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✓Gain insights into the key challenges and 
considerations for disabled students

✓Know what tools and resources are available to 
help your students research their options and make 
the best decisions for them

✓Gain a clearer understanding of the differences in 
support and terminology between secondary and 
higher education 

✓Understand what happens to applicants’ 
information when they share a disability in the 
UCAS application

✓Know how applicants can access support in higher 
education.

Link to the 2022 UCAS 
disabled student report

Link to the 2021 UCAS 
student mental health 
report

https://www.ucas.com/file/610106/download?token=1kwt_gKE
https://www.ucas.com/file/610106/download?token=1kwt_gKE
https://www.ucas.com/file/513961/download?token=wAaKRniC
https://www.ucas.com/file/513961/download?token=wAaKRniC
https://www.ucas.com/file/513961/download?token=wAaKRniC
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What the UCAS data tells us about disabled applicants
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…

More than
1 in 4 

UK applicants 
shared a disability 
or mental health 
condition in 2024 

(over 133k)

UCAS question 
wording changed
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…

Action 1: Earlier 
engagement to support
a longer or more 
complex journey to HE

Reason: delayed or missing support

Action 2: Encourage 
students to share their 
individual needs early
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Change in terminology
Missed support and information

Change in type of support
Inaccurate expectations 

Researching support needs
What? Where? How?

Speaking to the disability 
adviser Self-advocacy and 
articulating support needs

Sharing via UCAS
Reassurance and clarity

Finance and funding 
E.g. Disabled Students’ 
Allowance
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Further improvements 
on the way!
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To support disabled students – and you!



Access the individual needs pages

Where to start …

https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-and-where-study/what-can-i-do-next/undergraduate-individual-needs
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Visit the disabled 
student pages

https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/disabled-students
https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/disabled-students
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Visit the DSA pages

https://www.ucas.com/money-and-student-life/money/additional-funding/disabled-students-allowance-dsa


32Access the adviser toolkits

https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs/outreach-connection-service-teacher-and-adviser-information
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Link to the 
Fair Access 

Mission 
Cards

Link to the exhibitor page

https://www.ucas.com/file/992476/download?token=kb_9zj4g
https://www.ucas.com/file/992476/download?token=kb_9zj4g
https://www.ucas.com/file/992476/download?token=kb_9zj4g
https://www.ucas.com/file/992476/download?token=kb_9zj4g
https://www.ucas.com/business/exhibiting-ucas-events/info-and-specs/discovery-exhibitor-zone/fair-access-mission-cards
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➔

➔

➔

➔

➔

Student video and social media 
content based on the themed pages

Step-by-step guide for non-
specialists who are supporting 
disabled applicants through the UCAS 
process

Disabled student careers planning 
guidance (with AGCAS and Leonard 
Cheshire)

Information about disability and mental 
health support woven into content, comms 
and training for all under-represented 
groups

Disability-specific information and 
advice (with expert charities) ➔

Further improvements to the 
application question



Navigating 
terminology barriers 
and accessing 
support at university

Harriet Cannon

Disability Advisory Team Manager

Disability Services

University of Leeds

h.a.cannon@adm.leeds.ac.uk 

mailto:h.a.cannon@adm.leeds.ac.uk


Introduction

• My name is Harriet Cannon 

(she/her)

• I manage the Disability Advisory 

Team at the University of Leeds

• I’m a Director of the National 

Association of Disability 

Practitioners

• I’ve been working with disabled 

students in HE for 25 years



Overview

• Terminology as a barrier to access

• Definitions

• Key terminology: school vs university

• Disability support at University

• Sharing information

• Accessing support: school vs university

• A new environment

• Support at university overview

• Funding for support



Terminology as a barrier



What’s in a name? SEND vs Disability

School term University term
•Special Educational Needs & 

Disabilities (SEND)

•Special Needs

•Special Educational Needs (SEN)

•Additional Needs

•Disability

Understanding and accepting the use of disability/disabled is 

a big – but very important – step for many school leavers. 



What do we mean by ‘disability’?

Broad legal definition (Equality Act 2010)

• Any physical, mental or sensory 

impairment which has a significant impact 

on daily life, and which is long term (i.e. 

lasts more than 12 months). 

• For a student, daily activities includes: 

taking notes, writing, researching, reading  

text, moving between multiple locations.  



Universities support students who…

• are D/deaf or hearing impaired

• are blind or visually impaired

• are physically disabled, and/or have mobility difficulties

• have a specific learning difficulty (e.g. dyslexia)

• have a neurodevelopmental condition (e.g. ADHD)

• have a neurological condition (e.g. epilepsy, MS, stammer)

• are autistic

• have a diagnosed mental health condition

• have a long-term medical condition (e.g. CFS/ME, diabetes, 

cancer)

• have a combination of these



Which team provides support?

School term University term
•SEND Department
•Additional Learning Support 
(ALS)

•Learning Support Team

•Disability Services
•Disability Team
•Student Support
•Student Services
•Wellbeing/Welfare Services
•AccessAbility or Accessibility 
Team

Don’t spend time looking for the University’s SEND Department – it 
doesn’t exist!



Which person provides support?

School term University term
•Special Educational Needs (& 
Disabilities) Coordinator (SENCo 
or SENDCo)

•Learning Support Coordinator

•Disability Advisor/Adviser
•Disability Coordinator 
•Disability Officer
•Wellbeing Advisor/Adviser
•Inclusion Advisor/Adviser
•Access Officer/Advisor

Don’t spend time looking for the University’s SENCo or SENDCo – 
they don’t exist!



Disability support at University



Sharing information

• No magical transfer of information!

• Students must tell each University about:

• Their disability

• Their support requirements and exam adjustments

• Nothing will happen without action by the student.

• Opportunity to share information at application and annual 

registration.  It’s never too late!

• Universities cannot provide social or personal care

• Family members generally not involved 



Accessing support: school vs uni

• Diagnosis not always 

required

• Led by parents / teachers

• Costs met by school or Local 

Authority

• Support led by SENDCo

• Exam arrangements agreed 

via Form 8 process

• EHCP for some students

• Formal diagnosis may be 

required

• Led by student only (18+)

• Costs met by Student 

Finance and university

• Support led by team

• Exam arrangements agreed 

locally

• Most students assessed



A new environment

• Universities are much bigger than schools
• Activities may be split across multiple sites
• Greater focus on independent learning 

skills
• Teaching staff will vary frequently
• More anonymity at university = more 

responsibility
• New environment may mean new support 

requirements
• Not all universities can/will provide the 

same support



University support and adjustments

• Exam arrangements

• Teaching and learning adjustments

• Built environment adjustments

• Orientation support

• Note taking support

• Personal Assistant support

• Accessible resources

• Assistive software site licences

• Accommodation 



Funded support 

• Study Needs Assessment

• Specialist 1-1 support (e.g. 

Mentor, Study Skills Tutor)

• BSL interpretation

• Specialist equipment 

• Specialist software

• Disability-related travel costs

• Consumables (e.g. printing)



Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSA)

• Government grant for additional study-related costs

• Not a loan, not means-tested, nothing to pay back. 

• Pays for:

• Specialist equipment and software

• One-to-one support from specialist support worker(s)

• Travel allowance

• Other costs (e.g. printing materials)

• Most UK undergraduates studying approved course for 1+ 

year are eligible, but evidence of disability required.



Evidencing disability

For Disabled Students’ Allowances:

For Universities:

It varies, but the bar is usually lower - send us what you have!

Note: evidence of working diagnoses should be accepted for both



Applying for DSA

Applications open in March or April each year



Alternative funding sources

• University responsibilities – many will 

match DSA

• University Financial Assistance Funds

• Charities (e.g. Snowdon Trust)

• Daily living support – talk to Local 

Authority



How can you help?

• Learn more about disability support and funding!

• Talk with students about disability and support at university

• Explain what disability means + reassure

• Assist with contacting Disability Services when applying

• Share diagnostic or other supporting information

• Give written confirmation of teaching adjustments and exam 

access arrangements

• Support Disabled Students’ Allowance application from 

March



Messages for students

• It’s ok to ask for help.

• Disability is not a dirty word.

• You are not alone! 

• Access to support and adjustments 

is a legal right.

• Start the process early for the best 

outcome.

• You don’t need to know what you 

need – we can help you work it out.



Summary

• Terminology creates an unnecessary barrier

• Understanding the terminology facilitates access

• University disability support is different to school support

• The university environment is different to school

• There is more funding and more support available to 

university students than at school

• Students must drive the necessary processes

• Students must apply for DSA as soon as possible (March)

• Universities are not telepathic!  Students need to talk to us.



Resources

• NADP School vs University: a glossary and explainer   

• Disabled Students’ Allowances (eligibility and application)

• Disability Rights UK (student section)

• Disabled Students University Guide

• Disabled At Uni help sheets

https://nadp-uk.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/School-vs-university-a-glossary-and-explainer.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/disabled-students-allowance-dsa
https://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/
https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/student-advice/applying-to-uni/disabled-students-university-guide
https://disabledatuni.wordpress.com/how-we-can-help/help-sheets/
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Nicola: n.turner@ucas.ac.uk

Harriet: h.a.cannon@adm.leeds.ac.uk

Nicola: www.linkedin.com/in/nicola-turner-96835782/

Harriet: www.linkedin.com/in/harrietcannon/

Sign up for the UCAS Fair Access Newsletter:

www.ucas.com/forms/widening-
participation-webform 

mailto:access@ucas.ac.uk
mailto:h.a.cannon@adm.leeds.ac.uk
http://www.linkedin.com/in/nicola-turner-96835782/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/harrietcannon/
http://www.ucas.com/forms/widening-participation-webform
http://www.ucas.com/forms/widening-participation-webform
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For students
Individual needs pages

Disabled student pages

DSA pages

Mental health and wellbeing support pages

Money and student life pages 

UCAS blog site

Virtual work experiences

Subject tasters

Fair Access Mission Cards

For supporters
Adviser toolkit – disabled students

Adviser toolkit – mental health conditions

All adviser toolkits

UCAS Step-by-Step Guide

Outreach Connection Service

https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-and-where-study/what-can-i-do-next/undergraduate-individual-needs
https://www.ucas.com/money-and-student-life/money/additional-funding/disabled-students-allowance-dsa
https://www.ucas.com/money-and-student-life/student-life/mental-health-and-wellbeing
https://www.ucas.com/money-and-student-life/
https://www.ucas.com/blogs
https://www.ucas.com/careers-advice/virtual-work-experiences
https://www.ucas.com/applying/you-apply/what-and-where-study/subject-tasters
https://www.ucas.com/file/992476/download?token=kb_9zj4g
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs/supporting-disabled-students
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs/supporting-students-mental-health-conditions
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs/supporting-students-mental-health-conditions
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs/step-step-guides-advising-students-individual-needs
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs/outreach-connection-service-teacher-and-adviser-information
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