintaining autonomy between departments caused an absence in the 

communication and sharing of experiences amongst staff and students and an 

absence in equality of opportunities, provision of resources and support for staff 

described above. This is suggestive of hermeneutical injustice (Fricker, 2007; 

Medina, 2017). Described by Fricker (2007, loc 145), hermeneutical injustice is 

the discrimination of an individual or marginalised group caused by a lack of 

“social understanding.” In the universities of this study, it appeared as a 



154 
 

structural injustice caused by lack of knowledge as described by Medina (2017, 

p.42): 

“There are important advantages in emphasizing the structural elements 
of hermeneutical injustice – this emphasis calls attention to the fact that 
there can be hermeneutical wrongs built into the very structure of our 
communicative practices, and that people can be hermeneutically 
disadvantaged in unfair ways even when we cannot point to particular 
persons acting in ways that are identifiably wrong. Hermeneutical 
injustices are indeed very often impersonal, widespread, and 
systematic.” 

 

The hermeneutical injustice apparent in this study was due to the causal liability 

of departmental autonomy and an absence of shared “social understanding” 

(Fricker, 2007, loc. 147) of the place of disability across the structure of the 

university. A mechanism of poor systems of communication meant inequality in 

access to information, as described by Arlo: 

“but in terms of communication within a department, I don’t know how 
well everybody would know… so it feels like sometimes some people 
know things and other people don’t know things and its not always as 
coherent as it could be.” 
 

Also, staff had less opportunity to develop an understanding of the wider picture 

of inequality and disability issues and caused students with disabilities to be 

marginalised, divided and subject to the culture and absences of individual 

departments. Aligning with the sampling method of this study that students with 

specific impairments tend to choose certain subjects, six academics had a 

perception of disability in their departments (Figure 15).  

 

Figure 15: Participants’ perceptions of students’ impairments in their department 

 
I think my department is…because it’s Computer Science it’s…it attracts…autism 
is very common. Of course, it’s a minority but we always have cases of autism, 
and so I know that we have more cases of that and… 

 
Freddie 

 
from previous experience of working within art and design… you know we 
obviously have this high… and it is higher than the rest of the university and off 
the top of my head I don’t know the figures, percentage of students with dyslexia.  
 

 
Kim 

 
Um, ok, so we have, I suppose the majority of students who would be classed as 
having a disability would be mental health problems and, yes, there are large 
numbers of them. 
 
I think, in terms of mental health and all the rest of it, it is shaped partly by the fact 
that we are a heavily female undergraduate department overall so we have a 

 
Hal 
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disproportionate, I think, share of people with mental health problems, a 
disproportionate number… 
 

 
Er…, well we’ve got, er… it’s a Computer Science department so we’ve got, er…, 
more than our fair share of Asperger’s, and er…, various spaces on the autistic 
spectrum. I’m confident that I am one of them but not diagnosed. 
 

 
Joe 

 
I think…I think navigating art and design facilities can be quite difficult for students 
and I wonder how many students with mobility or sensory disabilities 
actually get as far as coming to us. You know, when they come, we welcome 
them and do everything we can do, you know, we bend over backwards but 
actually prior to that moment how many people do come? That kind of concerns 
me. 
 

 
Kim 

[question: any change in the types of impairments?] 
 
No, not really. I think in some ways that’s a bad thing because we’ve never 
been able to attract very many students who have significant physical 
disabilities. If you think about it, in my time here I think I’ve had one blind student 
in 26 years. I have these two students who are currently wheelchair users. Hardly 
any others. Again, a handful of students who have significant disabilities of that 
sort. 
 

 
 
Hal 

 

This might suggest that, in the context of poor communication between 

departments, students outside of these perceptions might have a similar 

experience to Michelle’s blind student. 

 

The example described by Michelle, of the sight-impaired student, appeared to 

epitomise a hermeneutical injustice in what Fricker (2007, loc.61) calls a 

“situated hermeneutical inequality.” Not only was the department’s concept of 

disability inadequate but also the student did not have the knowledge to “make 

sense of an experience which it is strongly in their interests to render intelligible” 

(Fricker, 2007, loc. 137). In other words, the student did not know that there was 

a question to ask, what to ask or how to ask it until he heard about the sight 

impaired interests in another department in his final year.  

 

Michelle sums up the extent of the absence of communication between 

departments and the lack of mechanisms for improvement. It is her perception 

that it has been left to individuals to contact other departments, but also other 

departments, such as student services, have their own barriers to cooperation: 

“…so I think that the, like the information exchange in terms of, like, 
getting help to support individual needs isn’t great and that can be much 
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more facilitated by, yeah, either you yourself reaching out to other 
departments which is kind of your free time as well, you have a lot of 
other things going on or, yeah, I don’t know, I mean the disability student 
centre, disability student services are quite…they have to keep 
everything confidential so it’s not really their job to, you know, connect 
different people. I think setting something up where people can actually 
go and meet other students that have similar issues would be really 
useful…” (Michelle). 

 

 

5.5.6. Normative/Inclusive Pedagogy Level 

Introduction 

The ‘Normative’ level, as laid out in figure 10, page 117, is the highest level in 

Bhaskar and Danermark’s “necessarily laminated system” (Bhaskar and 

Danermark, 2006, p.290) and in Brown’s (2009) lamination of the learning 

environment and is the level in which Brown (2009) places his analysis of 

curricula. In the context of this study, normative is the level of the university at 

which system, practice and process norms occur that are often directed by the 

‘management class’ and might normally be expected to be functioning in the 

background of the university, in this case in England, and do not necessarily 

take account of issues at other layers of the site of enablement, as described by 

Arlo in relation to timetabling: 

“Timetabling is just busy doing timetabling things. They…, you know, 
nobody has even considered when they arrange the rooms that certain 
rooms weren’t accessible to somebody in a wheelchair.”  
 

It draws on “normative analysis” in Vincent and Wapshott’s (2014, p.160) critical 

realist approach to studying organisations where normative refers to 

organisational norms and where they claim: “Understanding which norms take 

precedence, when and where, as well as how they are incongruently related, 

creates space to explore social dominance and conflict within local 

experiences.”  

Training is discussed at the normative level because compulsory induction 

courses and disability awareness training appear to be part of the systems, 

practices, and process norms of universities to the extent that they appear in 

higher education research internationally as either a provision or an absence 

(Roth, Pure, Rabinowitz and Kaufman-Scarborough, 2018; Bell and Swart, 

2018; Boeltzig-Brown, 2018; Zaussinger and Terzieva, 2018; Kruse and Oswal, 
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2018; Majoko, 2018). Decisions around the fulfilment of specific training needs, 

such as the Mental Health First Aid course, are also considered in this study to 

be incorporated into the norms of the university because these decisions are 

made by senior management who determine the priorities for training and set 

the criteria for who is eligible to attend.  

Time is discussed at the normative level, drawing on the hierarchy of social time 

(Gurvitch, 1964). It analyses the temporal priorities of the ‘management class’ 

and how these effect the experiences of the participants. This reflects the 

“normative analysis” approach of Vincent and Wapshott (2014, p.160) described 

as uncovering tensions between “normative expectations (such as managerial 

orders, operating procedures, legal requirements…) and normative tendencies 

(or how organizational members actually behave in specific contexts).”  

Inclusive pedagogy and reasonable adjustments are specified by legislation, 

policies and government guidelines, as shown elsewhere in this study, and are 

therefore included at the normative level of systems, practices and processes 

where strategies for implementation of these would normally be considered. 

Knowledge is discussed at the normative level in the context of participants’ 

lack of knowledge about wider strategies and policies or “normative 

expectations” (Vincent and Wapshott, 2014, p.160) such as the ‘inclusive 

teaching and learning agenda,’ and in the context of the knowledge and 

accountability required of students in the face of those expectations. 

Participation of students and academics with disabilities at lower levels of the 

site of enablement emerged as an issue at the normative level in relation to 

access to normal practices such as attending meetings or extra-curricular and 

informal curricular activities and communication emerged as a normative level 

issue because systems, practices and processes, such as staff recruitment and 

the diversity of contracts in higher education were found to be an obstacle to 

efficient communication, as was ineffective technology, as well as the normal 

practice of departmental autonomy discussed at previous levels. 

 

a. Training 

The lack of ‘performative knowledge’ described by Mingers (2014, p.163) as “To 

[not] know how to do x” which is described at the psycho-social level, emerged 

as an absence at the normative level in the form of inadequate disability 
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awareness training. Disability awareness is defined here at the normative level 

as specifically related to structural issues such as “an understanding of what 

resources (services, hardware, software, people) are available for use by 

people with disabilities and the appropriate points of referral in the library, 

university, or community for questions and services” (Brannen, Milewski and 

Mack, 2017). However, disability awareness in this study also includes 

understanding the experiences of disabled people in different contexts. Nine of 

the participants were positive about some training they had received in their 

roles, but these upbeat reflections also revealed absences. Four participants 

had received the two-day Mental Health First Aid training (MHFA). This was a 

course delivered by an external training provider and varied in length between 

half a day and two days.  All four were positive about its value where it could be 

a causal power of the site of enablement. However, despite the accolades, this 

training was not widely available or promoted. Joe and Hal had received it five 

or six years earlier, when it was first offered. Milo and Freddie had both sourced 

a place on the course themselves after hearing about it anecdotally from 

colleagues. Access was generally restricted to Mid-High career level academics 

and Milo, at low career level said:  

 “I kind of forced my way on to that because I wanted to do it.”  

The consequence of receiving additional training, as recounted by Milo and 

Freddie in the case of the MHFA training was that they tended to receive more 

personal tutees with mental ill-health:  

“because Milo and I, we both have the training, the Mental health first aid 
training, so we tend to get the students already with the disability.” 
 

 Also, students tended to seek out staff with MHFA training (Milo) 

“because I’m mental health trained… I do get to see…people sort come 
forward and talk to me about it.”  
 

Freddie also describes the sheer numbers of students: 

“its busy…busy, busy, busy… So, it’s the sort of job that doesn’t scale 
with the number of students…”  
 

Therefore, a training course valued for its usefulness was limited in the potential 

site of enablement by the mechanisms of lack of access to it by staff who were 

ineligible, lack of effective publicity about the course and its value, and lack of 

follow up or refresher courses. Also, more students were directed to the small 



159 
 

number of staff who had completed it, which had the potential to make this 

training a causal liability and a disincentive to upskilling, due to the possible 

increase in workload.  

 

Other training that participants received were the compulsory induction courses 

provided on their recruitment to the universities, however, these trainings were 

thought to be broad with only a small proportion of content dedicated to 

disability. Eddie (institution 2) said that his was an online training course and 

included disability in two modules out of ten. Michelle (institution 1) said that: 

  “Disability was not a big topic” in her induction training.  

Additional training was provided on occasions by student services in both 

institutions but according to Kim and Freddie, were not compulsory to attend in 

either university and were reported to be provided ad hoc in response to an 

incident (Kim and Freya). Eva sourced training from the National Health Service 

(NHS) independently of the university:  

“I did undertake some extra training of my own volition because I 
personally did not feel equipped to deal with things that were coming, 
you know.”  
 

Eva, Milo and Freddie’s actions to seek out training at the normative level 

highlighted the absence of confidence at the psychological level that led to 

participants taking autonomous action to improve the knowledge that was 

identified as an absence at the psychosocial level. 

 

Nine participants were negative about the amount of training they had received 

from their institutions. Arlo said that one of the issues of working with a student 

with complex health requirements was that the responsibilities were not 

matched by receiving any training. Blair said he had had no training at all in the 

last ten years:  

 “we’re pretty much left to get on with it without training.”  

This was reiterated separately by Eddie, Steven, Max and Janet. Eva, as 

discussed above, reported that she had had no other training other than that 

which she sourced herself, outside of the workplace. Freya described only 

receiving general equality and diversity training and being assessed during 

induction without specific training saying:  
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“but then we’d have this assignment to say “demonstrate how you’d 
create an inclusive environment” and I thought “oh well, this is good” but 
also “I don’t actually remember being taught this.””  
 

She recalled that the disability awareness advice that was most useful was 

“picked up off of Twitter” where she learnt that she needed to consistently use 

the microphones in lectures to enable deaf students. Steven and Kim also used 

deaf students as an example. Steven discussed his work on disability 

awareness:  

“a classic one I often get with members of staff is “can all students hear 
me in the room” and obviously if you can’t hear the member of staff 
they’re not going to say “I can’t hear you” because they can’t hear the 
question.”  
 

In Institution 1 information about using microphones is available as a fact sheet 

from student services rather than consistently promoted as good pedagogical 

practice. 

 

These findings suggested that, where there was training provision such as the 

highly valued Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) course, there was an absence of 

structure at the ‘normative level’ to ensure: that all eligible staff could attend; 

that enough staff were considered eligible so that being trained did not provide 

a disincentive, such as an increased workload, and that there was provision for 

regular updates and refresher courses.  Other than the MHFA course, there 

appeared to be an absence of disability awareness training.  

 

This study indicated that, other than in a small section of the induction, training 

was provided in response to a specific incident or was ad hoc and voluntary. In 

the potential site of enablement, this suggested an absence of the promotion of 

disability awareness at the normative level and also an absence of 

understanding by the institution of the effects of disability issues on academics, 

highlighted in this study at the psychological and psycho-social levels. Nine of 

the participants indicated the training that they would like to receive, quoted in 

the table in Figure 13.  
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Name Figure 13: Training requirement identified by academics 

 
Blair 

 
“It would be helpful if I knew a bit more about, I suppose the psychology of the 
self-harmer, that would have been useful” but I don’t know if there is one single 
psychology so… yeah, I’m not sure basically” 
 

 
Eddie 

 
“I think some…, especially sort of mental health… and dyslexia because I’ve 
got my own assumptions of what I think dyslexia is or how it affects them in class 
so yeah some further kind of, knowledge, or workshops or something like would 
probably be beneficial rather than it being a kind of individual choice”. 
 

 
Eva 

 
“I think I would like some basic counselling skills training, I would like some 
crisis management training because that happens and then I would… it would 
be nice to have some just kind of generic… more stuff about what is the role of a 
personal tutor, not just when it’s a crisis and going wrong but how can I help 
these students develop” 
 

 
Freddie 

 
“I find everything useful [laughs]. [pause] I don’t know, because if you asked 
people from Disability they would say that I don’t need training because I’m doing 
a good job but …but I…of course I like to learn more and…I think this week 
there is a seminar about autism…this week isn’t it?” 
 

 
Freya 

 
“I think general training about, first of all what services are there. I think a lot of 
that information, I’ve had to kind of hunt out myself or talk to students and get that 
information. It would be nice to get that… I feel like the information is out there it’s 
just that it’s kind of spread across all sorts of different parts of the university 
websites so having something just in one place would be helpful” 
 

 
Freya 

 
“ I think possibly [changing teaching, resources or assessments of disabled 
students], that’s something we could do with guidance and training on actually 
though because I feel that, you know, when I have made changes to my own 
teaching it’s been due to things that I read…I mentioned something I read on 
Twitter or something that students have said to me and there’s probably loads 
missing from that, definitely” 
 

 
Janet 

 
“…so, I have access to their DAPs on the kind of online system. And again, that 
was something…I don’t really feel that I had a huge amount of training in terms of 
the welfare role that I have. Yeh. I would have liked a bit more help on that 
starting out and a bit more help on knowing where…. especially students with 
mental illness, where I can send them for help. I’m still a bit vague on that” 
 

 
Max 

 
“So, we’re… we’re… we’re not trained in that sense, I mean perhaps we should 
have training as counsellors or… or… or something…” 
 

 
Milo 

 
“…the mental health training, I think everyone should at the university should 
go on that. I know this was relatively selective to directors of studies and I kind of 
forced my way on to that because I wanted to do it but I think that’s something 
that’s almost [should be] mandatory, to be honest” 



162 
 

Figure 13 shows a diagnosis specific training looked-for by Milo, Blair and Eddie 

to develop understanding such as on self-harm, mental ill-health and dyslexia. 

Performance related skills were a need highlighted by Max, Janet and Eva such 

as “basic counselling skills…crisis management…the role of the personal tutor” 

(Eva). Training on resources, services available and disability-friendly pedagogy 

along the lines of Brannen, Milewski and Mack (2017) above were wanted by 

Freya and Janet. Williams et al. (2019, p.92) in their report for the Office for 

Students found that 97 percent of higher education providers made some 

training available to academics, however, in alignment with the findings in this 

study, it was mainly voluntary or ad hoc and less likely than all other university 

roles to be updated annually (Williams et al. 2019, p.92). 

 

The need for training described by the participants also highlighted an absence 

of access to the voluntary or ad hoc training that the institutions normally 

provide. Seven of the participants indicated reasons why they have not 

accessed training. Hal claimed that, apart from the mental health first aid 

course, which he found valuable, training was not necessary for the mid-high 

role which he occupied and that training “on the job” was more affective, 

indicating an absence of value placed on formal training.  

“My feeling is that the role of director of studies is best learned on the job 
and we try and roll in Directors of Studies so that they shadow and that’s 
actually the best way to do it. Because there’s a huge variety of different 
things that come up. Even in the course of a year you wouldn’t meet 
every single contingency but if you have people who have been directors 
of studies before then they can pass on suitable advice. Um, what would 
formal training tell you?” 
 

Joe, also at mid-high career level, claimed that although the mental health first 

aid training was useful, training at this level is often provided on an ‘away day,’ 

creating concerns around time and workload that he found was a disincentive to 

attend: 

“Because everybody wants their away day. Look, an away day means 
your work all piles up in the meantime and that… And so, if you’ve got 
training for this, training for that, training for the other thing, it just means 
you’re literally, like every few days, going to yet another training so 
unless there was very clear reason to believe that this would be of value, 
I’d be pretty reluctant. I thought that two-day mental health course, that 
was well worth it.”   
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Eva and Freya also cited lack of time as a specific barrier to attending voluntary 

and ad hoc training: 

“Nothing really other than time” (Eva). 
“Lack of time definitely would be the main thing” (Freya). 

 
Max cited systemic reasons why attending training is time-consuming for 
individuals:  

“its just that I haven’t had the time – normally they’re in teaching weeks, I 
have quite a busy schedule and… and… I find it difficult to attend those, 
what I… we’re also on a separate campus so we… we…its kind of 
travelling, parking and all that kind of stuff. I know it sounds, you know…I 
should do, I don’t think I know everything about it I just really generally 
find it difficult to find the time for that, I think the university could… could 
make a bit more of an effort actually.” 
 
 

Kim, as head of department and speaking for her staff, agreed: “Just time. Just 

time. Literally just time. Yeah.” This raised the question of conflicting priorities. It 

might be that staff did not choose to prioritise training over other commitments, 

as suggested by Freya:  

“I think there’s a lot of things in academia where everyone thinks “oh, 
that’s a good idea” but then they don’t turn up because of other 
commitments”  
 

and Eddie:  

“When you’re running a classroom… not necessarily one year but with 
three years and everything then… probably not a thing that you’re going 
to prioritise two hours or an afternoon of your time for really, yeah.”  
 

As indicated by Eddie, academics may have felt unable to prioritise training over 

other obligations such as teaching. Eva also described the conflict between 

training and teaching the student consumer:  

“We have a high teaching load and where you would be missing 
teaching, that would not be great because the students are paying an 
awful lot of money and they want a specialist who they know and who’s 
going to turn up and teach them regularly, so I completely understand 
that’s not great but it’s mostly time and money.”   
 

Therefore, Eva sourced training from an external provider in her own time, 

highlighting that for her, teaching priorities did not negate the importance of 

disability training. Kim, along the lines of the systemic issues highlighted by 

Max, claimed that training was often provided on a different campus to the 
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location of their departments and often did not take into consideration staff 

timetables:  

“Not a huge amount of training, training is on other campuses and never 
seems to work in with anybody’s timetables. They don’t go to that much 
training” (Kim).  
 

This provides further evidence of training attendance being a low priority to her 

staff and the institution.  

As discussed above, the participants reported an absence of confidence at the 

psychological level which emerged as an absence of knowledge at the psycho-

social level and they identified training as a requirement and a solution. 

However, they also reported an absence of time available to prioritise attending 

the voluntary and ad-hoc training on offer. This might indicate, as described by 

Eva, that academics experienced an absence of agency in how to prioritise their 

time due to pressures from the university to provide a ‘service’ to the student-

customer (Waring, 2013; Ball 2013). The nature of that service, according to 

Ball (2013) is increasingly governed and measured by a culture of 

“performativity” (Ball 2013, p.57) or the constant measurement of performance 

against targets. This requires a decision to be made on what will be measured, 

increasingly by non-teaching staff who have been given the power, or what Ball 

(2013, p.57) describes as having “’professional dominance,’ that 

is…accountants, lawyers and managers,”. As Ball (2013, p. 57) points out: 

“Clearly, the issue of who controls the field of judgement and what is judged, 

what criteria of measurement are used or benchmarks or targets set, is crucial.” 

Therefore, if disability training is not a priority for those with the power to decide 

what is and is not included in performance management criteria, it risks 

consistently appearing as an absence such that, when time is a limited 

resource, priority would be given by staff and institutions to activities that are 

judged as having more value against targets.  

 

An example of disability training that was deemed to be a priority by the 

institutions and those with “professional dominance” (Ball 2013, p.57) was that 

on the topic of new regulations for website accessibility called “The Public 

Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) (No. 2) Accessibility 

Regulations 2018” (www.legislation.gov.uk, 2018). This legal duty required 
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public sector organisations, including universities, to make new websites and 

mobile applications, launched after September 2018, to be accessible to 

European standards by September 2019, and all existing websites compliant by 

September 2020. Mobile applications needed to be compliant by June 2021 

(Central Digital and Data Office, 2021). As well as this obligation, universities 

must provide an accessibility statement to describe their level of compliance. 

Eva described the training as consisting of:   

 “a divisional departmental day” where the legislation was “a big issue.”  

She gave her perception of the financial commitment of the institution:  

“it’s a big investment the university’s made into this software and to 
comply with this legislation….”  
 

Eva also described her concerns about the additional monitoring on individual 

staff that the software allowed: 

“the university has invested in new software that will give us a rating…I’m 
a bit dreading…but it will tell us what’s wrong…”  
 

Therefore, the provision of training to meet the new legislation had value to 

those with “professional dominance” (Ball, 2013, p.57) such that time and 

resources had been allocated and criteria devised to measure the performance 

of staff in compliance to it. However, time appeared as an absence with regards 

to academics attending voluntary and ad hoc training. Also, training that 

academics regarded as important for their own wellbeing or to provide the 

knowledge that they needed to include students with disabilities shown in 

figure13,  also appeared as an absence.  

 

b. Time 

Time allocated for training that is deemed important to the organisation, but no 

time allowed for training that would be genuinely useful to staff, is reflective of 

the hierarchical nature of “social time” theorised by Gurvitch (1964) in his 

seminal work The Spectrum of Social Time (1964). His account of powerful 

forces, which he calls the “bourgeois class,” (Gurvitch, 1964, p.92) and how 

they move through time, includes managers and their increasing authority, 

particularly in the UK, US and Europe (Gurvitch, 1964). This is congruent to the 

“greater managerialism” in universities described by Ferlie (1996, p.65) in his 

account of New Public Management (NPM). Therefore, where Gurvitch (1964, 



166 
 

p.92) refers to the “bourgeouis class,” in his theory, this study will refer to 

‘management class’ meaning senior managers, or those with “professional 

dominance” (Ball, 2013, p.57) who are making university-wide decisions.  

Gurvitch (1964) describes five levels of time in which the management class 

move. The first three levels of time can be applied to this study to reveal 

absences in the site of enablement: “1. Time alternating between advance and 

delay. 2. Deceptive time. 3. A time where advance and delay are in sharp 

struggle” (Gurvitch, 1964, p.94). The management class in the universities 

studied demonstrated “alternating between advance and delay” (Gurvitch 1964, 

p.94) as they advanced through time urgently towards meeting legal 

requirements such as training on web access described above, or the 

submission of their Access and Participation plans which are linked to 

permission to charge the highest level of tuition fees (OfS, 2020a). However, 

the move through time was slow or delayed in other areas for example 

equipping staff with the required knowledge and skills and providing physical 

access for people with disabilities, as discussed under the physical and 

biological levels. In this respect, time appeared to the management class as a 

commodity (Adam, 1995), moving quickly when an activity had an economic 

cost or benefit and slowly when none was identified. 

Gurvitch’s “deceptive time” (Gurvitch, 1964, p.94) was represented by workload 

management systems that measured and allocated time according to set tasks 

within roles but the actual time that staff spent supporting students remained as 

an absence from the system in what is described in this study as ‘invisible time’. 

The time was real to the academics but invisible to the management class. Milo, 

for example, described the discrepancy between the hours allocated and the 

reality of the work he was doing:  

“So, the workload models that we have are, er, I guess, technically 
correct but in practice it doesn’t vaguely resemble the amount of hours 
that I work.”  
 

Freddie provided an example of a student, known also to Milo, with serious 

mental ill-health including psychosis, who moved within invisible time:  

“But this year, and Milo knows, that one of the cases that I’m talking 
about, the student would come to him all the time and that was big, that 
was big. She went to hospital several times…”  
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Freya also described spending invisible time in relation to the needs of a 

particular student who was a wheelchair user with access issues that were not 

being met:  

“I’ve probably spent hours in meetings with her, but you know, it’s very 
difficult to say how that translates into a weekly basis…”  
 

Max described the impact on his wellbeing of moving in invisible time to support 

students:  

“It…it…mostly it takes time away from other things so, it… it adds to 
stress, I would think, but not directly, indirectly because you know, as I 
say, as we have an open-door policy the student will come in and I spend 
an hour speaking to them when I should be doing a report or something 
like that. So… so in that sense it does add a lot more time and I find I’m 
doing longer hours to kind of fit everything in.” 

 

As well as serious individual cases moving in invisible time, Freddie described 

the invisible time in which large numbers of students moved when requiring 

support:  

“I dunno, maybe make some clones of myself so that I can talk to three 
or four students at the same time [laughs] because sometimes it’s… 
sometimes it’s a lot. Sometimes they come in volume, so the volume is a 
bit scary”.  
 

Additionally, participants identified ‘pinch points’ in time, during the academic 

year when students were more likely to declare an issue requiring additional 

support such as: new students in the first semester (Eva, Hal), students in all 

years in assessment periods (Eva, Hal, Max, Freddie, Blair), final year students 

completing a dissertation (Hal) or final year students coming back from a 

placement (Janet). Provision was available within the institutional structure for 

students to apply for more time to submit a written assessment or more time to 

sit an exam, according to the requirements of the Equality Act (2010). This gave 

the impression of the institution advancing positively through time in support of 

students with disabilities. However, staff moved in invisible time in dealing with 

the increase in requests at these pinch points which, according to Hal, often 

coincided with already busy times such as marking periods. Arlo described staff 

as resigned to the “emotional strain” of pinch points at certain times in the year 

such that:  

“…everybody accepts that there are really, really stressful times of the 
year and everybody’s going to be quite overloaded.”  
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The extent that the time allocated by the workload management system was 

often out of touch with the reality of the academic role, was explicitly highlighted 

as a problem by Freddie:  

“So, it’s the sort of job that doesn’t scale with the number of students – 
you either need more people or, or, I’m scared to say that maybe I need 
to reduce the time I talk to students and say “whatever, do this…” boom 
“next…” So that’s physical problems, physical problems and I have to 
solve that.”  
 

Freddie’s claim that he needs to try and make invisible time fit within time 

measured by the management class, and Arlo’s description of “acceptance” of 

the stress it brings, reflects a sense of accountability which, according to Ball 

(2013), is indicative of the performative culture and its tendency to “make 

individuals responsible for monitoring and disciplining themselves to make them 

responsive and flexible…” (Ball, 2013, p.58). Therefore, the management class 

and its performative measures could be accused of committing two deceptions 

with regards to social time: first, overlooking the invisible time in which 

academics and students are moving outside of the workload management 

system and secondly promoting the deception to academic’s that it is their 

individual responsibility to make invisible time fit within the performative margins 

of the system.  

 

Gurvitch’s (1964, p.94) third level of time: “A time where advance and delay are 

in sharp struggle” can be applied to technology in universities which is 

advanced quickly to meet legislative requirements but appear as an absence or 

delay in technological progress in other areas. Advances are evident in the case 

of web accessibility described above, as well as in other high-profile services 

such as Assistive Technology (AT). AT is defined as “any item, piece of 

equipment, software program, or product system that is used to increase, 

maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of persons with disabilities.” 

(ATIA, 2021, no page). Williams et al. (2019) in their report for the office for 

students, name technology as a “key indicator” of an inclusive institution with 

the aim of “harnessing technology to reduce the need for individual 

adjustments” (Williams et al., 2019 p.13). As discussed in the literature review, 

reducing the need for reasonable adjustments has also been identified with 
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economic benefits through “long-term cost and efficiency savings” (DSSL 

Group, 2017). Therefore, time allocated by the management class to advancing 

AT also fits within Adams’s (1995) description of the commodifying of time. 

However, other areas of technology seem to be delayed or appear as absences 

when meeting the needs of students with disabilities. Michelle, for example, in 

her support of blind students, found that technical tools such as SPSS do not 

work with a screen reader and resources were not available for teaching 

statistics to visually impaired students. Freddie and Milo pointed out that 

previous exam papers, required for students’ revision, were scanned onto the 

library systems in a format that was also not accessible to blind or visually 

impaired students. Freddie, Hal, Jad, Freya and Arlo described the information 

management systems, which hold the information about students’ disabilities, 

as not fit for purpose:  

“I think the provision of the support system is not good. Its…its…the 
information is there but it’s not made easy for us.  I mean I… you see I 
don’t have time to “click, click, click, click, click, click, click click”. It’s just 
too much” (Freddie). 
 

Hal and Jad also described the system as not user-friendly in that: 

“Scrolling down 330 students one page at a time to spot the five who’ve 
got something funny is just not feasible” (Jad).  

Freya also blamed the “inadequate” system for the lack of time to look up 

students’ needs. Arlo described information spread over multiple systems in 

which the student support package might be available to view on one system 

but not on another, creating a similar system failure:  

“…when you’ve got a hundred and forty students as well there’s a… 
there isn’t time necessarily allocated for looking up everybody, 
communicating all that information.”  
 

Therefore, absences or delays in the technology used to communicate disability 

issues to staff also meant that academics were using invisible time to access 

the information rather than moving in time recognised by the management 

class. 

 

Freddie, a computer scientist, described how, over a period of three years he 

tried to get the system changed. He finally managed to arrange a meeting in his 

office with technicians to demonstrate the problems, while they took notes. 
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Following the meeting the system and problems remained the same. In answer 

to the question of why he thought there was no response he said:  

“I dunno…it’s very difficult for me to judge because I haven’t got any 
reply, any feedback so I have no idea. Maybe they just forgot. Maybe 
they left my room and said “frah” [shrugs] [laughs]. I have no clue.”  
 

Freddie’s comments demonstrated the absence of priority in updating some of 

the technological systems which he, an expert in this area, claimed are 

straightforward to correct, while other areas of technology were given 

precedence by decision-makers. It also demonstrated how the absence of 

efficient, user-friendly IT systems can have a discriminatory effect on students 

with disabilities by hindering the sharing of information about their requirements 

and therefore risking access to reasonable adjustments. 

 

c. Inclusive Pedagogy and Reasonable Adjustments 

The provision of reasonable adjustments for students with disabilities is a 

regulatory requirement under the CRPD and section 20 of the Equality Act 

(2010) as discussed in the literature review. The data and the literature show 

that various adjustments are being made in the institutions to meet this 

requirement, for example adapting resources for individual students, providing 

alternative assessments and changes in exam conditions. Eva described how 

she adjusted a formative assessment presentation so that a student with 

anxiety could present to her alone instead of to the whole class, while Freddie 

explained how he used technology in the classroom to facilitate a student with 

social communication difficulties to participate in groupwork. Williams et al. 

(2019) reported that the above adjustments are standard across most higher 

education providers. However, Department of Education (DofE) guidance, citing 

the social model of disability, promotes a move away from individual 

adjustments to a change in teaching practice described as: “a focus on inclusive 

practice in the design and delivery of teaching methods [which] has the potential 

to significantly reduce the costs and time required to make individual 

adjustments” (Disabled Students Sector Leadership Group (DSSLG) 2017, 

p.24). The guidance suggests that universities should “embrace and adopt this 

[social model] approach as it supports and guides the ways in which pedagogy; 

curricula and assessment are designed and delivered…” (DSSLG, 2017, p.12). 
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Some activities commonly found in higher education (Williams et al. 2019) and 

described by the participants in this study already fit the aspiration described by 

DofE, for example recording of lectures or providing materials in advance on a 

virtual learning environment such as Moodle, accessible to all students. Along 

with practical adjustments, Hal claimed that staff had reluctantly become more 

perceptive in the use of language and in providing “the dreaded trigger warning” 

in advance of sensitive material, which was a strategy used for the benefit of all 

students, not only those with disabilities.  

 

The DofE guidance defines “inclusive learning” specifically in terms of teaching 

practice (DSSLG, 2017) and explicitly aligns it’s principle of “inclusive learning” 

to “Universal Design for Learning” (UDL) (DSSLG, 2017, p.9), a framework 

underpinned by the belief that teaching methods can satisfy the requirements of 

all students in the class, reducing the need for individual adjustments:  

“With knowledge of diversity in the student population, it is important to 
plan teaching that best caters for different needs, learning styles and 
preferences. If you do this, it will reduce the need for individual 
adaptation, while increasing the motivation of all learners” (UDLL Best 
Practice Guidelines, 2017, p.12).  
 

This aligns with the definition of ‘inclusive pedagogy’ proposed by Florian and 

Black-Hawkins (2011, p.826): “Our conceptualisation of inclusive pedagogy 

focuses on how to extend what is ordinarily available in the community of the 

classroom as a way of reducing the need to mark some learners as different.” 

‘Inclusive pedagogy’ is therefore defined by the literature that informs 

government guidance as changes to teaching practice. It also reflects Cigman’s 

(2007) critical discussion of Universal Inclusion theory that says that all pupils 

(or students) can and should be included in mainstream learning out of 

principle. Cigman (2007) criticises this view for the assumption that the rights 

and needs of individual learners with disabilities can be side-lined in favour of 

the rights of the majority such that they are: “…denied the freedom to pursue 

and control [their] vital interests [and]…treated as a means to other people’s 

ends” (Cigman, 2007, p.782). The exclusion of some learners with disabilities in 

favour or others was demonstrated by Reyes, Meneses and Melian (2021), in 

their systemic review of research on online learning in higher education which 

found that most research focused on the accessibility of students with sensory 



172 
 

impairments and learning difficulties, and on three UDL principles: “flexibility of 

formats, flexibility to organise and express what students learn, and multiple 

ways of participation and motivation (Orkwis and Kathleen, 1998).” This led to 

gaps for those requiring psychological support and ignored the “socialisation” 

aspects to learning as crucial for students’ success. 

 

The universal inclusionist view is also condemned by Norwich (2013, p.79) for 

reflecting the notion that “anything separate or different threatens the common 

good”. The cause of Universalist Inclusion is therefore deemed to have non-

universal ideals (Cigman, 2007, p.782): 

“The goal of universal inclusion is pursued in a way that is pointedly (and, 
one might say, disrespectfully) oblivious of the non-universality of its own 
values.” 

 

An alternate view of ‘inclusive pedagogy’ is based on Cigman’s (2007, p. 776) 

theory of “moderate inclusion.” Moderate inclusion recognises the heterogenous 

factors of disability and therefore the flexibility required in providing for individual 

differences. A model of pedagogy with which to deliver ‘moderate inclusion’ is 

described by Norwich (2013, p.76) in a wider sense than simply teaching 

practice in that it is made up of three factors: “curriculum, teaching strategies 

and knowledge.” Each of these can be “specialised” (Norwich, 2013, p.76) 

where ‘specialised’ refers to differentiation (as opposed to ‘specialist’ which 

refers to an expert role (Norwich 2013)). The curriculum element of inclusive 

pedagogy in higher education, for example, is unlikely to be specialised for 

students with disabilities. However, specialised knowledge about specific 

disabilities might be useful for academics. This is confirmed in the data where 

the absence of different types of specialised knowledge: propositional, 

performative and experiential (Mingers, 2014) were highlighted as a concern by 

academics as discussed in the psycho-social level in this study.  

 

d. Knowledge 

Absences in knowledge at the psychosocial level recounted by Kim, Janet, Arlo, 

and Joe highlighted that, in the traditional teaching environment of a lecture hall 

often with large numbers of students, staff did not get to know individuals, not 
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even their names. Arlo explained how this affected his ability to adjust for 

students:  

“you have a room of faces in front of you and unless you come to know 
individuals and something about them you will not know anything about 
them so you may have somebody with epilepsy, you may have 
somebody with any kind of condition that you might have to end up 
dealing with but not necessarily, at that point of arriving know…”  
 

The absence of knowledge about students’ individual needs might indicate that 

academics were adjusting their teaching in large classes for inclusion in the 

“universalist” sense (Cigman, 2007, p.776), that is, catering for all the variations 

amongst students in the classroom or lecture theatre, including those with 

disabilities. This would mean that the DSSLG (2017) guidance was being 

followed and DofE aspirations for universality were being realised.  

 

However, the absence of knowledge highlighted at the psychosocial level and 

lack of time and priority allocated for training on disability awareness recounted 

by participants at the normative level would suggest limited mechanisms for the 

implementation of the “Universal Inclusion” approach (Cigman, 2007, p.776). 

Also, structural absences were underlined by Freya in relation to the university 

commitment to changing teaching, resources, or assessments to meet the 

needs of all students:  

“Well, they pay lip service to it but I…I’ve never really got the impression 
that it was something that was really having, kind of structural attention 
paid to it.”  
 

Arlo’s statement was consistent with Freya’s:  

“I think it’s one of those things that the university obviously wants to have 
as a marketing thing, we want to be seen to be inclusive and should be 
but it… what that actually means in terms of how you might change what 
you do is… is quite ambiguous. It’s sort of not clearly… there’s no proper 
guidelines on how to implement…”  
 

Hal described ‘inclusive teaching and learning practice’ as part of university 

“jargon” and Steven described it as “one of those buzz words that people like to 

push” while Eva, Milo and Freddie said they are unsure of the university’s view 

of what it means and whether it matches their personal views. Janet’s view of 

the university commitment to ‘inclusive teaching and learning’ was emotive and 

critical: 
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 “most cynically I think sometimes phrases like that in university lexicons 
just anger me because I think universities are very good…very, very 
good and annoyingly good at using the language of diversity and equality 
and inclusivity and very bad at doing it in practice and they love pithy little 
phrases like that that sound fantastic and make them sound great and 
then you think about, you know, the upper echelons of this university 
being solely middle-aged white men…”. 

 
Therefore, policies demanding “universality” (Cigman, 2007, p.776) in 

pedagogical practices appeared to generate an absence of confidence among 

academics in the university’s commitment to implementing them. 

 

Instead of inclusive teaching and learning practices, the data indicated an 

emphasis on autonomy for students with the expectation that they develop their 

own strategies for learning and accessing resources. Amy is a participant who 

was not an academic but worked for disability services. Her preferred option 

was congruent to Cigman’s “universality” (Cigman, 2007, p.776) which she 

described as to “embed the good stuff” in inclusive teaching and learning 

practice, and which corresponds with official aspirations (Willetts, 2014; 

Disabled Student Sector Leadership Group, 2017; Rodger et al., 2015; Williams 

et al., 2015). However, she suggested, like the participants above, that the 

organisation presented a superficial appearance of inclusive teaching practices, 

and this she claimed, required students to take responsibility:  

“I think if we engage in a ‘tick box’ exercise of recording lectures and 
notes in advance then we are going to see a lot of students struggling 
because they are not being given the skills that are necessary, so we’re 
making adjustments but we’re not enabling students to make 
adjustments for themselves…”  
 

The emphasis therefore was on the students having the skills to adjust rather 

than relying on the organisation to make meaningful changes:  

“Yes, we need to remove hurdles but more importantly we need to equip 
students with the skills to overcome those hurdles” (Amy). 
 

This was borne out in practice where it appeared that students were expected 

to be proactive. Hal and Eva highlighted a duty on the student to come forward:  

“So, the onus will fall on the student to remind whoever is organising this 
that they have a right to [adjustments]… which is not an ideal position. 
It’s just one of the problems, really” (Hal).  
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Michelle suggested, in relation to students with disabilities, that it was a feature 

of being at university:  

“I think in university we are in a kind of environment where people have 
the responsibility to kind of first of all look after themselves”.  

Milo, Freddie, Max, Freya and Janet recounted examples of individual students 

coming forward to request support or going directly to student services. The 

emphasis on individual responsibility was explicit in Joe’s view:  

“…so basically, if they don’t get themselves through the student services 
process as having a disability then they don’t count as having a 
disability.”  
 

Therefore, the data suggested that absences in the mechanisms to deliver on 

inclusive teaching and learning policies, including the training and engagement 

of academics, resulted in expectations among academics of the personal 

accountability and individualism of students.  

 

e. Participation 

The data revealed that absences at the lower levels of lamination of the 

potential ‘site of enablement’ also emerged as absences at the 

normative/inclusive pedagogy level regarding participation. It is axiomatic that 

absences discussed at the physical and biological level, such as a light-

sensitive student unable to sit in a lecture theatre as reported by Jad, and 

rooms, doorways, chairs, and lifts that were not wheelchair accessible as 

reported by Arlo and Freya, would create barriers to accessing teaching, 

learning and assessment for some students with disabilities. Additionally, 

students, and staff as reported by Steven, that cannot physically access a room 

or part of a building are likely to be disadvantaged by not being able to 

participate equally in meetings and may not want to risk feeling the “outlier” 

(Steven) by asking for the room to be changed. This suggests that they may 

also not engage in extra-curricular activities for enrichment or career 

development opportunities such as organising seminars, workshops or 

conferences or getting involved in university governance, for example, as a 

student or staff representative.  These absences could serve as an additional 

disadvantage when preparing a competitive CV or job application. Physical and 

spatial barriers do not only pose an absence in participation for those with 

mobility or sight impairments. Madriaga (2010) found, in his study of university 
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students with autism or sensory impairments, that the library was a space that 

caused difficulties for students with hypersensitivity. Also, the informal 

curriculum can be ableist where “student-led activities create senses of 

community and inclusion to the exclusion of others” (Madriaga, 2010, p.42) for 

example where events deliberately generate noise and crowds, such as 

fresher’s week or in the student union bar (Madriaga, 2010).  

 

f. Communication 

Absences at the cultural level and the disparities between departments at the 

socio-economic level emerged as absences at the normative level, as students 

experienced insecurity in the availability of accessible resources, for example 

depending on whether an administrator was employed to distribute them, 

whether students were reliant on an inefficient email exchange between staff 

(Freddie) or on lecturers remembering to look on the system (Freya). Also, 

students experienced absences in the availability of good pedagogical practice, 

as the example of the blind student described by Michelle showed, because 

strategies were not shared between departments. Arlo described the complexity 

of communicating student information with colleagues so that adjustments could 

be put in place: 

“I think there’s an issue around communication as about how information 
is communicated, particularly in context where the students… I mean 
you’ve got obviously module leaders; you’ve got the people that give 
lectures, you’ve got seminars… the people that give seminars, you got 
people who run workshops, you’ve got people who stand in for people 
who… at points of time if people can’t make something, you might have 
associate lecturers who… who are working part-time so they only check 
their email one day a week.” 
 

Therefore, absences discussed previously in relation to access to information, 

knowledge, technology, and training emerged as compounded absences at the 

normative level when added to the diversity of contracts among the academic 

population. Megoran and Mason’s (2020) report for the University and College 

Union on the casualisation of the academic workforce and the prevalence of 

insecure and temporary contracts highlighted how temporary staff were “less 

visible to the mechanisms of departmental administration” (Megoran and 

Mason, 2020, p.12). This is congruent to Arlo’s suggestion above that a 

proportion of staff, due to their status, might lack access to information required 
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to adjust their pedagogy for students. Michelle, a part-time temporary teaching 

fellow, confirmed this in her statement that she only had access to information 

related to her personal tutees, not the students that she was teaching. Janet 

described how she relied on the information being provided by mid-high career 

status staff:  

“I assume that that would be communicated to me in some way. I 
assume that the module convenor would know and would say “oh, we’re 
teaching in this room because it has disabled access…”  

At the same time, as Freddie’s experience with the technology indicated, those 

staff at mid-high career status with access to student information, such as Joe, 

Jad and Hal said that they, and their colleagues, did not attempt to access it 

because of difficulties with the system, for example Hal stated:  

“I doubt that pretty much any unit leader even looks at the list of students 
[with Access Plans].”  
 

This was confirmed by Jad: 

  “it’s extremely un-user friendly and frankly I don’t.”  

This suggested that some academics with higher status who could disseminate 

information to lecturers who do not have access, like Michelle and Janet, were 

not doing so and therefore appropriate pedagogical adjustments for students 

could not take place. 

 

Absence in communication between professional services departments and 

academia could also be a barrier to students’ learning and assessment when 

access to confidential information does not extend to non-academic staff. Kim 

described an example, which might be considered a “situated hermeneutical 

inequality” (Fricker, 2007, loc.61) at the normative/inclusive pedagogy level. A 

technical demonstrator in her arts department was giving an induction to a 

group of students that included a deaf student and her signer. The demonstrator 

was not given access to knowledge about the student in advance due to his 

non-academic status. At the same time, the support worker signing to the 

student had no prior knowledge of the technical terms the technician was using, 

and the therefore did not have the sign language required to pass the 

knowledge on to the learner. This is a hermeneutical injustice caused by the 

systems and practices within the university which prevented the technician from 

having the information he needed to adjust for the student while the student, 
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through the signer did not have the language to ask questions or make sense of 

the information. The possibility of structural barriers was further demonstrated 

when Kim revealed that, as Head of Department, the issue had been brought to 

her attention, but:  

“I’ve moved out of that role in a sense so, I’m not sure how they resolved 
it in the end, but it was something that came to my attention.”  
 

This implied that it remained as an absence within the silo of the department 

and that the mechanism to report it to enhance the wider “social understanding” 

(Fricker 2007, loc 147) in the organisation either did not exist or was not used. 

The absence of understanding was also indicated by Arlo in relation to 

timetabling: 

“Why on earth has she got a nine o’clock lecture and then a seminar that 
finishes at six pm when, you know, people know she has problems with 
[laughs] you know, time.”  
 

These examples suggested that the autonomy between departments discussed 

at the cultural level and the associated lack of communication, was part of a 

wider absence in mechanisms linking knowledge about disability issues across 

the organisation. Information was not shared vertically, such as between Kim’s 

department and wider university management, or horizontally between 

academics and professional services and, as Freddie discovered in relation to 

technology, when communication was attempted, it did not necessarily bring 

about change. 
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Chapter 6. DISCUSSION 
 

Introduction 

 

The massification of higher education worldwide (Altbach, Witt and Reisberg, 

2017) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (CRPD) are both significant phenomena, at the “mega” level of 

Bhaskar and Danemark’s (2006, p.289) “hierarchy of scale,” with causal powers 

that, through various mechanisms, result in the outcome of an increasing 

number of students with disabilities attending higher education. The ratification 

of the CRPD is the causal mechanism that commits member states to reflect its 

principles in new domestic laws on disability rights (Byrnes, Conte, Gonnot, and 

Larsson et al., 2007). This includes education rights and has led to an increase 

in participation, for example: in Japan (Heike Boeltzig-Brown, 2017); in 

Zimbabwe (Majoko, 2018); in South Africa (Bell and Swart, 2018); across 

Europe (Riddell, 2016); the United States (Yssel, Pak, and Beilke, 2016) and in 

Norway (Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus, 2020; Kermit and Holiman, 2018.). 

However, it is important to note that participation of students with disabilities is 

still relatively low (Boeltzig-Brown 2017; Mutanga 2018), data collection is 

inconsistent (Carette, De Schauwer, and Van Hove, 2018) and attrition is often 

high (Bell and Swart, 2018). It is the claim of this study that the continuous 

increase in admissions of students with disabilities by CRPD signatories and the 

mechanisms used nationally and at the local level to implement the new 

domestic legislation, such as those in the UK discussed in this thesis, makes 

the role of academics in supporting students with disabilities an important 

international concern. Additionally, at the ‘meso’ level of the institution, the role 

of academics could be considered an important element of the inclusive image 

of the university, as pointed out in a study of deaf students in Norway: “to them 

the lecturers represented the face of the university and were the professionals 

who were formally responsible for its inclusive practices” (Kermit and Holiman, 

2018, p.161). Therefore, the role of academics and the environment, systems, 

structures, and policies within which academics are working has a significant 

bearing on the rights of students with disabilities.  
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The research questions below discuss how far the responsibility of higher 

education institutions has fallen on to individual academics, the impact of those 

responsibilities on students and the efficacy of the decisions of government and 

institutions in the UK to base disability policy on the social model of disability. 

 

6.1. What role do academics play in the institutional obligation of universities 

towards students with disabilities? 

 
 

In England the national legislation at the ‘macro’ level resulting from the 

ratification of the CRPD, is the Equality Act 2010. This has its own causal 

powers to promote inclusion for people with disabilities although, as discussed 

in the literature review, it is criticised for the causal liabilities of both its medical 

model emphasis (Butlin, 2011) and divergence from the principles of the human 

rights model of the CRPD (United Nations, 2017). A causal mechanism that was 

used explicitly to commit universities to fulfil their obligations to the Equality Act 

2010 was the reduction of state funding of support for individual students, 

implemented in 2016 (Willets 2014). This study claims that it was one of the 

causal mechanisms that made the role of academics central to the inclusion of 

students with disabilities. Filling the funding gap is further and explicitly 

assigned to the role of academics in England at the ‘macro’ level by government 

guidance that advocates changing teaching practices, both in the name of 

inclusion and for the reduction of costs (Disabled Student Sector Leadership 

Group, 2017). This is the recent agenda promoted by and claimed by 

universities and the office for students (OfS, 2019: Rodger et al., 2015; Williams 

et al., 2019), citing the social model as a motive. The reduction in funding is 

linked to the causal powers of neoliberalism initiated by mechanisms of 

marketisation such as minimising costs, flexibility in the academic workforce 

and a focus on individualism (Peters, 2021), which has resulted in institutions 

devolving their responsibilities on to individual academics with little backing or 

oversight. Similar mechanisms of marketisation such as cuts to disability 

funding, increased student to staff ratios (Brown and Carasso, 2013) and 

privatisation are reported in other countries including United States, Canada, 

South Africa, and India which have also impacted academic staff, such as 

through larger class sizes (Chiwandire and Vincent, 2019). In a context where 
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participation of students with disabilities is increasing, this suggests that 

devolving responsibilities to individual staff may be an international trend. 

  

This study examined the role academics in England play in the institutions’ 

interpretation and fulfilment of their legal duty of the Equality Act 2010, using the 

two frameworks in Chapter four and Chapter five. These showed that a 

combination of academic values and structural absences have positioned 

academics in a pivotal role in the participation of students with disabilities and 

placed them central to students’ negotiation of university systems and practices. 

The analysis of academic values in Chapter four, drawing on Schwartz’s theory 

of personal values (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017) and Fletcher’s (2017) linear 

critical realist framework, demonstrated that all academics in the study 

appeared to have values with causal powers of ‘benevolence’ or “concern for 

others with whom one has contact” and ‘universalism’ or “acceptance, tolerance 

and concern for all people” (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017, p.8). These altruistic 

causal powers led academics to respond to their devolved responsibilities in 

particular ways depending on whether they were combined with “conservation” 

values leading to cautious behaviour and immediate referral of students to 

student services, or “openness to change” values and a willingness to respond 

to students’ needs themselves, which applied to most participants in the study 

(Roccas and Sagiv 2017, p.16). However, the literature suggests that these 

values are not universal in academia, for example: Lord and Stein (2018) in 

Egypt and Majoko (2018) in Zimbabwe identified attitudes of staff as a barrier to 

students with disabilities and this is an area for further research. 

 

The linear framework in Chapter four identified that both the causal powers of 

conservation and openness to change values were initiated in English 

universities by the causal mechanism of blurred boundaries between academia 

and student services. The mechanism of blurred boundaries forces individuals 

to act according to their own personal values above and to take on the 

individual responsibility of deciding how to support students, whether 

conservatively or openly (Roccas and Sagiv, 2017), rather than relying on 

universities meeting their responsibilities by providing clear boundaries and 

robust systems and structures. This is congruent to an international research 
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review by Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus (2020, p.616) who found that 

inclusion: “depends more on [an] individual person’s willingness to support 

students’ needs rather than on a proactive approach taken by HE Institutions.” 

Also, Van Hove, Schippers, and Bakker (2018, p.105) in an edited collection of 

international social inclusion research concluded that: 

“Although we can rely on existing binding international legal frameworks, 
like the UNCRPD, this does not necessarily lead to human rights-based 
practices. In the era of neo-liberalism, students are still seen as 
individually responsible and are heavily dependent on the goodwill of 
individual lecturers.” 

 
The potential site of enablement framework in Chapter five confirmed that 

academics in England in both traditional and post 1992 universities, are making 

their own autonomous decisions regarding the support of students with 

disabilities. This was occasionally described by participants as feeling like a 

therapist or psychologist. Often, at the psychological level, and reflecting 

Rushmer and Pallis’s (2003) negative outcomes of blurred boundaries 

described in Chapter four, responsibilities were experienced in the form of 

intense emotional labour such as stress, guilt, exhaustion and lack of 

confidence. The subject of student suicides was raised by both ‘conservative’ 

and ‘open to change’ academics as a specific fear alongside a burden of 

responsibility for giving the right advice. The study showed that the devolved 

responsibility of institutions described above in relation to marketisation and 

funding cuts, combined with the two causal mechanisms of blurred boundaries 

and absences in the site of enablement at all levels, led to an outcome of 

personal risk for academics in the form of higher workloads, increased stress 

and professional vulnerability. The Potential site of enablement framework 

suggested that risks might also be intensified by academics’ personal 

circumstances, such as bereavement, and compounded in the case of an 

academics with disabilities, citing experiences of physical disablism, negative 

interactions with colleagues, and ableist social structures.  

 

Risks were identified at the psycho-social level of the Potential site of 

enablement framework related to the lack of knowledge and confidence of 

academics on how to practically respond to students, sometimes with complex 

health conditions or mental ill-health, due to not having enough information, 
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direction or explanation about the students or the institutional processes. The 

knowledge and confidence deficit could be a consistent issue internationally as 

lack of ‘disability awareness’ amongst staff was identified in research in the 

United States (Roth, Pure, Rabinowitz and Kaufman-Scarborough, 2018), South 

Africa (Bell and Swart, 2018) Japan (Boeltzig-Brown, 2018), Austria (Zaussinger 

and Terzieva, 2018), Netherlands (Kruse and Oswal 2018) and Zimbabwe 

(Majoko, 2018). The lack of disability awareness might also include the risk of 

not knowing general or local trends, for example in England the literature shows 

that female students are most likely to disclose mental ill-health, but male 

students are most likely to die of suicide (Education Policy Institute, 2018). In 

South African Universities, Mutanga (2018, p.234) reports that some students 

with disabilities are “forced” into studying a particular course due to funding 

arrangements and therefore are less likely to be able to “cope” and more likely 

to drop out. These are examples of ‘macro’ knowledges that could be important 

in shaping academics’ approaches to supporting students with disabilities.  

 

The potential site of enablement framework showed that the lack of knowledge 

and confidence of academics was intensified at the socio-economic level by 

causal mechanisms at the ‘macro’ level. These included, in addition to DSA 

funding cuts described above, inefficiencies in DSA administration, for example: 

the information available to prospective students about DSA was inadequate, 

application processes were long and amounts of funding allocated to some 

students was insufficient. Therefore, even eligible students were less likely to 

apply for DSA and more likely to rely on academics who, this study found, were 

the first point of contact for students with disabilities. Internationally, Chiwandire 

and Vincent (2019, p.1) identifed similar socio-economic barriers to students 

with disabilities from other CRPD signatories:  

“bureaucratisation of application processes, cuts in disability funding, 
means-test requirements, minimal scholarships for supporting part-time 
and distance learning for SWDs and inadequate financial support to meet 
the day-to-day costs that arise as a result of disability.”  

 
Therefore, in a context where the numbers of students with disabilities is 

increasing, these structural barriers are likely to put further demands on 

individual academics.  
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The responsibilities of some academics were also heightened, despite their lack 

of knowledge and confidence, by funding constraints caused by an unequal 

commitment across departments of financial resources to inclusive practices. 

This emerged as a rising workload at the cultural (or departmental) level for 

academics in some departments due to an increasing volume of students and 

an absence of funding for administrative support.  Also at the cultural level, the 

autonomy of academics was intensified by the lack of communication between 

departments and the limited opportunities to share in the knowledge and good 

practice of others. This also limited opportunities to contribute to the social 

understanding of disability within the institution. Therefore, the potential site of 

enablement framework showed that the risks associated with devolved 

responsibilities, and lack of knowledge and confidence at the psycho-social 

level, were amplified when they emerged at the socio-economic and cultural 

contexts described in this study.  

 

Training was a strong factor, at the normative level of the potential site of 

enablement framework, discussed as a solution for the lack of knowledge and 

confidence of academics in supporting a growing number of students with 

disabilities. Indeed, the level of exposure felt by some participants led one of 

them to source their own training to mitigate the risks. Disability awareness 

training is also an explicit condition of article 24 of the CRPD (United Nations 

2021, n.p.). Reports by Williams et al., (2019) and Hector (2020) as well as the 

OfS (2019) suggest that training of academic staff is a key to supporting 

students with disabilities. However, this study revealed that lack of time and the 

priorities of their current workload, as well as the limited availability of 

appropriate courses, meant that training was highly unlikely to be taken up by 

academics. It was also not a priority for the institution, other than to comply with 

legislation. The potential site of enablement framework showed how 

mechanisms of marketisation, such as performativity, dictated the priorities of 

the institution and effected the provision and uptake of resources such as 

training. Where resources, that would support academics and enhance the 

experiences of students with disabilities, were not part of performance 

management or did not have a legal imperative, they were ignored by the 
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institution. The small number of academics who attended appropriate training 

had an increased risk of a higher workload due to demand for their expertise by 

colleagues and students. However, along with other activities related to support 

for students with disabilities, there was no additional time allocated by the 

workload management system. This highlighted the hierarchical nature of time 

described at the normative level (Gurvitch, 2004), and which could be a 

disincentive to academics to participate in training and add to the personal risks 

discussed above.  

 

In England, the potential site of enablement framework identified the role of the 

academic is as an intermediary in the relationship between individual students 

with disabilities and the systems and structures of the university. It was 

academics who were aware of the physical barriers, for example, that prevent 

their students accessing a lecture or meeting room, and aware of the 

associated effects of psycho-emotional disablism.  Academics were the first 

point of contact for students declaring a disability and requesting support, or 

who were struggling with their academic work but were reluctant to declare, or 

unaware that they might have an underlying impairment. Academics were also 

the main point of contact for students who, due to government policy described 

above, were no longer eligible for state funding, were allocated insufficient 

funding or waiting for their application to be processed. The data showed that 

Academics were also the negotiators between students and inefficient university 

systems which rely on individual academics to source, interpret and transfer 

information, often via unreliable email exchanges and ‘user unfriendly’ 

technology. This is despite the rights of students of “reasonable 

accommodations” and “effective support measures” being conferred by Article 

24 of the CRPD (United Nations 2021, n.p.). 

 

If appropriate mandatory training and refresher courses were added to the 

performance management criteria of universities so that knowledge and 

confidence of academics is valued, and equally distributed amongst all staff, the 

responsibilities borne by academics might be shouldered with less personal 

risk. This was demonstrated on a college site in the United States by the study 

of disability awareness training by Roth, Pure, Rabinowitz and Kaufman-
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Scarborough (2018). However, addressing the absence of training in isolation 

from the other structural absences as highlighted at various levels of the 

potential site of enablement framework described in Chapter five, would only 

reinforce the mechanism of blurred boundaries where academics would be 

acquiring skills in areas that are normally the domain of student services. This 

would potentially strengthen the current structures in which individuals continue 

to shoulder responsibilities that are in the legal domain of the institution. Indeed, 

the potential site of enablement framework provides a holistic view of the 

institution by highlighting absences at all levels that, if they were addressed 

using the principles of the human rights model of disability, and monitored, 

could provide a holistic and fully functioning site of enablement. 

 

6.2. How does the current culture of support impact students with disabilities, 

from the perspective of academics? 

 

This research starts with the assumption that students with disabilities have a 

right to access higher education “without discrimination and on an equal basis 

with others” (DESA, 2006, no page). However, rights can be classified from the 

critical realist perspective at three levels of reality: empirical rights; actual rights 

and real rights (Alderson and Walker, 2022).  As observed by Alderson and 

Walker (2022) in relation to gender rights, the empirical rights of persons with 

disabilities can be observed differently across countries and cultures, often 

“located at the ‘anxious intersection’ of the global and the local (Grech 2012, 54) 

as they mediate between local realities and global influences” (Nett, 2021, p.2). 

For example: Hungary’s treatment of persons with disabilities is influenced by 

the previous communist era system of guardianship (UNCRPD, 2020). In South 

Africa the political background to inclusive higher education is directed by a 

post-colonial and anti-apartheid agenda and “focused primarily on race and 

gender issues, and disability has been overlooked” (Mutanga, 2018, p.229). 

Cutajar and Adjoe (2016, citing Barker 2010, p.22) in the global south sum up 

the importance of observing the different empirical contexts of disability and: 

“the nuances of social, cultural, political and economic histories and the impact 

these have on the representation and administration of disability…” Therefore, 

the observed or empirical rights (Alderson and Walker, 2022) of persons with 
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disabilities can be described as socially, culturally, politically and economically 

influenced. 

 

However, rights at the actual level of reality (Alderson and Walker, 2022) are 

universal and granted to persons with disabilities by their governments signing 

international legislation such as the CRPD (United Nations, 2022) and by 

domestic legislation generated by member states’ commitment to the 

Convention, for example: the Equality Act (2010) in the UK; the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA) (Gould and Harris, 2019); the Zimbabwe Education Act 

1987 updated in 2006 (Majoko, 2018); and the Act on the Elimination of 

Disability Discrimination in Japan in 2016 (Boeltzig-Brown, 2017).  

 

This research project is focused on the ‘real’ rights of students with disabilities 

where, according to Alderson and Walker (2022, no page) “’Rights’ are claims 

to right wrongs, [and are] most real when they seem absent.” Therefore, the 

study of absences as causal mechanisms that are preventing the site of 

enablement from being fully functional, is synonymous with highlighting the 

absence of ‘real’ rights or presence of wrongs that affect students with 

disabilities, as well as violations of the actual rights conferred by the CRPD and 

in the UK, the Equality Act (2010). The potential site of enablement framework 

provided a method of exposing the absence of rights in the systems and 

practices of universities, at different levels of stratification (Bhaskar and 

Danermark, 2006). In this research, absences were highlighted through the lens 

of academics, however, the potential site of enablement framework could be 

used in future research to expose absences from the perspective of other staff 

groups, such as: student support; librarians; IT technicians, administrators and 

catering staff because each role has specific knowledge about aspects of the 

systems and practices of universities, and absences, that effect the rights of 

students with disabilities and other marginalised groups. 

 

At the biological level of lamination, the potential site of enablement framework 

confirmed the absence of the embodied rights of students with disabilities to 

participate on an equal basis to others (UNDESA, 2006). This absence 

emerged from the physical level of the potential site of enablement which 
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reflected the findings of studies worldwide that there is widespread physical 

inaccessibility of university campuses (Vincent and Chiwandire, 2017; Majoko, 

2018; Morina and Morgado, 2018; Williams et al., 2019). This is also despite the 

actual rights of students with disabilities to accessible environments, and the 

drive towards ‘universal design’ of “products, environments, programmes and 

services,” conferred by international legislation (UNDESA, 2006). We can 

assume therefore, that the double absence that emerged at the psychological 

level of the potential site of enablement framework, in the form of psycho-

emotional disablism (Reeves, 2012) and described in this study, is also a 

widespread phenomenon in higher education.  

 

The negative emotional responses described by academics at the psychological 

level of the potential site of enablement, including their descriptions of feeling 

like a “therapist,” were also an assault on the rights of students because despite 

the altruistic values of participants in this study and positive attitudes towards 

students, the negative emotional effect on academics; inefficient systems and 

practices; increasing workload; and their fears of student suicides, led to 

students with disabilities being collectively identified as challenging. This could 

be even greater in other countries due to the discriminatory attitudes of 

academics (Majoko, 2018, Mutanga, 2018; Koshy et al., 2020).    

 

The lack of knowledge highlighted by academics also has a negative impact on 

the rights of students with disabilities because students are reliant on individual 

benevolence (Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus, 2020; Van Hove, Schippers, and 

Bakker, 2018). Academics were the first point of contact for students but 

claimed to not have the knowledge to respond appropriately. Unlike the 

participants in this study, academics in other countries may have values that do 

not invite a trusting relationship (Majoko, 2018, Mutanga, 2018; Koshy et al., 

2020). Additionally, the potential site of enablement framework showed that 

academics were working within inefficient university systems with poor 

communications and little information sharing, and autonomous departmental 

structures that hindered the sharing of good practice. These factors put 

students’ rights at risk by not providing the support to which they are entitled. 

Although this was not an experience-near research project, the autonomy of 
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departments and reliance on individual academics meant that the experiences 

of students with disabilities were likely to be inconsistent across universities and 

dependent on the culture of the departments and values of individuals. 

 

The potential site of enablement framework at the psycho-social level also 

revealed that the students’ propensity to declare a support requirement was 

based on disclosure at times of struggle, such as during assessments. This was 

due to various social and structural absences effecting students’ rights for 

example: the lack of knowledge by students of the DSA support available; or the 

processes of applying; or around fears of stigma through disclosure before 

starting their course. It also reflected the focus of students on an apologist 

“confessional” disclosure rather than a positive “validating” approach (Evans 

2019, p.738). This impacts rights by compelling students with disabilities to 

identify as having a deficit so that they can access support rather than 

encouraging a positive identity. Miller, Wynn and Webb’s, (2017) research 

indicates that students can exercise agency by choosing how much of their 

identity to disclose, to whom and when. However, their research also suggests 

that students tend to navigate the least damaging path, or choose non-

disclosure, to avoid a negative reaction rather than their disclosure being an act 

of positivity and validation.  

Additionally, the absence of openness, communication and sharing of good 

practice at the cultural level, as highlighted by the example of a blind student 

who was told by his department that he was the only blind person in the 

university, prevents students from connecting with other students in a positive 

way to share experiences, build a community, collectively lobby for change and 

foster a sense of belonging and agency.   

 

The absence of real rights effecting students with disabilities highlighted in the 

findings of this study are congruent to studies across other CRPD signatories, 

despite their differences at the empirical level and similar protections at the 

actual level. Research of higher education institutions in Norway (Langorgen, 

Kermit and Magnus, 2020), Australia (Koshy, et al., 2020), Austria (Zaussinger 

and Terzieva, 2018), the United States (Aquino and Bittinger, 2019; Gould and 

Harris, 2019) and Zimbabwe (Majoko, 2018) report a lack of disclosure among 



190 
 

students with disabilities often due to fears of stigmatization which manifest as a 

real risk in some environments, for example where students are reported to be: 

“commonly subjected to harassment and victimisation” (Koshy, et al., 2020, 

p.10; alienated from social networks (Mutanga, 2018), or subjected to 

patronizing behaviour of lecturers (Majoko, 2018). Also, for those students 

willing to disclose, accessing support by navigating complex processes was 

difficult (Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus, 2020), knowledge of those processes 

was scarce (Zaussinger and Terzieva, 2018) and primarily the responsibility of 

individual students who were required, in each of the example countries and 

similarly to the UK in claims for DSA, to provide “adequate documentation” 

(Aquino and Bittinger, 2019) and proof of a diagnosis (Langorgen, Kermit and 

Magnus, 2020; Gould and Harris, 2019; Majoko, 2018) before being able to 

access support. This reflects the assumption that students should take 

responsibility for proving their rights to protection and accommodations at 

university and seeking out reasonable adjustments (Gould and Harris, 2019). 

However, the claim of this study is that the responsibilities placed on individual 

students with disabilities is compounded by the real absences in the structures 

and processes exposed by the potential site of enablement framework and the 

devolved responsibilities borne by academics. This is summarised by 

Langorgen, Kermit and Magnus, (2020, p.617) “…students, in response to a 

lack of knowledge and insufficient communication among staff at all levels, 

spent a considerable amount of additional time organising support and serving 

as their own coordinators.”  

 

 

 

6.3. How effective is the social model in supporting disabled students in a 

marketised HE sector? 

 
The social model is a powerful device affecting people with disabilities positively 

at two levels of Bhaskar and Danemark’s (2006, p.289) seven level ‘hierarchy of 

scale,’ described in the methodology chapter.  At the macro level the social 

model is credited for explaining how disability is related to the marginalisation of 

persons with disabilities in wider society (UPIAS, 1976; Swain, French and 
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Cameron, 2003; Oliver and Barnes, 2012; Shakespeare, 2014; Beckett and 

Campbell, 2015;), as well as promoting civil and political rights, often through 

collective action and leading to national and international anti-discrimination 

legislation (Degener, 2014; Oliver, 2013). It has also transformed how people 

with disabilities view themselves at the individual or biographical level (Bhaskar 

and Danemark, 2006, p.289), where they no longer accept the responsibility for 

their medicalised condition but transfer the blame on to society (Shakespeare 

and Watson, 2018). However, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (CRPD) committee, which is the overarching authority over 

signatories at the national level and therefore located at the mega level of the 

‘hierarchy of scale,’ concluded that the social model is too narrow to promote 

the full range of rights for persons with disabilities (Degener, 2014). This 

weakness led to the adoption of the more comprehensive human rights model 

by the CRPD, focusing on the equal rights of people with disabilities under the 

label of “inclusive equality” Degener (2016, p.2) and including: redistribution (of 

economic resources); recognition (of dignity and intersectionality); participation 

and inclusion; and accommodation of difference (United Nations, 2018). These 

rights are inherent and exist whether barriers exist or not and incorporate 

“economic, social and cultural rights” as well as the civil and political rights of 

the social model (Degener 2014, p.8).  

 

Theoretically, the social model is criticised for being “essentialist” (Soder 1999, 

cited by Gustavsson 2004, p.59) at the macro level where societal barriers are 

considered essential to the existence of disability and according to the British 

social model or ‘strong’ social model (Shakespeare 2014, p.1), the cause of 

their oppression. This, critics claim, leads to the disregard of the reality at the 

individual or biological level (Bhaskar and Danemark, 2006, p.289) that comes 

with living with impairments and ignoring the complex and heterogenous 

experiences of people with disabilities (Riddle, 2013; Shakespeare, 2010). Self-

identifying as a ‘disabled person’ Shakespeare (2014, p.77) sums up the 

problem of describing ‘disability’ as synonymous with ‘oppression:’  

“For example, I may not consider myself to be oppressed much of the 
time: I certainly have impairments and sometimes environments, policies 
or social relations are oppressive and damaging to my psycho-emotional 
wellbeing. Often, however, they are not”  
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Despite these criticisms and others described elsewhere in the study, as well as 

the condemnation by the CRPD committee, that UK government policies at the 

macro level are not fulfilling their commitment to the human rights model (United 

Nations, 2017), the social model is promoted as the chosen approach at the 

meso level in the context of UK higher education. The Office for Students (OfS), 

for example, is indorsing the social model of disability on its website, describing 

the social model approach as “not about fixing the individual, but rather about 

restructuring the environments and attitudes around them” (OfS, 2020b, no 

page). The new Disabled Students’ Commission (Millward, 2019, no page) also 

advocates for a social model objective of “removing obstacles to give disabled 

people more independence, choice and control.” Universities, following the lead 

of the OfS, claim to have adopted a social model approach to disability, both in 

policy and in their aspirations (Office for Students, 2020; Williams et al., 2019; 

Disabled Student Sector Leadership Group, 2017; Rodger et al., 2015; Williams 

et al., 2019). However, the argument of this research is that the extent that the 

social model can be an effective approach to underpin a potential site of 

enablement on university campuses is limited by its inherent weaknesses but 

also its operation in a marketized higher education sector. 

 

Features of the increased marketisation in higher education in the UK, 

described in the literature review, are underscored by the premise that 

universities need to remain flexible to the demands of the market (Bendixen and 

Jacobsen, 2017) and therefore their priorities change as the market changes. 

This means that the narrow anti-discrimination agenda of the social model 

makes it subject to the same criticism as has been made about access 

agreements (Wardrop et. al., 2016, p.85) in that it is “framed by legal 

requirement and sector and market competition.” My claim is therefore, in an 

environment that prioritises competitiveness, that universities are obliged to 

remove barriers according to the social model principle only so far as to meet 

the current legal requirements of the Equalities Act 2010. Even within this legal 

obligation, absences in the potential site of enablement, highlighted by using the 

laminated framework in Chapter five, show that universities still demonstrate 

shortcomings in accessibility at various levels of reality.  
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Reputation 

The beginning of marketisation in higher education, according to Peters (2021) 

was marked by the introduction of rankings, or ‘league tables’ upon which 

university leaders now “obsess” (Peters 2021, p.4). As a result of rankings, and 

competitive pressures, Cribb and Gerwitz (2013, p.342) claim that ‘hollowed out’ 

universities are focused on reputation and the marketing activities of “gloss and 

spin.” Indeed, the government white paper ‘Success as a Knowledge Economy. 

Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice’ (Department for 

Business, Innovation and skills, 2016) focusses heavily on creating a 

competitive environment and enhancing the reputation of the UK higher 

education sector. Universities are increasingly accused of prioritising investment 

in marketing activities such as “branding, advertising and student satisfaction 

surveys” (Alajoutsijarvi, Alon and Pinheiro 2021, p.17). We can imply from these 

claims, when applied to provisions for disability, that removing barriers for 

students or staff with disabilities will be prioritised if it has a positive effect on, or 

helps to preserve, institutional reputation and therefore maintain 

competitiveness. This can be linked to the legal incentive where compliance 

may only be worth investment by the university if non-compliance of the law 

puts an institution’s reputation under threat. Absences at the potential site of 

enablement show that universities appear to have limited incentives to improve 

accessibility outside of those that influence their reputation and therefore 

position in the market, and no reason to go further by recognising the additional 

and psycho-emotional effects of barriers experienced by students and staff 

described in this study. An example highlighted by the potential site of 

enablement framework, of a disability related issue which may be given high 

priority by the university as part of its reputation management, is the fear of 

student suicides and an awareness of the negative publicity that is generated 

when student suicides are reported in the media. The fear was emphasised by 

academics at the psychological level and linked to the increase in numbers of 

students they encounter that declare mental ill-health. At the normative level 

institutions have shown an increased focus on mental ill-health provision with 

widespread information campaigns on mental wellbeing (Williams et. al., 2017) 
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and attention given to meeting the criteria for external quality assurance 

recognition, such as the Matrix system, or Disability Confident (Williams et. al., 

2019). However, absences that were revealed by using the potential site of 

enablement framework show that the factors identified by academics as 

important in their work with students with disabilities, including those with 

mental ill-health, such as training and refresher courses, time allocation, 

efficient systems and administrative support, have not been a priority to the 

organisation despite being a means to removing barriers to students. The 

Mental Health First Aid course described at the normative level, for example, 

was not publicised, access is limited to certain staff groups and refresher 

courses are not offered. Also, the emotional effects on academics of, for 

example, the increase in mental ill-health amongst students and fear of student 

suicides, highlighted at the psychological level, is overlooked. Despite the 

needs of academics in their provision for students with disabilities effecting 

students’ experiences and therefore being a causal power to the potential site of 

enablement, the framework shows that they are not considered by the 

organisation. These absences occur because academic labour is perceived by 

universities to have no effect on the market and there is no legal requirement or 

perceived risk to the organisation’s reputation. Claims for the “restructuring of 

the environments and attitudes…” as a social model approach, described by the 

OfS (2020, no page), are therefore redundant in the face of market pressures 

and competition. 

 

Performance 

Additionally, the performative culture of higher education means that 

universities are valued by those factors that can be measured, a feature of the 

marketisation agenda (Canning, 2017; Ball, 2012). Analysis using the potential 

site of enablement framework shows that there is a tendency for issues that are 

outside of systems of measurement, to be ignored. The factors being unnoticed 

or overlooked, as well as physical barriers, include multiple aspects of 

academics’ work with students with disabilities, revealed as absences at all 

levels of lamination. This was highlighted by the analysis at the normative level 

where the additional time worked by academics in resolving complex disability 
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related issues, particularly at pinch points during the academic year, is not 

considered by university management or included in workload allocations. It is 

described in this study as ‘invisible time’. The potential site of enablement 

framework also revealed, drawing on Adams’ (1995), theory of time as a 

commodity, that time in universities moves quickly on issues that are externally 

measured, likely to attract legal challenge (such as web access legislation), 

might impact reputation, or might increase economic costs and therefore reduce 

competitiveness. However, time moves slowly on issues that are not measured 

and therefore attract less oversight by the university. Adequate training in 

disability related issues that would reduce the labour of academics, is an 

example of some of the activities that are not measured and are therefore of low 

priority in a marketised environment, including allocated time at the normative 

level, to access training. However, the potential site of enablement framework 

reveals that even if time was allocated for training, the additional labour 

demanded in ‘invisible time’ would be a barrier to attendance. The potential site 

of enablement framework suggests that regular updates to knowledge would 

generate more confidence in staff to work with people with disabilities and 

would therefore benefit students and is a causal power to the potential site of 

enablement, but is an aspect of academic labour, highlighted at the 

psychological level, that is overlooked in the current performative environment. 

 

Also of low priority is the equal provision of resources across departments, 

revealed at the at the cultural level of the potential site of enablement 

framework, for example specialist staff such as administrators or disability 

officers. This role would ensure reasonable adjustments are provided and 

internal systems are working to the benefit of staff and students equally across 

the site of enablement. Systemic problems experienced by academics and 

revealed by the potential site of enablement framework include user-unfriendly 

IT systems and poor communication, for example: low access to disability 

access plans and inappropriate lack of sharing of these with temporary staff and 

technical demonstrators. Provisions of specialist staff, if they were prioritised, 

could feed into systems for sharing information and best practice between 

departments. These changes may then contribute to meeting the OfS (2020b) 

social model objectives but, due to the required change in culture and additional 
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costs, this would need economic and cultural rights to be recognised as set out 

by the human rights model which would conflict with the ‘minimising costs’ 

feature of marketisation below. As much of the additional workload of 

academics supporting students with disabilities occurs in ‘invisible time’ outside 

of the performative agenda and is not measured, and there is no supporting role 

connecting disability across the cultural level of the potential site of enablement, 

the issues go unnoticed and therefore the social model remains irrelevant. 

Indeed, the extent of the absences in the framework at all levels of lamination 

suggests that the higher education commitment to the social model creates its 

own limitations because where institutions, departments or senior managers 

perceive that no barriers exist because there are no measurements or 

oversight, there can be an assumption that no changes need to be made.  

 

Minimising costs 

Another feature of marketisation in higher education is “minimisation of costs” 

(Peters, 2021, p.2). In terms of disability, the reduction in funding of disabled 

students’ allowances and the resulting additional financial burden on individual 

institutions are described in the literature review and at the socio-economic level 

of the potential site of enablement framework. To mitigate against the reduction 

of individual funding of Disabled Students Allowance (DSA), “Inclusive teaching 

practices” are promoted by the Office for Students at the cultural level of the 

potential site of enablement, under the banner of the social model of disability 

(OfS, 2019a, p.4). If this strategy is working, there should be evidence that 

barriers are being removed for students with disabilities alongside the cuts in 

funding. However, while some barriers may be removed in the development of 

inclusive practices funded by the OfS (2019a, p.4) and not captured due to the 

limited scope of this research, the potential site of enablement framework 

shows that other barriers remain, such as physical barriers with the additional 

difficulties of psycho-emotional disablism (Reeve, 2012), as well as new barriers 

identified by academics at each level of lamination. An example is the unequal 

allocation of financial resources to promote inclusion and subsequent variation 

in provision across departments. At the cultural level, for example, there is a 

higher academic workload in some departments compared to others due to the 
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lack of administrative support as well as findings that show ineffective 

processes to provide reasonable adjustments for students. These are identified 

by academics as having an impact on the experiences of students with 

disabilities. Some of the barriers that came to light as absences in the potential 

site of enablement framework, could only be removed through increasing funds 

rather than minimising costs such as the provision of additional personnel, 

training, and resources. However, this does not fit the explicit ‘value for money’ 

agenda of the OfS (2019c, p.12) which is based on student satisfaction: “Our 

primary measure of value for money will be based on the perceptions of 

students and graduates.” This links to the assumptions above that financing 

these changes would be prioritised only if impacting the institutions’ reputation 

and therefore position in the market or measured as part of the performative 

agenda. It does not include measures highlighted by academics as necessary 

for inclusion and are structural or systemic barriers of which students are 

unaware. Therefore, we can conclude that the minimising of costs as part of the 

marketisation agenda is incompatible with the removal of barriers aim of the 

social model. This supports the claims in the literature review that the social 

model can be cited in policies without materially benefitting people with 

disabilities (Oliver and Barnes, 2012) and the aims changed to suit the ideology 

of neoliberalism (Beckett and Campbell 2015). Additionally, the ‘inclusive 

teaching and learning’ strategy designed to help reduce costs by reducing 

individual adjustments (DSSLG, 2017; Williams et al., 2017) and underpinned 

by claims in policy for the social model, is assumed to be adopted and 

implemented by academic teaching staff. However, this was dismissed by the 

academics in the study as a marketing tactic with little substance and we can 

conclude therefore, that it is not currently supported or fully effective across all 

universities. 

 

Flexible work force 

A feature of remaining competitive in a marketised higher education 

environment is flexibility in the workforce (Peters, 2021). Ball (2012, p.18) 

describes how competition in higher education, under the ideology of 

neoliberalism, affects all aspects of academic labour:  
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“It is about how we relate to our students and our colleagues and our 
participation in new courses and forms of pedagogy and our ‘knowledge 
production’, but it is also about our flexibility, malleability, innovation and 
productivity in relation to these things” 
 

 Flexibility manifests in the increase in precarity in employment conditions as 

described in the literature review (Peters, 2021; Lopes and Dewan, 2015; 

Giroux, 2014; McLean, 2006). The potential site of enablement framework 

shows that the insecurity in academic employment, particularly where staff are 

employed on casual contracts, intensifies absences discussed at all levels of 

reality such as lack of communication, access to information, knowledge, and 

training and the opportunity for sharing good practice. This was shown by the 

example of the technical demonstrator who was given no prior knowledge of a 

deaf student and her British Sign Language interpreter, and therefore could not 

adjust his session, while the signer had no prior technical knowledge of the 

subject and therefore found the technical terms difficult to sign. The potential 

site of enablement framework demonstrates that flexibility in the workforce can 

create and compound barriers for students. Additionally, where structural 

barriers go unnoticed by the university because they do not form part of the 

performative practices of marketisation, as described above and as highlighted 

in the data, individual staff are taking responsibility for removing barriers. 

Therefore, in a flexible workforce any changes are fragile and at risk of being 

lost when staff move into new roles. As well as the flexibility of the workforce, 

Peters (2021, p.4) highlights that marketisation has increased the complexity of 

how institutions function:  

“Many institutions work across multiple sites, bridging urban and 
suburban campuses. Add to this feeder foundation year activities, online 
education, international campuses, partnerships, and validation 
activities.”  

 
We can conclude that the difficulties of removing barriers under a flexible 

workforce are likely to be compounded in the context of complex systems 

overlayed by the demands of maintaining competitiveness through 

performativity, reputation management and minimising costs. Therefore, the 

social model goals at the meso level of higher education are unattainable and 

indeed, analysis using the potential site of enablement framework shows that 

barriers are likely to increase rather than decrease in a marketised environment. 
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Conclusion 

 

This research was conducted in the context of policy changes in higher 

education in the UK which justified reduced state funding for individual students 

with disabilities and increased the obligations of universities and academics 

through promoting the social model of disability and advocating ‘inclusive 

teaching and learning’ strategies. Two critical realist methodologies were used 

to analyse the role of academics in the enactment of disability policy and 

practices in these contexts. The first was a linear framework within which to 

explore the values and motivations of academics. This revealed that blurred 

boundaries between the academic role and student support services may be a 

causal mechanism that is compelling individual academics to act autonomously 

and according to their personal values in deciding the extent that they are 

willing to take on the responsibilities of the university for supporting students 

with disabilities. The second framework used a laminated critical realist 

framework to analyse the structure of universities that relates to equality and 

inclusion of people with disabilities. This analysis was made possible through 

the new concept of a ‘site of enablement’ – an ideal version of the subsystem of 

universities that involves equal participation of people with disabilities, which 

was identified through the analysis of absences. 

 

The existing literature researching the experiences of academics of disability in 

higher education has focused mainly on personal perceptions of disability, 

including positive or negative attitudes towards students with disability (Loez- 

Gavira, Orozo and Domenech, 2021; Morina and Orozco, 2021; Aguire, 

Carbello and Lopez-Gavira, 2021). This is an individualistic approach which 

appears to be justified by Loez- Gavira, Orozo and Domenech (2021, p.12) who 

explicitly described the university as inherently “individualistic” and suggested 

the introduction of individual self-help solutions such as student support groups 

and forums for faculty members to share experiences: 

“the reality of university was individualistic and did not include favourable 
communication between departments and professionals. Student support 
groups would improve the academic success of students with disabilities, 
and teams of faculty members would allow exchanging concerns, doubts 
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and useful experiences to reflect on the practice and improve their 
teaching.” 

 

The individualistic focus of the existing research was inherent in the sampling 

strategies of: Loez- Gavira, Orozo and Domenech, 2021; Morina and Orozco, 

2021; Aguire, Carbello and Lopez-Gavira, 2021, who chose participants 

recommended by students with disabilities for their positive attitudes and 

inclusive teaching practices. This demonstrated an issue identified by data in 

this study, and in research by Hughes, Panjawni, Tulcidas, Byrom (2018), that 

individual academics who underwent training or were mentioned in a positive 

light by students were more likely to be given increased responsibilities or be 

approached for other duties. The individualistic approach, such as 

recommendations of increased training or self-help groups (Loez- Gavira, Orozo 

and Domenech, 2021; Morina and Orozco, 2021; Aguire, Carbello and Lopez-

Gavira, 2021), also implied complicity in the increase in responsibility of both 

individual academics and students reported in the literature (Langorgen, Kermit 

and Magnus, 2020; Van Hove, Schippers, and Bakker, 2018) and found in this 

research. Kendall (2018) focused on the individualistic issues of students’ 

unwillingness to declare a disability and the ability of academics to provide 

support. Morina and Orozco (2021, p.174) went further in their research than 

the existing literature above by describing wider systemic, physical and 

bureaucratic barriers, in line with this thesis, but promoted an individualistic 

solution that focused on training for academics explicitly to upskill individuals or  

“designed to increase the competence of faculty members.” 

 

Other existing research on the experiences of academics in UK universities, 

such as Hughes, Panjawni, Tulcidas, Byrom (2018) in their report for Student 

Minds, found a lack of clarity in roles, responsibilities, and boundaries which 

they identified as partly due to structural issues not recognised by universities 

and which placed academics at risk of emotional harm. In this way, many of the 

empirical findings reflected the experiences of academics in this thesis.  

 

However, the Student Minds report is limited by its focus on the experience of 

students with mental-ill health whereas this thesis extends the field of existing 
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literature by analysing the experience of academics of students with a range of 

impairments rather than only on mental ill-health (Hughes, Panjawni, Tulcidas, 

Byrom, 2018). This is important because although numbers declaring a mental 

health condition saw the largest rise in 2019 (UCAS, 2019), students declaring 

specific learning difficulties are the largest group (Hubble and Bolton, 2021), 

and students with other impairments experience specific barriers, for example, 

Chattaway (2019) found that students with visual impairments were being failed 

by support provision, as was the example of a blind student discussed in the 

data of this study, and physical barriers in higher education, also discussed in 

this research, are endemic, effect people with wide ranging conditions and are 

slow to improve (Williams et al., 2019). 

 

Additionally, existing literature is focused on the promotion of the social model 

of disability and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (DSSLG, 2017; Bunbury, 

2019; Morina and Orozco, 2021; Lopez-Gavira, Orozco and Domenech, 2021). 

This thesis demonstrates the limitations of the social model as the basis for 

policy decisions in HE. Both frameworks used in this thesis revealed inequality 

factors in structures, systems and practices that I claim would not have come to 

light under the social model approach. This thesis extends the field of the 

existing literature by critically analysing the promotion of the social model of 

disability in the marketized context of higher education. It questions the 

adequacy of policies and guidance that rely on promoting the social model to 

improve equality in higher education (Rodger et al. 2015; Williams et al. 2015; 

DSSLG, 2017; Williams et al., 2019; OfS, 2019), rather than the human rights 

model of the CRPD, and showed that structural barriers to the “inclusive 

approach” to disability suggested by the OfS (2020b, n.p.) are not fully 

addressed by the OfS ‘key indicators’ (Williams et al., 2019). It argues that the 

social model will not address many of the barriers identified by the existing 

research or identified in this thesis, where their removal conflicts with 

marketisation devices such as student satisfaction or economic priorities, for 

example physical barriers, barriers to validating disclosure of students or risks 

to the wellbeing of staff. This thesis argues for a critical realist approach which 

provides a wider and more comprehensive methodology for identifying disability 
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issues in higher education using a range of theories and laminated tools to 

identify the real barriers to equality. 

 

All the existing research on academics’ experience of disability in higher 

education above have taken their empirical results at face value and suggested 

individualistic solutions, such as increased training. This could be considered in 

critical realist terms as an ‘epistemic fallacy’ (Danermark, 2019, p.372), 

suggesting that the empirical is the ‘real story’ and ignoring the possibility of 

invisible powers behind the empirical results.  The concept of a site of 

enablement analysed using a laminated framework is an outcome of this thesis 

and provides deep understanding of the reality of disability support in higher 

education institutions. While accepting the empirical findings of the existing 

research, it extends the field by analysing data for causal mechanisms such as 

absences, that lay beyond the empirical data at the level of the ‘real’ using 

abstraction, abduction and retroduction and applying new concepts to the data 

to provide greater understanding. In the example of lack of training, this 

research analysed the decisions about which training was offered and who was 

eligible to attend, which were found to be decisions made by the ‘management 

class’ and were possibly influenced by economics, legislation and the 

hierarchical nature of social time (Gurvitch, 1964). These are tentative 

explanations that are accepted as not necessarily providing the full picture but 

are based on “judgemental rationality” (Bhaskar, 2018, pp.14-15) or strong 

arguments built on the use of relevant theories. Therefore, it is a useful and 

effective framework that can be used in other research contexts. Taking this 

critical realist approach provides the opportunity to find invisible influences and 

powers behind the empirical data which, if they were addressed, are more likely 

to lead to change. 

 

Further Research 

Further research will extend the scope of the framework in higher education to 

include other sample groups such as senior management and students and 

include mixed methods, for example that incorporate surveys. This methodology 

will also be used in different institutional contexts other than universities, to 

analyse a site of enablement in industry, business or public organisations. It will 
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also be used to analyse the experiences and reveal new knowledge about 

structures, processes and practices held by other roles that work closely with 

people with disabilities such as support workers, employment coaches, health 

workers and many others.  

 

The concept of the site of enablement will also be applied to comparative 

research of disability in higher education at the international level by re-locating 

it from a sub-system of two individual universities to a sub-system at national 

level where the site of enablement is a phenomenon which is substantially 

related to the country in which it is located. Disability provision can then be 

compared between countries.  

 

Limitations 

A limitation of this research is that due to time and resource constraints, it 

provides only a glimpse or snapshot of the total causal powers, liabilities and 

mechanisms that might be found at different levels of the potential site of 

enablement. More could be revealed and analysed in a larger future study using 

mixed methods and a variety of sources. An additional limitation relates to the 

sites of the data collection in that it was carried out in two universities in a 

provincial city in the South of England that were demographically similar even 

though the statuses and subject specialisms were different. The results were 

similar across the universities which strengthened the results for this 

demographic but does not provide a wide range of viewpoints and therefore 

provides a risk of bias. Future research should consider the diversity of the 

universities and the demographic, to open the possibilities of revealing 

intersectionality issues alongside disability, using the frameworks in this study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



204 
 

References 
 

Adam, B., 1995. Timewatch: the social analysis of time. Cambridge: Polity 
Press. 
 
Aguirre, A., Carballo, R., Lopez-Gavira, R. (2021). Improving the academic 
experience of students with disabilities in higher education: Faculty members of 
Social Sciences and Law speak out. Innovation: The European Journal of 
Social Science Research, 34(3), 305–320. 
 
Alajoutsijärvi, K., Alon, I., Pinheiro, R., 2021. The Marketisation of Higher 
Education: Antecedents, Processes, and Outcomes. In: Branch, J., 
Christiansen, B., The Marketisation of higher education. Concepts and 
criticisms. Cham, Switzerland: Springer Nature. 
 
Al-Amoudi, I., 2007. Redrawing Foucault's Social Ontology. Organization, 
14(4), pp.543–563. 
 
Alderson, P., 2021. Critical Realism for Health and Illness Research [Kindle 
version]. Bristol: Policy Press. 
 
Alderson, P., Walker, R.F., 2022. Presentation to the Critical Realism Zoom 
Reading Group [Online]. s.l.: UCL Institute of education. Available from: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1uEEkffOrVw [Accessed 24 January 2022]. 
 
Altbach, P.G., Reisberg, L. and de Wit, H., 2017. Responding to Massification: 
Differentiation in Postsecondary Education Wordwide [Online]. Boston MA: 
Boston College Center for International Higher Education. Available from: 
https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/research_sites/cihe/pdf/Korber%20bk%2
0PDF.pdf [Accessed 07 Jan 2022]. 
 
Anders, G., 2004. The role of theory in disability research - springboard or 
strait-jacket? Scandinavian Journal of Disability Research, 6(1), pp. 55-70. 
Aquino, K.C., Bittinger, J.D., 2019. The Self-(un)Identification of Disability in 
Higher Education. Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 32(1), 5-
19. 
 
Archer, M., Decoteau, C., Gorski, P., Little, D., Porpora, D., Rutzou, T., Smith, 
C., Steinmetz, G. and Vandenberghe, F., 2016. What is Critical 
Realism? [Online]. s.l.: American Sociological Association. Available from:   
http://www.asatheory.org/current-newsletter-online/what-is-critical-
realism [Accessed 22 May 2021]. 
 
Archer, M.S., 1995. Realist social theory: the morphogenetic approach, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Arthur, L., 2019. Evaluating student satisfaction - restricting lecturer 
professionalism: outcomes of using the UK national student survey 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1uEEkffOrVw
https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/research_sites/cihe/pdf/Korber%20bk%20PDF.pdf
https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/research_sites/cihe/pdf/Korber%20bk%20PDF.pdf
http://www.asatheory.org/current-newsletter-online/what-is-critical-realism
http://www.asatheory.org/current-newsletter-online/what-is-critical-realism


205 
 

questionnaire for internal student evaluation of teaching. Assessment and 
evaluation in higher education, 45(3), pp. 1-14. 
 
Assistive Technology Industry Association, 2021. What is AT? [Online]. 
s.l.:Assistive Technology Industry Association (ATIA). Available from: 
https://www.atia.org/home/at-resources/what-is-at/ [Accessed 29 March 2021]. 
 
Attwood, L., 2013. The real implications of benevolent SEN reform. Support for 
Learning, 28(4), pp. 181-188. 
 
Avramidis, E., Norwich, B., 2002. Teachers' attitudes towards integration / 
inclusion: a review of the literature. European journal of special needs 
education, 17(2), pp.129–147. 
 
Ball, S., 2012. Performativity, Commodification and Commitment: An I-Spy 
Guide to the Neoliberal University. British Journal of Educational 
Studies, 60(1), pp. 17-28. 
 

Ball, S., 2013b. Foucault, Power and Education. New York: Routledge. 
 
Ball, S., 2013a. The Education Debate. 2nd ed. Bristol: Policy Press. 
 
Banifatemeh, H., Shields, R., Golabi, F., Ghoreishi, F., Bayani, F., 2018. The 
Ontology of Social Reality from Critical Realism’s Perspective; Focusing on the 
Ideas of Margaret Archer and Andrew Sayer. Mediterranean journal of social 
sciences, 9(3), pp.57–70. 
 

Barber, M., 2021. Gravity Assist. Propelling higher education towards a brighter 
future. Report of the digital teaching and learning review [Online]. s.l.: Office for 
Students. Available from: 
https://ofslivefs.blob.core.windows.net/files/Gravity%20assist/Gravity-assist-
DTL-finalforweb.pdf [Accessed 26 March 2021]. 
 
Barkas, L.A., Scott, J.M., Poppitt, N.J. and Smith, P.J., 2017. Tinker, tailor, 
policy-maker: can the UK government’s teaching excellence framework deliver 
its objectives? Journal of Further and Higher Education, pp. 1-13. 
 
Barnes, C., Mercer, G., 1997. Doing disability research. Leeds: Disability Press. 
 
Barnes, C., Mercer, G., 2004. Implementing the social model of disability: theory 
and research. Leeds: Disability Press. 
 
Barnes, C., Mercer, G., 2010. Exploring disability: a sociological 
introduction. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Polity. 
 
Beckett, A.E., Campbell, T., 2015. The social model of disability as an 
oppositional device. Disability and Society, 30(2), pp. 270-284. 
 



206 
 

Bell, D., Swart, E., 2018. Learning Experiences of Students Who Are Hard of 
Hearing in Higher Education: Case Study of a South African University. Social 
Inclusion, 6 (4), pp.137-148. 
 
Bendixen, C., and Jacobsen, J., 2017. Nullifying quality: the marketisation of 
higher education. Quality in Higher Education, 23(1), pp. 20-34. 
 
Bhaskar, R., 2014. Foreword. In Edwards, P.K., O'Mahoney, J. and Vincent, S., 
2014. Studying organizations using critical realism: a practical guide [Kindle 
version]. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Bhaskar, R., 2018. The Order of Natural Necessity: A Kind of Introduction to 
Critical Realism [Kindle version]. London: Createspace.  
 
Bhaskar, R., Danermark, B., 2006. Metatheory, Interdisciplinarity and Disability 
Research: A Critical Realist Perspective. Scandinavian Journal of Disability 
Research, 8(4), pp. 278-297. 
 
Bhaskar, R., Danermark, B. and Price, L., 2018. Interdisciplinarity and 
Wellbeing. A Critical Realist General Theory of Interdisciplinarity [Kindle 
version]. Oxford: Routledge. 
 
Bickenbach, J.E., 2012. The International Classification of Functioning, 
Disability and health and its Relationship to Disability Studies. In: N. Watson, A. 
Roulstone and C. Thomas, eds. Routledge Handbook of Disability 
Studies. London: Taylor and Francis. 
 
Bingham, C., Clarke, L., Michielsens, E., Van de Meer, M., 2013. Towards a 
social model approach? Personnel Review, 42(5), pp. 613-637. 
 

Boeltzig-Brown, H., 2017. Disability and Career Services Provision for Students 
with Disabilities at Institutions of Higher Education in Japan: An Overview of 
Key Legislation, Policies, and Practices. Journal of Postsecondary Education 
and Disability, 30(1), pp. 61-81. 
 
Brannen, M., Milewski, S., Mack, T, 2017. Providing Staff Training and 
Programming to Support People with Disabilities: An Academic Library Case 
Study. Public Services Quarterly, 13(2), pp. 61-77. 
 
Braun, V., Clarke, V., 2013. Successful qualitative research: a practical guide 
for beginners, London: SAGE. 
 
British Educational Research Association, 2018. Ethical guidelines for 
education research [Online]. 4th ed., London: British educational research 
association (BERA), Available from: https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2018/06/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-for-Educational-
Research_4thEdn_2018.pdf [Accessed 20 January 2022].  
 
Brown, G., 2009. The Ontological Turn in Education: The Place of the Learning 
Environment. Journal of Critical Realism, 8(1), pp. 5-34. 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-for-Educational-Research_4thEdn_2018.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-for-Educational-Research_4thEdn_2018.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-for-Educational-Research_4thEdn_2018.pdf


207 
 

 
Brown, N., 2020. Disclosure in Academia: A Sensitive Issue. In: Brown, N. and 
Leigh, J., eds. Ableism in Academia: Theorising experiences of disabilities and 
chronic illnesses in higher education. London: UCL Press, pp. 51-73. 
 
Brown, N. and Leigh, J., eds., 2020. Ableism in Academia: Theorising 
experiences of disabilities and chronic illnesses in higher education. London: 
UCL Press. 
 
Brown, R., Carasso, H., 2013. Everything for sale? the marketisation of UK 
higher education. London: Routledge. 
 
Brunskell-Evans, H., 2012. The New Public Management of Higher Education: 
Teaching and Learning. In: J. Faulkner, ed., Disrupting pedagogies in the 
knowledge society: countering conservative norms with creative 
approaches. Hershey Pa.: Information Science Reference. 
 
Bryman, A., 2016. Social research methods 5th ed., Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
 
Buch-Hansen, H., Nielsen, P., 2020. Critical Realism. Basics and Beyond 
[Kindle Version]. London: Red Globe Press. 
 
Bucholtz, M., 2007. Variation in transcription. Discourse studies, 9(6), pp.784–
808. 
 
Bunbury, S., 2019. Unconscious bias and the medical model: How the social 
model may hold the key to transformative thinking about disability 
discrimination. International journal of discrimination and the law, 19(1), pp. 26-
47. 
 
Büssing, A.G., Menzel, S., Schnieders, M., Beckmann, V., Basten, M., 2019. 
Values and beliefs as predictors of pre‐service teachers’ enjoyment of teaching 
in inclusive settings. Journal of research in special educational needs, 19(S1), 
pp.8–23. 
 
Butlin, S.F., 2011. The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities: Does the Equality Act 2010 Measure up to UK International 
Commitments? Industrial law journal (London), 40(4), pp.428–438. 
 
Byrnes, A., Conte, A., Gonnot, J.P., and Larsson, L., Schindlmayr, T., 
Shepherd, N., Walker, S., Zarraluqui, A., (2007). From Exclusion to Equality: 
Realizing the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Handbook for 
Parliamentarians [Online]. New York: United Nations. Available from: 
http://archive.ipu.org/PDF/publications/disabilities-e.pdf. [Accessed 08 Jan 
2022]. 
 
Cameron, H., Coleman, B., Hervey, T.K., Rahman, S. and Rostant, P., 2019. 
Equality Law Obligations in Higher Education: reasonable adjustments under 

http://archive.ipu.org/PDF/publications/disabilities-e.pdf


208 
 

the Equality Act 2010 in assessment of students with unseen disabilities. Legal 
Studies, 39 (2). pp. 204-229. 
 
Campbell, F.K., 2020. The violence of technicism: Ableism as humiliation and 
degrading treatment. In: Brown, N. and Leigh, J., eds. Ableism in Academia: 
Theorising experiences of disabilities and chronic illnesses in higher education. 
London: UCL Press, pp. 202-224. 
 
Canning, J., 2017. The UK Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) as an 
illustration of Baudrillard’s hyperreality. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural 
Politics of Education, pp. 1-12. 
 
Carette, L., De Schauwer, E., Van Hove, G., 2018. “Everywhere We Go, 
People Seem to Know”: Mad Students and Knowledge Construction of Mental 
Illness in Higher Education. Social Inclusion, 6 (4), pp.207–217.  
 
Central Digital and Data Office, 2021. Understanding accessibility requirements 
for public sector bodies [Online]. s.l.: Government Digital Office. Available from: 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/accessibility-requirements-for-public-sector-
websites-and-apps [Accessed 29 March 2021]. 
 
Chattaway, T., 2019. Our Right to Study: Getting Disabled Students’ Allowance 
right for students with vision impairment. Birmingham: University of Birmingham. 
Available from: 
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/education/news/2019/01/right-to-study-
campaign-report-launch.aspx [Accessed 26 March 2021]. 
 
Cigman, R., 2007. A Question of Universality: Inclusive Education and the 
Principle of Respect. Journal of Philosophy of Education, 41(4), pp. 775-794. 
 
Collier, A., 2005. On Real and Nominal Absences. London: Bloomsbury. 
 
Creswell, J.W., 2007. Qualitative inquiry and research design: choosing among 
five approaches. 2nd ed., California and London: SAGE. 
 
Cribb, A., Gewirtz, S., 2013. The hollowed-out university? A critical analysis of 
changing institutional and academic norms in UK higher education. Discourse 
Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 34(3), pp.338–350. 
Danermark, B., 2019. Applied interdisciplinary research: a critical realist 
perspective. Journal of critical realism, 18(4), pp.368–382. 
 

Cutajar and Adjoe (2016). Whose knowledge, whose voice? Power, agency 
and resistance in disability studies for the global south. In: Grech, S., Soldatic, 
K., eds. Disability in the Global South: The Critical Handbook, Switzerland: 
Springer.  
 
Danermark, B., Ekstrom, M., Karlsson, J., 2019. Explaining Society. Critical 
Realism in the Social Sciences. 2nd ed. Oxford: Routledge. 



209 
 

Danieli, A. and Woodhams, C., 2005. Emancipatory Research Methodology 
and Disability: A Critique. International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology, 8(4), pp. 281-296. 
 
Degener, T., 2014. A human rights model of disability [Online]. s.l.: Theresa 
Degener, Available from: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283713863_A_human_rights_model_
of_disability [Accessed: 18 January 2022]. 
 

Degener, T., 2016. Disability in a Human Rights Context. Laws, 5(3), p.35. 
 

Degener, T., Quin, G., 2002. Human Rights and Disability. The current use and 
future potential of United Nations human rights instruments in the context of 
disability [Online]. New York: United Nations. Available from: 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/HRDisabilityen.pdf [Accessed 
18 January 2022].  

Denzin, N.K., and Lincoln, Y.S., 2011. The SAGE handbook of qualitative 
research. 4th ed. California and London: SAGE. 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2015. Consultation on targeting 
funding for disabled students in Higher Education from 2016/17 onwards 
[Online]. London: Department for Business, Innovation and skills. Available 
from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/439947/bis-15-81-consultation-on-targeting-funding-for-
disabled_students-in-higher-education-from-2016-17.pdf [Accessed 03 March 
2022]. 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016a. Equality Analysis of the 
Higher Education and Research Bill [Online]. London: Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills. Available from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/at
tachment_data/file/524226/bis-16-281-he-research-bill-equality-analysis.pdf 
[Accessed 29 July 18]. 
 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2014. Higher Education. 
Disabled Students’ Allowances: Equality Analysis December 2014 
[Online]. London: Department of Business, Innovation and Skills. Available 
from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/at
tachment_data/file/392610/bis-14-1108-higher-education-disabled-students-
allowances-equality-analysis-revised-16-12-2014.pdf [Accessed 02 Jan 2022]. 

 

Department of Business, Innovation and Skills, 2011. Higher Education. 
Students at the Heart of the System [Online]. London: TSO. Available from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/at
tachment_data/file/31384/11-944-higher-education-students-at-heart-of-
system.pdf [Accessed 29 July 18]. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283713863_A_human_rights_model_of_disability
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283713863_A_human_rights_model_of_disability
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/HRDisabilityen.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/439947/bis-15-81-consultation-on-targeting-funding-for-disabled_students-in-higher-education-from-2016-17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/439947/bis-15-81-consultation-on-targeting-funding-for-disabled_students-in-higher-education-from-2016-17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/439947/bis-15-81-consultation-on-targeting-funding-for-disabled_students-in-higher-education-from-2016-17.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/392610/bis-14-1108-higher-education-disabled-students-allowances-equality-analysis-revised-16-12-2014.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/392610/bis-14-1108-higher-education-disabled-students-allowances-equality-analysis-revised-16-12-2014.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/392610/bis-14-1108-higher-education-disabled-students-allowances-equality-analysis-revised-16-12-2014.pdf


210 
 

 
Department of Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016b. Success as a 
Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student 
Choice [Online]. London: Department for Business, Innovation and Skills. 
Available from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/at
tachment_data/file/523546/bis-16-265-success-as-a-knowledge-economy-
web.pdf [Accessed 29 July 18]. 
 
Department for Education and Department of Health and Social Care, 
2015. Special educational needs and disability code of practice: 0 to 25 
years [Online]. Department for Education. Available from: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25 
[Accessed 28 July 18]. 

Department for Education, 2011. Support and Aspiration a New Approach to 
Special Educational Needs and Disability [Online]. Norwich: TSO. Available 
from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/198141/Support_and_Aspiration_Green-Paper-SEN.pdf 
[Accessed 28 July 18]. 

Department for Work and Pensions, 2021. Family Resources Survey: financial 

year 2019 to 2020 [online]. Department for Work and Pensions. Available from: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/family-resources-survey-financial-

year-2019-to-2020/family-resources-survey-financial-year-2019-to-

2020#disability-1 [Accessed 25 August 2021].  

Disabled Student Sector Leadership Group, 2017. Inclusive Teaching and 
Learning in Higher Education as a route to Excellence [Online]. London: 
Department for Education. Available from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/587221/Inclusive_Teaching_and_Learning_in_Higher_Educa
tion_as_a_route_to-excellence.pdf [Accessed 22 December 2021].  

Education Policy Institute, 2018. Prevalence of mental health issues within the 
student-aged population [Online]. s.l.: Education Policy Institute. Available from: 
https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/prevalence-of-mental-health-issues-
within-the-student-aged-population/ [Accessed 12 March 2021]. 
 
Edwards, P.K., O'Mahoney, J. and Vincent, S., 2014. Studying organizations 
using critical realism: a practical guide. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Elder-Vass, D., 2010. Realist Critique without Ethical Naturalism and Moral 
Realism. Journal of critical realism, 9(1), pp.33–58. 
 
Equality Act 2010 [Online], c. 15. London: TSO. Available from: 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents [Accessed 02 Jan 
2022]. 
 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/198141/Support_and_Aspiration_Green-Paper-SEN.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/198141/Support_and_Aspiration_Green-Paper-SEN.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/family-resources-survey-financial-year-2019-to-2020/family-resources-survey-financial-year-2019-to-2020#disability-1
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/family-resources-survey-financial-year-2019-to-2020/family-resources-survey-financial-year-2019-to-2020#disability-1
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/family-resources-survey-financial-year-2019-to-2020/family-resources-survey-financial-year-2019-to-2020#disability-1
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/587221/Inclusive_Teaching_and_Learning_in_Higher_Education_as_a_route_to-excellence.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/587221/Inclusive_Teaching_and_Learning_in_Higher_Education_as_a_route_to-excellence.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/587221/Inclusive_Teaching_and_Learning_in_Higher_Education_as_a_route_to-excellence.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents


211 
 

Equality Challenge Unit. Available from: https://s3.eu-west-
2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-
manager/documents/lfhe/asset_images_docs/research_resources/research/mis
c/2011%20ECU%26LF%20-%20Enabling%20Equality%20-
Final.pdf_1572865893.pdf Accessed 25 August 2021.  
 
Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017. Being Disabled in Britain: A 
journey Less Equal [online]. Equality and Human Rights Commission. Available 
from: https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/being-disabled-in-
britain.pdf  Accessed 25 August 2021. 
 
Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2020. Disability Discrimination. 
Equality and Human Rights Commission. Available from: 
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/disability-
discrimination Accessed 25 August 2021. 
 
Evans, H.D., 2019. ‘Trial by fire’: forms of impairment disclosure and 
implications for disability identity. Disability & society, 34(5), pp. 726-746. 
 

Ewens, D., Nightingale, C., Law, C., Challenger, S., Byford, K., 2011. Enabling 
equality: furthering disability equality for staff in higher education [online]. 
London:  
 
Feely, M., 2016. Disability studies after the ontological turn: a return to the 
material world and material bodies without a return to essentialism. Disability 
and society, 31(7), pp.863–883. 
 
Ferlie, E., 1996. The new public management in action. Oxford: Oxford : 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Fine, M., and Glendinning, C., 2005. Dependence, independence or inter- 
dependence? Revisiting the concepts of care and dependency. Aging and 
Society, 25, pp. 601-621. 
 
Fletcher, A.J., 2017. Applying critical realism in qualitative research: 
methodology meets method. International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology, 20(2), pp. 181-195. 
 
Florian, L., Black-Hawkins, K., 2011. Exploring inclusive pedagogy. British 
educational research journal, 37(5), pp. 813-828. 
 
Fossey, E., 2017. Navigating the complexity of disability support in tertiary 
education: perspectives of students and disability service staff. International 
Journal of Inclusive Education, 21(8), pp. 822-833. 
 
Foucault, M., 1982. The Subject and Power. Critical Inquiry, 8(4), pp. 777-795. 
Frank, J., Gowar, N. and Naef, M., 2019. English Universities in 
Crisis.  Markets without Competition. Bristol: Bristol University Press. 
 

https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/lfhe/asset_images_docs/research_resources/research/misc/2011%20ECU%26LF%20-%20Enabling%20Equality%20-Final.pdf_1572865893.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/lfhe/asset_images_docs/research_resources/research/misc/2011%20ECU%26LF%20-%20Enabling%20Equality%20-Final.pdf_1572865893.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/lfhe/asset_images_docs/research_resources/research/misc/2011%20ECU%26LF%20-%20Enabling%20Equality%20-Final.pdf_1572865893.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/lfhe/asset_images_docs/research_resources/research/misc/2011%20ECU%26LF%20-%20Enabling%20Equality%20-Final.pdf_1572865893.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/lfhe/asset_images_docs/research_resources/research/misc/2011%20ECU%26LF%20-%20Enabling%20Equality%20-Final.pdf_1572865893.pdf
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/being-disabled-in-britain.pdf
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/being-disabled-in-britain.pdf
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/disability-discrimination
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/disability-discrimination


212 
 

Fraser, N. and Gordon, L., 1994. A Genealogy of Dependency: Tracing a 
Keyword of the U.S. Welfare State. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and 
Society, 19(2), pp. 309-336. 
 
Fricker, M., 2007. Epistemic injustice: power and the ethics of knowing. Oxford: 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Frosh, S., 2019. New Voices in Psychosocial Studies. Cham: Springer 
International Publishing. 
 

Gabel, S., Peters, S., 2004. Presage of a paradigm shift? Beyond the social 
model of disability toward resistance theories of disability. Disability and 
Society, 19(6), pp. 585-600. 
 

Gane, M., 2008. Foucault on Governmentality and Liberalism: The Birth of 
Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978—1979 by Michel Foucault, 
trans. Graham Burchell Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008, pp. 346 
Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1977— 1978 
by Michel Foucault, trans. Graham Burchell Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007, pp. 401. Theory, Culture & Society, 25(7-8), pp. 353-363. 
 
Garthwaite, K., 2011. The Language of Shirkers and Scroungers? Talking 
about Illness, Disability and Coalition Welfare Reform. Disability and 
Society, 26(3), pp. 369-372. 
 
Gibson, S., 2009. The effortful citizen: Discursive social psychology and 
welfare reform. Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 19(6), pp. 
393-410. 
 

Gillberg, C., 2020. The significance of crashing past gatekeepers of knowledge: 
Towards full participation of disabled scholars in ableist academic structures. In: 
Brown, N. and Leigh, J., eds. Ableism in Academia: Theorising experiences of 
disabilities and chronic illnesses in higher education. London: UCL Press, pp. 
11-30. 
 
Giroux, H.A., 2014. Neoliberalism's War on Higher Education. Chicago: 
Haymarket Books. 
 
Goffman, E., 1963. Stigma: notes on the management of spoiled 
identity. London: Penguin. 
 
Goodley, D., 2014. Dis/Ability Studies. Theorising Disablism and 
Ableism. London: Routledge. 
Goodley, D. and Roets, G., 2008. The (be)comings and goings of 
'developmental disabilities': the cultural politics of 'impairment'. Discourse 
(Abingdon, England), 29(2), pp. 239-255. 
 

Goodley, D., 2018. Understanding Disability: Biopsychology, Biopolitics, and an 
In-Between-All Politics. Adapted physical activity quarterly, 5(3), pp.308–319. 
 



213 
 

Gould, R., Harris, S.P., 2019. Higher Education and the ADA. An ADA 
Knowledge Translation Center Research Brief [Online]. Chicago: ADA National 
Network. Available from: https://adata.org/research_brief/higher-education-and-
ada#:~:text=ADA%20research%20brief%3A%20Higher%20education%20and
%20the%20ADA,ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center.%20ADA%20
Knowledge%20Translation%20Center [Accessed 20 January 2022]. 
 
Gray, D.., 2004. Doing research in the real world. London: SAGE. 
 
Gray, D., 2009. Doing research in the real world, 2nd ed. London: SAGE. 
 
Grech, S. and Soldatic, K., 2016. Disability in the global South: the critical 
handbook. Switzerland: Springer. 
 
Guest, G., Bunce, A., Johnson, L., 2006. How Many Interviews Are Enough? 
Field methods, 18(1), pp.59–82. 
 
Gustavsson, A., 2004. The role of theory in disability research ‐springboard or 
strait‐jacket? Scandinavian journal of disability research: SJDR, 6(1), pp.55–
70. 
 
Guthrie, S., Lichten, C., van Belle, J., Ball, S., Knack, A., and Hofman, J., 
2017. Understanding mental health in the research environment: A Rapid 
Evidence Assessment [Online]. Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation. 
Available 
from: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2022.html [Accessed 30 
July 18]. 
 
Gurvitch, G., 1964. The spectrum of social time. Netherlands: Springer. 
 
Harper, D., 2010. Dictionary.com [Online]. Online Etymology Dictionary. 
Available from: https://www.dictionary.com/browse/oppress [Accessed 29 July 
18]. 
 
Harvey, D., 2005. A brief history of neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
 
Harvey, J., 2018. Contemporary Social Theory as a Tool to Understand the 
Experiences of Disabled Students in Higher education. Social Inclusion, 6 (4), 
pp.107-115. 
 
Heike Boeltzig-Brown 2017. Disability and Career Services Provision for 
Students with Disabilities at Institutions of Higher Education in Japan: An 
Overview of Key Legislation, Policies, and Practices. Journal of Postsecondary 
Education and Disability, 30(1), 61-81. 
 
Higher Education and Research Act 2017 [Online], c. 29. London: TSO. 
Available from: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/29/contents/enacted 
[Accessed 02 Jan 2022]. 
 

https://adata.org/research_brief/higher-education-and-ada#:~:text=ADA%20research%20brief%3A%20Higher%20education%20and%20the%20ADA,ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center.%20ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center
https://adata.org/research_brief/higher-education-and-ada#:~:text=ADA%20research%20brief%3A%20Higher%20education%20and%20the%20ADA,ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center.%20ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center
https://adata.org/research_brief/higher-education-and-ada#:~:text=ADA%20research%20brief%3A%20Higher%20education%20and%20the%20ADA,ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center.%20ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center
https://adata.org/research_brief/higher-education-and-ada#:~:text=ADA%20research%20brief%3A%20Higher%20education%20and%20the%20ADA,ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center.%20ADA%20Knowledge%20Translation%20Center
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2022.html
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/oppress
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/29/contents/enacted


214 
 

Higher Education Statistics Agency 2021c. Staff 2020/21 [online]. s.l.: Higher 
Education Statistics Agency. Available from: 
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/collection/c20025/a/disable [Accessed 25 august 2021]. 
 
Higher Education Statistics Agency 2021a. Table 5 HE academic staff by 
disability and academic employment function 2014/15 to 2019/20 [online]. s.l.: 
Higher Education Statistics Agency. Available from: 
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/staff/table-5  Accessed 25 August 
2021. 
 
Higher Education Statistics Agency 2021b. Who's studying in HE? [online]. s.l.: 
Higher Education Statistics Agency. Available from:  
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/whos-in-he#characteristics 
[Accessed 25 August 2021].  
 
Holmes, C., 2022. Report into the disabled students’ allowance [Online]. 
London: House for Lords. Available from: https://lordchrisholmes.com/wp-
content/uploads/2022/03/Lord-Holmes-DSA-Report.pdf Accessed 11 March 
2022. 
 
Hubble, S., Bolton, P., 2021. Support for disabled students in higher education 
in England. Briefing paper number 8716. 22 February 2022. London: UK 
Parliament. Available from: 
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8716/CBP-
8716.pdf [Accessed 03 March 2022]. 
 
Hughes, G., Panjawni, M., Tulcidas, P., Byrom, N., Dr., 2018. Student mental 
health: The role and experiences of academics (Rep.). Oxford: S. Minds. 
Available 
from: https://derby.openrepository.com/handle/10545/622114 [Accessed 12 
March 2021]. 
 
Hurst, R., 2005. Disabled Peoples’ International: Europe and the social model 
of disability [Online]. In: Barnes, C., and Mercer, G., eds. The Social Model of 
Disability: Europe and the Majority World. Leeds: University of Leeds. Available 
from:  https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-EMW-Chapter-5.pdf [Accessed: 18 
January 2022]. 
 
Israel, M., 2015. Research ethics and integrity for social scientists: beyond 
regulatory compliance, 2nd ed., Los Angeles: SAGE. 
 
Johnson, C., Rossiter, H., Cartmell, B., Domingos, M., Svanaes, S., 2019. 
Evaluation of Disabled Students' Allowances. IFF Research Report January 
2019 [Online]. s.l.: Department for Education. Available from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/at
tachment_data/file/915042/Evaluation_of_disabled_students_allowances.pdf  
[Accessed 07 Jan 2022]. 
 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/staff/table-5
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/whos-in-he#characteristics
https://lordchrisholmes.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Lord-Holmes-DSA-Report.pdf
https://lordchrisholmes.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Lord-Holmes-DSA-Report.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8716/CBP-8716.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8716/CBP-8716.pdf
https://derby.openrepository.com/handle/10545/622114
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-EMW-Chapter-5.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-EMW-Chapter-5.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/915042/Evaluation_of_disabled_students_allowances.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/915042/Evaluation_of_disabled_students_allowances.pdf


215 
 

Kendall, L., 2018. Supporting students with disabilities within a UK university: 
Lecturer perspectives. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 
55:6, 694-703. 
 
Kennelly, J., 2011. Citizen youth: culture, activism, and agency in a neoliberal 
era. 1st. ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 

Kermit, P.S., Holiman, S, 2018. Inclusion in Norwegian Higher Education: Deaf 
Students’ Experiences with Lecturers. Social Inclusion, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 
4, Pages 158-167. 
 
Klentz, R., 2020. Person-first or identity-first: the importance of language 
[Online]. s.l.: Disability Union. Available from: 
https://disabilityunion.co.uk/person-first-or-identity-first-the-importance-of-
language/. [Accessed 03 April 2022]. 
 
Koshy, P., Drane, C., Crawford, N., Brett, M., 2020. Submission to the 2020 
Review of the Disability Standards for Education 2005 [Online]. Perth: National 
Centre for student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE). Available from: 
https://www.dese.gov.au/disability-standards-education-2005/resources/final-
report-2020-review-disability-standards-education-2005. [Accessed 20 January 
2022]. 
 
Kruse, A.K., Oswal, S.K., 2018. Barriers to Higher Education for Students with 
Bipolar Disorder: A Critical Social Model Perspective. Social inclusion, 2018, 
Volume 6, Issue 4, pp.194–206. 
 

Langørgen, E., Kermit, P., Magnus, E., 2020. Gatekeeping in professional 
higher education in Norway: ambivalence among academic staff and 
placement supervisors towards students with disabilities. International journal 
of inclusive education, 24(6), pp.616–630. 
 
Lawson, A., Series, L., 2018. United Kingdom. In: Waddington, L., Lawson, A., 
eds. The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Practice: 
A Comparative Analysis of the Role of Courts. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
pp.417-466. 
 
Lewthwaite, S., 2014. Government cuts to Disabled Students' Allowances must 
be resisted. Disability and society, 29(7), pp.1159–1163. 
 
Likki, T. and Staerklé, C., 2015. Welfare Support in Europe: Interplay of 
Dependency Culture Beliefs and Meritocratic Contexts. International Journal of 
Public Opinion Research, 27(1), pp. 138-153. 
 
Locke, W., Whitchurch, C., Smith, H., Mazenod, A., 2016. Shifting landscapes. 
Meeting the staff development needs of the changing academic workforce 
[Online]. York: Higher Education Academy. Available from:    
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/shifting_landscapes_1.pdf [Accesse
d 07 Jan 2022].  
 

https://disabilityunion.co.uk/person-first-or-identity-first-the-importance-of-language/
https://disabilityunion.co.uk/person-first-or-identity-first-the-importance-of-language/
https://www.dese.gov.au/disability-standards-education-2005/resources/final-report-2020-review-disability-standards-education-2005
https://www.dese.gov.au/disability-standards-education-2005/resources/final-report-2020-review-disability-standards-education-2005
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/shifting_landscapes_1.pdf


216 
 

Lopes, A., and Dewan, I.A., 2015. Precarious Pedagogies? The Impact of 
Casual and Zero-Hour Contracts in Higher Education. Journal of Feminist 
Scholarship, 7 (8), pp. 28-42. 
 
Lopez, J., Potter, G., 2005. After postmodernism: an introduction to critical 
realism. London: Continuum. 
 
Lopez-Gavira, R., Orozco, I., Doménech, A. (2021). Is pedagogical training an 
essential requirement for inclusive education? The case of faculty members in 
the area of Social and Legal Sciences in Spain. PloS One, 16(7), e0254250. 
 

Lord, J., Stein, M.A., 2018. Pursuing Inclusive Higher Education in Egypt and 
Beyond through the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In 
Social Inclusion 6 (4), pp.230-240. 
 
Machado-Taylor, M.D.L., Soares, V.M., Teichler, U., 2017. Challenges and 
Options: The Academic Profession in Europe. Cham: Springer International 
Publishing. 
 
Machin, R., 2017. Made to measure? An analysis of the transition from 
Disability Living Allowance to Personal Independence Payment. Journal of 
Social Welfare and Family Law, 39(4), pp. 435-453. 
 
Madriaga, M., 2010. ‘I avoid pubs and the student union like the plague’: 
Students with Asperger Syndrome and their negotiation of university 
spaces. Children's geographies, 8(1), pp. 39-50. 
 
Maguire, D., Dale, L. and Pauli, M., 2020. Learning  and 
teaching  reimagined  A new dawn for  higher education? Bristol: Jisc. 
Available from: https://repository.jisc.ac.uk/8150/1/learning-and-teaching-
reimagined-a-new-dawn-for-higher-education.pdf [Accessed 28 June 2021]. 
 
Majoko, T., 2018. Participation in higher education: Voices of students with 
disabilities. Cogent education, 5(1). 
 
Mariskind, C., 2014. Teachers' care in higher education: contesting gendered 
constructions. Gender and education, 26(3), pp.306–320. 
 
McCaig, C., 2016. The retreat from widening participation? The National 
Scholarship Programme and new access agreements in English higher 
education. Studies in Higher Education, 41(2), pp. 215-231. 
 
McCaig, C., 2015. The impact of the changing English higher education 
marketplace on widening participation and fair access: evidence from a 
discourse analysis of access agreements. Widening participation and lifelong 
learning, 17(1), pp.5–22. 
 
McLean, M., 2006. Pedagogy and the University. London: Continuum 
international publishing Group. 
 

https://repository.jisc.ac.uk/8150/1/learning-and-teaching-reimagined-a-new-dawn-for-higher-education.pdf
https://repository.jisc.ac.uk/8150/1/learning-and-teaching-reimagined-a-new-dawn-for-higher-education.pdf


217 
 

McMillan, A. and McLean, I., 2009. The concise Oxford dictionary of 
politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
McVey, E., 2012. Oral statement on Personal Independence Payment [Online]. 
s.l.: UK Government. Available from: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/oral-statement-on-personal-
independence-payment [Accessed 28 July 18]. 
 
Medina, J., 2017. Varieties of Hermeneutical Injustice 1. In Kidd, j., Medina, J., 
Pohlhaus, G., The Routledge Handbook of Epistemic Injustice. London: 
Routledge, pp. 41–52. 
 
Megoran, N., Mason, O., 2020. Second Class Academic Citizens: The 
dehumanising effects of casualisation in higher education. London: University 
and College Union. Available from: 
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10681/Second-class-academic-citizens-Jan-
20/pdf/2nd_class_citizens_HE_cas_report_Jan20.pdf [Accessed 01 April 2021]. 
 
Mercer, G., 2004. From Critique to Practice: emancipatory disability research. 
In: Barnes, C., Mercer, G., eds. Implementing the Social Model of Disability: 
Theory and Research [Online]. Leeds: The Disability Press, pp. 118-137. 
Available from: https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-
chapter-8.pdf [Accessed 20 January 2022].  
 
Mertens, D.M., 2007. Transformative Paradigm. Journal of Mixed Methods 
Research, 1(3), pp. 212-225. 
 
Mertens, D.M., 2010a. Social Transformation and Evaluation. Evaluation 
Journal of Australasia, 10(2), pp. 3-10. 
 
Mertens, D.M., 2010b. Philosophy in mixed methods teaching: The 
transformative paradigm as illustration. International Journal of Multiple 
Research Approaches, 4(1), pp. 9-19. 
 
Mertens, D.M., 2012. Transformative Mixed Methods: Addressing 
Inequities. American Behavioral Scientist, 56(6), pp. 802-814. 
 
Mertens, D.M., 2017. Transformative research: personal and 
societal. International Journal for Transformative Research, 4(1), pp. 18-25. 
 
Miller, R.A., Wynn, R.D. and Webb, K.W., 2017. Complicating “Coming Out” 
Disclosing Disability, Gender, and Sexuality in Higher Education. In: 
Kershbaum, S.L., Eisenman, L.T. and Jones, J.M., eds. Negotiating disability: 
disclosure and higher education [Online]. Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of 
Michigan Press, pp. 115-134. Available from: 
https://www.fulcrum.org/epubs_access/nv935367k?locale=en#/6/8[Title]!/4/2/2[
piii]/1:0  [Accessed 22 December 2021]. 
 

https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-8.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-8.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-8.pdf
https://www.fulcrum.org/epubs_access/nv935367k?locale=en#/6/8[Title]!/4/2/2[piii]/1:0
https://www.fulcrum.org/epubs_access/nv935367k?locale=en#/6/8[Title]!/4/2/2[piii]/1:0


218 
 

Miller, R.A., Wynn, R.D. and Webb, K.W., 2019. “This really interesting juggling 
act”: How university students manage disability/queer identity disclosure and 
visibility. Journal of diversity in higher education, 12(4), pp. 307-318. 
 
Millward, C., 2019. Supporting disabled students to succeed [Online]. s.l.: 
Disabled Students’ Commission. Available from: 
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/blog/supporting-
disabled-students-to-succeed/ [Accessed 24 January 2022]. 
 
Mingers, J., 2014. Systems thinking, critical realism, and philosophy: a 
confluence of ideas. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 
 
Mladenov, T., 2015. Neoliberalism, postsocialism, disability. Disability and 
Society, 30(3), pp. 445-460. 
 
Moriña Díez, A., López, R.G. and Molina, V.M., 2015. Students with disabilities 
in higher education: a biographical-narrative approach to the role of 
lecturers. Higher education research and development, 34(1), pp. 147-159. 
 
Moriña, A., Morgado, B., 2018. University surroundings and infrastructures that 
are accessible and inclusive for all: listening to students with disabilities. 
Journal of further and higher education, 42(1), pp.13–23. 
 
Moriña, A., Orozco, I. (2021). Spanish faculty members speak out: Barriers and 
aids for students with disabilities at university. Disability & Society, 36(2), 159–
178. 
 
Mutanga, O., 2018. Inclusion of Students with Disabilities in South African 
Higher Education. International journal of disability, development, and 
education, 65(2), pp.229–242. 
 
Nett, C., 2021. Negotiating agency: disability activism in Uganda between local 
contexts and global influences. Disability and society, pp.1–25. 
 
Newman, S., Jahdi, K., 2009. Marketisation of education: marketing, rhetoric 
and reality. Journal of further and higher education, 33(1), pp.1–11. 

Norwich, B., 2013. Addressing Tensions and Dilemmas in Inclusive 
Education. New York: Routledge. 

Office for Disability Issues, 2011. Equality Act 2010 Guidance. Guidance on 
matters to be taken into account in determining questions relating to the 
definition of disability [Online]. London: HM Government. Available from: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/570382/Equality_Act_2010-disability_definition.pdf [Accessed 
22 January 2022]. 
 
Office for Students, 2018. Regulatory Advice 6 Good practice advice on the 
preparation of access and participation plans for 2019-20 [Online]. s.l.: Office 
for Students. Available from: 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/blog/supporting-disabled-students-to-succeed/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/blog/supporting-disabled-students-to-succeed/


219 
 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/1105/ofs2018_06.pdf [Accessed 29 
July 18]. 
 
Office for Students, 2019a. Beyond the bare minimum. Are universities and 
colleges doing enough for disabled students? Insight 4, October 2019 [Online]. 
s.l.: Office for Students. Available from:  
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/1a263fd6-b20a-4ac7-b268-
0bbaa0c153a2/beyond-the-bare-minimum-are-universities-and-colleges-doing-
enough-for-disabled-students.pdf [Accessed 22 December 2021]. 
 
Office for Students, 2019. Office for Students’ value for money strategy 2019 to 
2021 [Online]. OfS 2019.38. s.l.: Office for Students. Available from: 
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/value-for-money-strategy/ 
[Accessed 19 January 2022]. 
 
Office for Students, 2020a. Access and Participation Plans [Online]. s.l.:Office 
for Students. Available from: https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-
guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/access-and-participation-plans/ 
[Accessed 01 April 2021]. 
 
Office for Students, 2021. Differences in student Outcomes [Online]. s.l.: Office 
for students. Available from: https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-
analysis/differences-in-student-outcomes/disability/ [Accessed 8 March 2022]. 
 
Office for Students, 2020b. Effective Practice Advice [Online]. s.l.:Office for 
Students. Available from: https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-
guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/effective-practice/disabled-
students/advice/ [Accessed 04 April  2021]. 
 
Oliver, M., 1990. The politics of disablement. Hampshire: Macmillan Education. 
 
Oliver, M., 1992. Changing the Social Relations of Research 
Production? Disability, Handicap and Society, 7(2), pp. 101 - 114. 
Oliver, M., 1997. Emancipatory Research: Realistic goal or impossible dream? 
in Barnes, C., Mercer, G., eds. Doing Disability Research. Leeds, The Disability 
Press, pp. 15- 31. Available from: https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-Chapter-2.pdf [Accessed 20 January 
2022]. 
 
Oliver, M., 2013. The social model of disability: thirty years on. Disability and 
Society, 28(7), pp. 1024-1027. 
 
Oliver, M., Barnes, C., 2012. The New Politics of Disablement. 2nd ed. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
O’Sullivan, K., Byrne, D., Robson, J. and Winters, N., 2019. Who Goes to 
College via Access Routes? A Comparative Study of Widening 
Participation Admission in Selective Universities in Ireland and England. Social 
Inclusion, 7(1), pp. 38-51. 
 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/1a263fd6-b20a-4ac7-b268-0bbaa0c153a2/beyond-the-bare-minimum-are-universities-and-colleges-doing-enough-for-disabled-students.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/1a263fd6-b20a-4ac7-b268-0bbaa0c153a2/beyond-the-bare-minimum-are-universities-and-colleges-doing-enough-for-disabled-students.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/1a263fd6-b20a-4ac7-b268-0bbaa0c153a2/beyond-the-bare-minimum-are-universities-and-colleges-doing-enough-for-disabled-students.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/value-for-money-strategy/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/differences-in-student-outcomes/disability/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/differences-in-student-outcomes/disability/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/effective-practice/disabled-students/advice/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/effective-practice/disabled-students/advice/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/effective-practice/disabled-students/advice/
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-Chapter-2.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-Chapter-2.pdf


220 
 

Owens, J., 2015. Exploring the critiques of the social model of disability: the 
transformative possibility of Arendt's notion of power. Sociology of Health & 
Illness, 37(3), pp. 385-403. 
 
Peers, C., 2015. What is ' Human' in Human Capital Theory? Marking a 
transition from industrial to postindustrial education. Open Review of 
Educational Research, 2(1), pp. 55-78. 
 
Peters, M., 2007. Foucault, biopolitics and the birth of neoliberalism. Critical 
Studies in Education, 48(2), pp. 165-178. 
 
Peters, K., 2021. The Introduction of Higher Education. In: Branch, J., 
Christiansen, B., The Marketisation of higher education. Concepts and 
criticisms. Cham, Switzerland: Springer Nature. 
 
Quarmby, K., 2011. Scapegoat. Why we are Failing Disabled People. London: 
Portobello Books. 
 
Raaper, R., 2018. Students’ unions and consumerist policy discourses in 
English higher education. Critical Studies in Education, pp. 1-17. 
 
Rabinow, P., 1984. The Foucault Reader. An Introduction to Foucault's 
Thought. London: Penguin Books. 
 
Reeve, D., 2012. Psycho-Emotional Disablism, The Missing Link? In: N. 
Watson, A. Roulstone and C. Thomas, eds. Routledge Handbook of Disability 
Studies. London: Taylor and Francis.  
 
Reyes, J. I., Meneses, J., Melián, E. (2021). A systematic review of academic 
interventions for students with disabilities in Online Higher Education. 
European Journal of Special Needs Education, 1–18. 37(4), pp. 569-586. 
 
Riddell, S., Tinklin, T. and Wilson, A., 2005. New Labour, Social Justice and 
Disabled Students in Higher Education. British Educational Research 
Journal, 31(5), pp. 623-643. 
 
Riddle, C., 2013. Defining disability: metaphysical not political. Medicine, 
Health Care and Philosophy, 16, pp. 377-384. 
 
Perrin, A.-L., Jury, M., Desombre, C., 2021. Are teachers’ personal values 
related to their attitudes toward inclusive education? A correlational study. 
Social psychology of education, 24(4), pp.1085–1104. 
 
Roberts, P., and Hou, E., 2016. The best education money can buy? Disabled 
university students and the Equality Act 2010. International Journal of 
Discrimination and the Law, 16(2-3), pp. 143-160. 
 
Roccas, S., Sagiv, L., 2017. What personal values are and what they are not: 
Taking a cross-cultural perspective. In Roccas, S., Sagiv, L., eds. Values and 
Behaviour. Switzerland: Springer International Publishing. 



221 
 

 
Roccas, S., Sagiv, L., Navon, M., 2017. Methodological issues in studying 
personal values. In Roccas, S., Sagiv, L., eds. Values and Behaviour. 
Switzerland: Springer International Publishing. 
 
Rodger, J., Wilson, P., Roberts, H., Roulstone, A., Campbell, T., 2015. Support 
for Higher Education Students with Specific Learning Difficulties. Report to 
HEFCE. Leeds: York Consulting. Available from: 
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/23654/1/HEFCE2015_spld.pdf [Accessed 23 January 
2022].  
 
Romm, N.R.A., 2015. Reviewing the Transformative Paradigm: A Critical 
Systemic and Relational (Indigenous) Lens. Systemic Practice and Action 
Research, 28, pp. 411-427. 
 
Rose, N., 1999. Powers of freedom : reframing political thought. Cambridge and 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Roth, D., Pure, T., Rabinowitz, S., Kaufman-Scarborough, C., 2018. Disability 
Awareness, Training, and Empowerment: A New Paradigm for Raising 
Disability Awareness on a University Campus for Faculty, Staff, and Students. 
Social Inclusion, 6 (4), pp.116-124. 
 
Sayer, R.A., 1992. Method in social science: a realist approach. 2nd ed., 
London: Routledge. 
 
Sayer, A., 2011. Why things matter to people. Social Science, values and 
ethical life. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Schwartz, S.H., 1992. Universals in the Content and Structure of Values: 
Theoretical Advances and Empirical Tests in 20 Countries. Advances in 
Experimental Social Psychology, 25, pp.1–65. 
 
Schwartz, S.H., 2017. The refined theory of basic values. In Roccas, S., Sagiv, 
L., eds. Values and Behaviour. Switzerland: Springer International Publishing. 
 
Scott, W.R., 2014. Institutions and Organizations: Ideas, Interests, and 
Identities. 4th ed. Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE. 
Shakespeare, T., 2000. Help (Imagining Welfare). Birmingham: Venture Press. 
 
Seary, K., Willans, J., 2020. Pastoral Care and the Caring Teacher: Value 
Adding to Enabling Education. Student success, 11(1), pp.12–21. 
 
Shakespeare, T., 2004. The Social Model of Disability [Online]. 
s.l:Academia.edu. Available from: 
http://www.academia.edu/5144537/The_social_model_of_disability [Accessed 
23 January 2022]. 
 
Shakespeare, T., 2014. Disability Rights and Wrongs Revisited [Kindle 
version]. 2nd ed. Oxford: Routledge. 

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/23654/1/HEFCE2015_spld.pdf


222 
 

 
Shakespeare, T., 2018. Disability: The basics [Kindle version]. Oxford: 
Routledge. 
 
Shakespeare, T., Watson, N. and Alghaib, O.A., 2017. Blaming the victim, all 
over again: Waddell and Aylward’s biopsychosocial (BPS) model of disability. 
Critical social policy, 37(1), pp.22–41. 
 
Shipway, B., 2011. A Critical Realist Perspective of Education. London: 
Routledge. 
 
Shotwell, A., 2017. Forms of knowing and Epistemic Resources. Milton: 
Routledge. 
 
Skukauskaite, A., 2014. Transcribing as Analysis: Logic-in Use in 
Entextualizing Interview Conversations [Online]. In SAGE Research Methods 
Cases, London: SAGE. Available from: 
https://methods.sagepub.com/case/transcribing-analysis-logic-use-
entextualizing-interview-conversations, [Accessed 20 January 2022]. 
 
Smith, J.A., Flowers, P., Larkin, M., 2012. Interpretive Phenomenological 
Analysis. Theory, Method and Research. 2nd ed., Los Angeles: SAGE. 
 
Springer, S., 2012. Neoliberalism as discourse: between Foucauldian political 
economy and Marxian poststructuralism. Critical Discourse Studies, 9(2), pp. 
133-147. 
 
Stake, R., 1995. The Art of Case Study Research. Thousand Oaks: SAGE. 
 
Stein, M.A., 2007. Disability Human Rights. California Law Review, 95 (1), pp. 
75-121. 
 
Stewart, D.W., Shamdasani, P.N., Rook, D.W., 2007. Focus groups: theory 
and practice. 2nd ed., Thousand Oaks: SAGE. 
 
Student Finance England, 2020. Help if you're a student with a learning 
difficulty, health problem or disability [Online]. s.l.: UK Government. Available 
from: https://www.gov.uk/disabled-students-allowances-dsas/print [Accessed 
2/09/2020]. 
Sugarman, J. and Thrift, E., 2017. Neoliberalism and the Psychology of 
Time. Journal of Humanistic Psychology, p. 002216781771668. 
 
Swain, J., French, S., Cameron, C., 2003. Controversial issues in a disabling 
society. Buckingham: Buckingham Open University Press. 
 
Thariq, M.G., Munasinghe, H.P., Abeysekara, J.D., 2010. Designing chairs with 
mounted desktop for university students: Ergonomics and comfort. 
International journal of industrial ergonomics, 40(1), pp.8–18. 
 
Taylor, M., Turnbull, Y., Bleasdale, J., Francis, H. and Forsyth, H., 2016.  

https://methods.sagepub.com/case/transcribing-analysis-logic-use-entextualizing-interview-conversations
https://methods.sagepub.com/case/transcribing-analysis-logic-use-entextualizing-interview-conversations
https://www.gov.uk/disabled-students-allowances-dsas/print


223 
 

 
Transforming support for students with disabilities in UK Higher 
Education. Support for Learning, 31(4), pp. 367-384. 
 
Terzi, L., 2004. The Social Model of Disability: A Philosophical Critique. Journal 
of Applied Philosophy, 21(2), pp. 141-157. 
 
Thomas, C., 1999. Female Forms. Experiencing and Understanding Disability. 
Buckingham: Open University Press.  
 
Tomlinson, M., 2017. Student Engagement: Towards A Critical Policy 
Sociology. Higher Education Policy, 30(1), pp. 35-52. 
 
Tregaskis, C., 2002. Social Model Theory: The story so far. Disability & 
Society, 17(4), pp. 457-470. 
 
The Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) (No.2) 
Accessibility Regulations 2018 [Online], number 952, United Kingdom: HMSO. 
Available from https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2018/952/contents/made 
[Accessed 22 December 2021]. 
 
UCAS, 2019. UCAS End of Cycle Report 2019 Chapter 6: Widening Access 
and Participation [Online]. Cheltenham: UCAS. Available 
from: https://www.ucas.com/file/292716/download?token=Q9ctjA-F  [Accessed 
04 August 2021]. 
 
UK Government, n.d. Definition of disability under the Equality Act 2010 
[Online]. s.l.: UK Government. Available from: https://www.gov.uk/definition-of-
disability-under-equality-act-2010. [Accessed: 18 January 2022]. 
 
UK Government, 2021. Help if you're a student with a learning difficulty, health 
problem or disability. How to Apply [Online]. s.l.: UK Government. Available 
from: https://www.gov.uk/disabled-students-allowance-dsa/how-to-
claim [Accessed 07 Jan 2022]. 
 
Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation, 1976. Aims and Policy 
Statement [Online]. s.l.: Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation. 
Available from: https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/sites/40/library/UPIAS-UPIAS.pdf [Accessed 23 January 2022]. 
 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2017. 
Concluding observations on the initial report of the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland** [Online]. CRPD/C/GBR/CO/1*, New York: United 
Nations. 
Available from: https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/CRPD/C/GBR/CO/1 
[Accessed 18 January 2022]. 
 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2018. 
General comment No. 6 (2018) on equality and non-discrimination [Online]. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2018/952/contents/made
https://www.ucas.com/file/292716/download?token=Q9ctjA-F
https://www.gov.uk/definition-of-disability-under-equality-act-2010
https://www.gov.uk/definition-of-disability-under-equality-act-2010
https://www.gov.uk/disabled-students-allowance-dsa/how-to-claim
https://www.gov.uk/disabled-students-allowance-dsa/how-to-claim
https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/CRPD/C/GBR/CO/1


224 
 

CRPD/C/GC/6. New York: United Nations. Available from: 
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1626976 [Accessed: 18 January 2022]. 
 

United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2020. 
Inquiry concerning Hungary under article 6 of the Optional Protocol to the 
Convention [Online]. CRPD/C/HUN/IR/1. New York: United Nations. 
Available from: 
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FP
PRiCAqhKb7yhsmg8z0DXeL2x2%2FDmZ9jKJskcOPORsTebSnOJ4Cd0WGY
L2TRl9Mj9TFm8%2B6vdTpXIiWRi4jazyDcI1TkNMlxua0imYcblMrwFj9gXpUkX
%2BH%2Bv 
[Accessed 28 January 2022]. 
 
United Nations, 2022. Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability 
(CRPD)[Online]. New York: United Nations. Available from: 
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-
persons-with-disabilities.html [Accessed 18 January 2022]. 
 
United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), 2006. 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [Online]. A/61/611, New 
York: United Nations. Available from: 
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/rights/convtexte.htm [Accessed 18 
January 2022]. 
 
Universal Design for Learning Partnership, 2017. Universal Design for 
Learning. A Best Practice Guideline [online]. Ireland: AHEAD. Available 
from: https://nadp-uk.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/UDLL-Best-Practice-
Guidleines.pdf [Accessed 23 January 2022]. 
 
University and College Union, 2012. Disclosing a Disability [Online].  London: 
UCU. Available from https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/5445/Disclosing-a-disability-
UCU-guidance/pdf/Disclosing_a_disability.pdf [Accessed 23 January 2022]. 
 
University and College Union, 2016. Precarious work in higher 
education. [Online]. London: University and College Union. Available from: 
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/8384/Precarious-work-in-higher-education-
November-2016-update/pdf/ucu_precariouscontracts_hereport_nov16_.pdf 
[Accessed 23 January 2022]. 
 
University and College Union, 2018. Precarious education: how much 
university teaching is being delivered by hourly-paid academics? [Online]. 
London: University and College Union. Available from: 
http://www.ucu.org.uk/media/9258/uni-teaching-by-hp-staff-march-
2018/pdf/uniteachingbyhpstaffmarch2018 [Accessed 23 January 2022]. 
 
Van Hove, G., Schippers, A., Bakker, M., 2018. Editorial: Students with 
Disabilities in Higher Education. Social Inclusion, 6 (4), pp.103 -106. 
 
Vincent, L., Chiwandire, D., 2017. Wheelchair users, access and exclusion in 
South African higher education. African journal of disability, 6(1), pp.1–9. 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1626976
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsmg8z0DXeL2x2%2FDmZ9jKJskcOPORsTebSnOJ4Cd0WGYL2TRl9Mj9TFm8%2B6vdTpXIiWRi4jazyDcI1TkNMlxua0imYcblMrwFj9gXpUkX%2BH%2Bv
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsmg8z0DXeL2x2%2FDmZ9jKJskcOPORsTebSnOJ4Cd0WGYL2TRl9Mj9TFm8%2B6vdTpXIiWRi4jazyDcI1TkNMlxua0imYcblMrwFj9gXpUkX%2BH%2Bv
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsmg8z0DXeL2x2%2FDmZ9jKJskcOPORsTebSnOJ4Cd0WGYL2TRl9Mj9TFm8%2B6vdTpXIiWRi4jazyDcI1TkNMlxua0imYcblMrwFj9gXpUkX%2BH%2Bv
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsmg8z0DXeL2x2%2FDmZ9jKJskcOPORsTebSnOJ4Cd0WGYL2TRl9Mj9TFm8%2B6vdTpXIiWRi4jazyDcI1TkNMlxua0imYcblMrwFj9gXpUkX%2BH%2Bv
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/rights/convtexte.htm
https://nadp-uk.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/UDLL-Best-Practice-Guidleines.pdf
https://nadp-uk.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/UDLL-Best-Practice-Guidleines.pdf
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/5445/Disclosing-a-disability-UCU-guidance/pdf/Disclosing_a_disability.pdf
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/5445/Disclosing-a-disability-UCU-guidance/pdf/Disclosing_a_disability.pdf


225 
 

 
Vorhaus, J., 2007. Disability, Dependency and Indebtedness? Journal of 
Philosophy of Education, 41(1), pp. 29-44. 
 
Waddington, L., Broderick, A., 2018. Combatting disability discrimination and 
realising equality A comparison of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities and EU equality and non-discrimination law [Online]. Brussels: 
European Commission. Available from: 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/combatting_disabiliy_discrimination.
pdf [Accessed 18 January 2022]. 
 
Wardrop, A., Hutchings, M., Collins, B., Eccles, S., Heaslip, V., Hunt, C., 
Pritchard, C., 2016. Troubling ideas for widening participation: how higher 
education institutions in England engage with research in their access 
agreements. Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning, 18(2), pp. 84-111. 
 
Waring, M., 2013. All in this together? HRM and the individualisation of the 
academic worker. Higher education policy, 26(3), pp. 397-419. 
 
Warren, C.A.B., 2011. Qualitative Interviewing. In Gubrium, J.F., Holstein, J.A., 
Handbook of Interview Research, Context and Method [Online]. eds., 
s.l.:SAGE. Available from: https://methods.sagepub.com/book/handbook-of-
interview-research, [Accessed 20 January 2022]. 
Webb, J., 2002. Understanding Bourdieu. New.South.Wales: Allen and Unwin. 
 
Wilkin, D., 1987. Conceptual problems in dependency research. Social Science 
and Medicine, 24(10), pp. 867-873. 
 
Willetts, D., 2014. Higher education: student support: changes to Disabled 
Students' Allowances (DSA) [Online]. Great Britain: Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills. Available 
from: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/higher-education-student-
support-changes-to-disabled-students-allowances-dsa [Accessed 01 April 
2021]. 
 
Williams, M., Coare, P., Marvell, R., Pollard, E., Houghton, A., Anderson, J., 
2015. Understanding provision for students with mental health problems and 
intensive support needs. Report to HEFCE. Brighton: Institute for Employment 
Studies. Available from: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/23655/1/HEFCE2015_mh.pdf 
[Accessed 23 January 2022]. 
 
Williams, M., Pollard, E., Langley, J., Houghton, A., Zozimo, J., 2017. Models 
of support for students with disabilities. Report to HEFCE. [Online]. Lancaster: 
IES and REAP. Available 
from: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/30436/1/modelsofsupport.pdf [Accessed 23 
January 2022]. 
 
Williams, M., Pollard, E., Takala, H., Houghton, A., 2019. Review of Support for 
Disabled Students in Higher Education in England. Report to the Office for 
Students by the Institute for Employment Studies and Researching Equity, 

https://methods.sagepub.com/book/handbook-of-interview-research
https://methods.sagepub.com/book/handbook-of-interview-research
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/higher-education-student-support-changes-to-disabled-students-allowances-dsa
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/higher-education-student-support-changes-to-disabled-students-allowances-dsa


226 
 

Access and Participation. [Online]. Brighton: IES and REAP. Available 
from: https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/a8152716-870b-47f2-8045-
fc30e8e599e5/review-of-support-for-disabled-students-in-higher-education-in-
england.pdf [Accessed 16 February 2021]. 
 
Wilson, L., Martin, N., 2017. Disabled Student Support for England in 2017. 
How did we get here and where are we going? A brief history, commentary on 
current context and reflection on possible future directions. The Journal of 
Inclusive Practice in Further and Higher Education, Winter 2017(9.1), pp. 6 - 23. 
 
Wood, T., 2017. Rhetorical disclosures. The stakes of disability identity in higher 
education. In: Kershbaum, S.L., Eisenman, L.T. and Jones, J.M., eds. 
Negotiating disability: disclosure and higher education [Online]. Ann Arbor, 
Michigan: University of Michigan Press, pp.75-91. Available from: 
https://www.fulcrum.org/epubs_access/nv935367k?locale=en#/6/8[Title]!/4/2/2[
piii]/1:0 [Accessed 22 December 2021]. 
 
World Bank, 2021. World Bank Country and Lending Groups [Online]. s.l.: 
World Bank Group.  Available from: 
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-
bank-country-and-lending-groups [Accessed 20 January 2022]. 
 
World Health Organisation, 2002. Towards a Common Language for 
Functioning, Disability and Health ICF. The International Classification of 
Functioning, Disability and Health [Online]. Geneva: World Health Organisation. 
Available from: 
http://www.who.int/classifications/icf/training/icfbeginnersguide.pdf [Accessed 
29 July 18]. 
 
World Health Organisation, 2013. Interprofessional Collaborative Practice in 
Primary Health Care: Nursing and Midwifery Perspectives. Six Case Studies 
[Online]. Geneva: World Health Organisation. Available from: 
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241505857. [Accessed 30 January 
2022]. 
 
World Health Organisation, 2015. WHO Action plan 2014-2021. Better Health 
for all people with disability [Online]. Geneva: World Health Organisation. 
Available from: https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/who-global-disability-
action-plan-2014-2021 [Accessed 30 January 2022]. 
 
Yssel, N., Pak, N. and Beilke, J., 2016. A Door Must Be Opened: Perceptions of 

Students with Disabilities in Higher Education. International journal of disability, 

development, and education, 63(3), pp.384–394.  

Zaussinger, S., Terzieva, B., 2010.  Fear of Stigmatisation among Students with 
Disabilities in Austria. Social Inclusion, 6 (4), pp.182-193. 
 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/a8152716-870b-47f2-8045-fc30e8e599e5/review-of-support-for-disabled-students-in-higher-education-in-england.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/a8152716-870b-47f2-8045-fc30e8e599e5/review-of-support-for-disabled-students-in-higher-education-in-england.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/a8152716-870b-47f2-8045-fc30e8e599e5/review-of-support-for-disabled-students-in-higher-education-in-england.pdf
https://www.fulcrum.org/epubs_access/nv935367k?locale=en#/6/8[Title]!/4/2/2[piii]/1:0
https://www.fulcrum.org/epubs_access/nv935367k?locale=en#/6/8[Title]!/4/2/2[piii]/1:0
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-groups
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-groups
http://www.who.int/classifications/icf/training/icfbeginnersguide.pdf
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241505857
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/who-global-disability-action-plan-2014-2021
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/who-global-disability-action-plan-2014-2021


227 
 

Appendices 
Appendix A. Interview Proforma 

 

Welcome and thanks 

Introductions: check we have signed consents etc. 

Switch recording on. 

Background to participants: ask participants to introduce themselves. 

• What is your role in higher education? (seniority of role, administrative 
roles, responsibilities) 

• How long have you been teaching? Here and elsewhere.  

• How many students do you teach/supervise/support at the moment? 

• Do you oversee any staff? How many? 
 

1. Experience of disability 
Please could you describe the extent of your contact with disabled 

students? 

• How many students in a year do you encounter with disabilities? 

• What types of impairments do/did they have? 

• Have you noticed a change in the number of students who have 
disabilities or a change in the type of impairments? Any gender 
diff? 

• How did/would you find out about students’ disabilities? 

• Do you have many students who self-declare? Are there any 
pinch points during the year? 

 

Responsibilities and Impact 

2. Please could you describe your responsibilities for supporting 
disabled students? 

• Have your responsibilities changed in recent years? 

• How much are the responsibilities part of your contract? 

• How much time do you spend supporting disabled students? Does 
this impact on your other work? (How?). 

• Does it impact you personally? (How does it make you feel?). 

• Where would you go for emotional support for yourself if you 
needed it? 

• What does the institution do to support staff who might need it? 

• Are there any positive aspects to working with disabled students? 

 

3. Anticipatory responsibilities 
How confident do you feel in recognising when one of your 

students might have an impairment or difficulty? 

• Can you think of any examples of this happening? (Can you 
describe what happened?) 

• What did /would you do if you suspected there might be a 
problem? 
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• Do you know if there is a process in the university? Do you think 
the process works? Can you think of how it might be improved? 

 

4. Teaching practice and reasonable adjustments 
Do you make any changes to your teaching practice for disabled 

students? 

• What pedagogical and curriculum adjustments have you made to 
accommodate disabled students? 
i.e. What tools do you regularly use if any? 

• Have these changed over time? 

• What tools work well? Why? 

• What tools do you not like using? Why? 

• Are there any that you think should be provided but aren’t? 
 

5. Working with student services 
Could you describe your involvement with student services? 

• When would you contact them? 

• What do you expect from them? Do they meet your expectations? 

• How could they do things differently? 

• Please could you describe where your responsibilities stop and 
the responsibility of student services starts? 
 

6. Training 
Could you tell me what training you have received on disability 

awareness or making adjustments? 

• When? 

• Do you know how would you access further training from the 
university? 

• What training would you find useful? 

• What would stop you accessing training? 
 

7. Policy and Wider university context 
Recently, there have been changes to how disabled students are 

funded? Were you aware of the changes?  

• Has it affected you? (How?) 

• Are you aware of any new policies or initiatives in the university for 
disabled students? (if yes) How do you think these will affect you?  

 

8. What does the term ‘inclusive teaching and learning practice’ mean 
to you? To the university? 

• How do you feel about changing your teaching, resources or 
assessments to meet the needs of all students including disabled 
students?  

• What does the university do to support you in this? 

• How could the university support you in this? 
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9. How do you think your department compares to others in the 
numbers and types of disabilities? 

• How do you think your department compares to others in 
providing support? 

  

 

10.  Do you have any other comments not covered so far? 
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Appendix B. Sampling 

 

Level 1 purposive 
sample: interviews 

by subject area 

Subjects more likely to be studied by students disclosing specific 
impairments: based on a report to HEFCE by Williams et al. (2017) 

 

6 interviews from 
Computer Sciences 

"Students with social and communication impairments (15%) were nearly four 
times more likely than non-disabled students (4%) to study computer 
sciences" (p.19).  
 

3 interviews from 
Psychology 

“Students with mental health problems (9.3%), physical impairments (7.7%), 
visual impairments (7.4%), or with two or more conditions (11.3%), were 
much more likely than other students to study psychology” (p.19). 
 

5 interviews from 
Humanities subjects 
such as Politics, 
Languages, 
International Studies 
and History 
 

“Students with mental health problems (15%), or with two or more conditions 
(12%), were much more likely than other students (both those with other 
disabilities or impairments, and non-disabled students) to study humanities 
and languages” (p.18). 
 

4 interviews from Art 
or Design subjects 

“Students with mental health problems, social and communication problems, 
and SpLD were much more likely than non-disabled students, and those with 
other disabilities or impairments, to study creative arts and design. This 
subject was studied by 14% of students with mental health problems, 18% of 
those with social and communication problems, and 15% of those with a 
SpLD, compared with less than 10% of other students” (p.18). 

Total: 18 interviews 
+ 2 advisers 
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Appendix C. Communications 

Participant Letter 

26th June 2018 

Dear Participant, 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in my doctoral research project entitled:   

Academics and Disability: An Examination of the Academic Experience of 

Disability Policy in Higher Education.   

This research will examine the day-to-day experiences of academic staff of 

working within student disability policies and procedures in higher education 

institutions (HEI’s) and explore their relationship with disability support 

departments and disabled students. This is an important perspective because 

changes in government policy and subsequent reduction in the provision of 

Disabled Students Allowance has emphasised the legal obligation of 

universities to provide reasonable adjustments with an inclusion agenda that 

includes an expectation of changes to teaching, learning and assessment.  

I anticipate that participation may take up to an hour of your time and all 

comments will be audio-recorded. A summary of the findings will be available to 

you at the end of the project. 

If you require emotional support following discussions related to this research 

you can contact: The Employee Assistance Programme: 01225 825960 or 

01225 824484, or the Education Support Partnership: 08000 562561 or 

support@edsupport.org.uk. Further details are available on the University of 

Bath website: http://www.bath.ac.uk/hr/stayingsafewell/health-

wellbeing/counselling/index.html 

A consent form is attached for your signature. Please could you sign and return 

it to me. 

Please do not hesitate in contacting me if you require further information. I look 

forward to meeting you. 

Kindest regards 

Sally Hewlett 

Sjh231@bath.ac.uk 

Mobile: 077******70 
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Consent Form 

I have read the introductory letter from Sally Hewlett outlining the 
purpose of the study 

Y/N 

I have been given enough information to make the decision to 
take part in the study 

Y/N 

I understand that: 
 

I can withdraw from taking part at any time 
 

Y/N 

I can withdraw my data from the transcript up to midday on 1st 
December 2019. 
 

Y/N 

I can ask for the recording to be stopped at any time 
 

Y/N 

I can ask for more information about the study from Sally 
Hewlett. 
 

Y/N 

I can consult the Senior Management Team in the Education 
Department of the University of Bath if I have any concerns or 
complaints regarding the study. 

Y/N 

I understand that all information will be treated as confidential 
and all identifying information about individuals and myself will 
be removed at the point of transcription. 
 

Y/N 

I understand that data, including audio recordings, will be 
retained securely by the University of Bath and password 
protected, accessible only by Sally Hewlett and supervisor: 
Andrea Abbas. 
 

Y/N 

I understand that the anonymised data might be shared publicly 
in the future. 

Y/N 

I understand that the anonymised data may be used for new 
purposes in the future. 

Y/N 

I agree that quotations can be used in the report and other 
related documents and understand that these will be anonymous 
with no individual, including myself, being identified.  

Y/N 

I agree to take part in the study. Y/N 
 

Signature:                                                                        Date: 
 

Name in Block Capitals 
 

  
Gray, D. (2009) Doing Research in the Real World. London: Sage Publications 
Ltd (p393). 
 

 




