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Executive Summary 

Context 

 
This report provides an account of a research project funded by the 
Scottish Higher Education Funding Council (now the Scottish Funding 
Council) exploring the requirements of deaf students in HE. The aim of the 
Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education research was to detail current 
access provision across Scotland and the extent to which it is enabling 
deaf students to become full and active participants within Higher 
Education. 
 
The research was carried out in 2002–2003 by a team of researchers 
within the School of Education at the University of Edinburgh. It included 
interviews with key stakeholders and providers and, in particular, focussed 
on the experiences of deaf students themselves. The report also discusses 
current policy, funding arrangements, and practice (admissions, 
assessment process, transition, and health and safety). It concludes with 
a full list of recommendations. 
 
An accurate assessment of the relative participation of deaf students in 
Scottish HE is difficult to make, but HESA figures for 2002–2003 suggest 
that 2.6 in every 1,000 students self-report being deaf. 21 HEIs took part 
in the study, at which 363 students were reported by Disability Offices as 
being deaf (71.8% of those known to HESA). 23 students provided further 
qualitative information. 
 
The findings are best understood within the context of two key arguments 
that have guided the research. First of all the research team decided that 
the study should be based on a social conceptualisation of deaf people, 
one that privileges shared and characteristic experiences among deaf 
people over the individual specifics of hearing loss as such. Therefore the 
research has neither analysed nor considered the study sample according 
to level of hearing loss. It is important to note in this respect that the 
study reflects the views of deaf students regardless of the language they 
use: all are considered to share experiences relevant to this report. In 
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doing so, we aim to provide an exemplar of the incorporation of mature 
deaf studies theory into education. A more developed account is given in 
Chapter Three.  
 
Secondly, the situation of deaf students—as framed by current policy and 
legislation—reflects a central tension between the notions of ‘support’ and 
‘access’ that pervades all the themes we considered through our research. 
The conceptualisation of deaf students in terms of support needs is 
encouraged by the discourse of some policy frameworks and guidelines, 
since these are based on a disability conceptualisation of deaf students. 
More recently however, there is greater recognition of the appropriateness 
of reframing the situation of deaf people in terms of linguistic rights—the 
parliamentary recognition of British Sign Language (BSL) in 2003 is an 
example of this. In line with these developments, this study considers 
linguistic access (be it in terms of English, BSL or other forms of 
communication) to be a prime determinant of quality of provision, after 
which educational support may be provided as with any other student. 
This argument is carried forward throughout the report, but there are 
further details in particular in Chapter Four. 
 
Our distinction between linguistic access and educational support is 
important in understanding the current generic modelling of access 
provision through educational support. Educational support can address 
many needs among a broad category of students—including, among 
others, many disabled students and deaf students. But this generic model 
of providing HE access through educational support addresses the 
particular issue of entitlement to linguistic access that all deaf students 
share only through a contested association of deafness with disability or 
special need. A separate model is required to address deaf students’ 
specific entitlement to linguistic access to HE, as distinct from any 
additional forms of educational support that may be appropriate.  
 
The conclusion that arises out of the report (Chapter Thirteen) is that a 
specific model of linguistic access provision for deaf students should be 
implemented across Scottish HEIs—including support for ‘communities of 
deaf students’ developing within HEIs—in order to guarantee full equality 
of opportunity and successful participation for deaf HE students. 
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In the summary that follows, key findings are listed first, under their 
chapter headings. The summary concludes with a selection of 
recommendations—their numbers refer to the full listing that is provided 
at the end of this report. 

Key findings 

Deaf Student Numbers 

• An accurate assessment of the relative participation of deaf students in 
Scottish HE is difficult to make, but HESA figures for 2002–2003 
suggest that 2.6 in every 1,000 students self-report being deaf.  

• The study sample comprised 363 deaf students, 71.8% of all those 
known to HESA (N=505) in the year 2002–2003. 23 HE students 
provided further detailed qualitative information in this study. 

• The sample of deaf students came to HE from a variety of entry routes 
to undertake a broad range of courses. 

Policy, Legislation and Initiatives 

• SEED’s Funding for Learners Review (2003b) had direct relevance for 
deaf learners, although none of the submissions made explicit reference 
to them. 

• Those deaf students (and deaf organisations) wishing to invoke SENDA 
legislation in support of linguistic access rights can only do so by 
accepting SENDA’s conceptualisation of deafness as hearing loss (not 
linguistic difference). 

• More recently, recognition of BSL and establishment of the Scottish 
Executive’s BSL and Linguistic Access Group are early evidence of 
recognition of linguistic rights, but this needs to lead to practical 
realisations in educational policy. 

• The application and use of Headstart and Teachability resources is 
variable across HEIs. Outcomes of the Joint Universities Deaf Education 
Project (JUDE) project in Northern Ireland demonstrate the need for 
ongoing strategic commitment to guarantee the provision of access 
arrangements on a national scale. 
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Funding 

• A number of categories of disabled students have access needs, but are 
ineligible for Disabled Students Allowance (DSA). This means that, in 
order to provide access services for them, HEIs must find the necessary 
funding from existing resources. 

• There is an apparent lack of clear information for ineligible students on 
the rationale for eligibility criteria.  

• The Premium in Support of Disabled Students grants to HEIs are 
calculated on the basis of numbers of students in receipt of DSA. This 
means that the ineligible categories of students referred to above are 
discounted, as well as students who do not disclose their disability.  

• There is inconsistency in the way that HEIs involve their  Disability 
Offices in decisions about how the Premium funding is used. 

• DSA provides an invaluable resource to eligible students, but lack of 
funding for vacation periods, high costs and shortage of suitably 
qualified staff limit its potential. 

• Students for whom English is an additional or late acquired language 
have a need for subject specific linguistic support. 

Admissions 

• There is evidence which suggests that deaf students can be accepted for 
a university place conditional upon the HEI being able to provide 
appropriate access; this is against the spirit of SENDA legislation, which 
implies that an individual should normally be accepted on the basis of 
their ability and potential—i.e., regardless of access needs. 

• There may be more specific admission and access issues in relation to 
requirements for particular professional qualifications. 

• Deaf students on part-time modular postgraduate courses, such as 
those leading to qualifications in teaching deaf children, are at a 
disadvantage compared to their English counterparts, as they are not 
eligible for DSA.  

• Deaf students may require considerable levels of access services when 
out on placements or traineeships. 
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Assessment Process 

• There is a shortage of DSA-approved assessors and consequent backlog 
of assessments, leading to damaging delays. 

• There is variability in knowledge and skills of assessors who assess deaf 
students and in the assessments themselves. 

• There exists a 'catch 22' situation in the timing of assessments: late 
assessments mean students can end up waiting as long as a term (or 
even later) for access services to be established, but assessments 
undertaken early mean that the characteristics of the course itself 
cannot be adequately included. 

• A 'Toolkit' of quality indicators has been produced which addresses the 
above issues by offering a quality-assured framework which can be used 
to build capacity of HEIs to deliver assessments. However, the Toolkit 
continues to operate within a 'needs assessment' framework, and the 
Toolkit, in itself, does not take into account the complexities of the 
linguistic access situation for deaf students, including the range of 
strategies and relevant qualifications of access staff. 

• The National Association for Tertiary Education for Deaf Students 
(NATED) has an assessment pack which addresses the complexities of 
the linguistic access situation, and requires assessors to register in 
order to use it. At least some of the pack would be useful in devising 
supplementary indicators. 

• It is likely that access requirements of deaf students will change from 
those predicted at the beginning of the course of study. Therefore it is 
particularly useful to see DSA assessment as part of a process, rather 
than a one-off event – the NATED pack, and the guidelines from the 
BRITE Initiative, take this into account. 

• A working party has recently been formed to take forward issues related 
to standardising quality assurance in access services for deaf students 
in HE/FE. There is potential for this group to address supplementary 
quality indicators, in co-operation with NATED, BRITE and others. 
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• Students sometimes have to pay for assessments, which could put them 
off from applying for DSA. 

Transitions 

• The typical experience among students is that the types of access and 
the systems in place for delivering it, as well the level of responsibility 
which the student needs to accept for organising support and access, 
are variable across school, FE and HE. 

• Students noted that there is considerable variation in the provision of 
adequate audiological support among institutions. 

• Waiting times for clinical audiological assessments inevitably have a 
detrimental effect on audiological support for students. 

• There is no evidence among the sample of students that there is 
organised (i.e., planned) support for transition from paediatric to adult 
audiology services. 

• One of the challenges for HE staff is to look beyond the level of English 
skill to the potential of the deaf students. While all Disability Advisors 
agreed that English skills are a key problem, the task for FE and HE is to 
try and remedy language/communication problems which have 
developed over time. 

• Many deaf students have not had full educational access to BSL before 
entering FE or HE, yet they may quickly develop a preference for BSL 
where this is a linguistic access option. 

• Although only one student in the sample accessed HE through an Access 
course, such a course may have a real impact on the confidence and 
language ability of students starting HE-level study, especially when 
delivered in a sign-bilingual and deaf-cultural framework. 

• In institutions where Deaf Studies and BSL are treated as subjects in 
their own right—attracting a critical mass of deaf students—there is a 
related increased awareness of support and access requirements, and 
identifiable good practice. 
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Health and Safety 

• Deaf students raised health and safety issues without prompting by 
researchers. Concerns included those responsible for warning systems 
not being aware of deaf students’ presence on site; a lack of 
environmental equipment (such as flashing alarms); and a lack of 
urgency in correcting warning systems in place. 

Deaf Perspectives 

• Students’ perceptions of the level and quality of support may not accord 
with those of access and support staff. 

• Comments from students suggest that levels of access and support vary 
across institutions, and this is a factor for students deciding where to 
study. 

• Both awareness and attitudes are variable among staff, according to 
students. Lack of awareness, and the need for self-notification, may 
cause delays in the organisation of access arrangements. 

• A number of students felt that they needed to work harder than peers to 
achieve the same goals. 

• Students report that group tutorials and seminars are most challenging, 
accepting as ‘inevitable’ that it is difficult to devise effective access and 
support strategies for those situations. 

• Although some deaf students in the sample report a positive social 
experience at their HE institution, the majority find social participation 
difficult and unrewarding. 

• As expected, some students are uncomfortable being identified as deaf 
by way of the high visibility of access and support arranged for them, 
while others accept it as part of a Deaf identity. 

Deaf Awareness 

• Both staff and students demonstrate a range of concerns in relation to 
deaf awareness. Students’ experiences range from good to bad, 
depending on individual staff, other students, the institution, and their 
own ability to assert themselves. 
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• One theme that emerges from the sample of responses is a reluctance 
to complain, or to draw attention to an unsatisfactory situation. 

• Lack of awareness can be related to availability of suitable training and 
levels of attendance at Deaf Awareness courses. 

• Deaf awareness of student peers is a relatively unexplored yet 
important issue, particularly in the light of negative social experiences 
reported in chapter ten. 

• Most impressive examples of good practice were part of holistic 
provision, where appropriate infrastructure had been established .  

• One aspect of good practice is familiarising new students with potential 
means of access at their new institution.  

Linguistic Access Issues 

• Linguistic access can be provided by means of both people and 
resources. The people include specialist access personnel as well as 
teaching staff. 

• Good quality audiology services, as recommended in chapter eight, will 
help to optimise access for students whose access is dependent on 
amplification. 

• Good quality Deaf Awareness training (as recommended in chapter 
eleven) and the availability of professional lipspeakers and of lipreading 
training will help to optimise conditions for those whose access is 
dependent on lipreading. 

• Availability of speech therapy services may be beneficial for some 
students.  

• There are only 3 lipspeakers on the register in Scotland. This may 
explain why there are few example of deaf students using this support 
on a regular basis in our data. However, greater numbers of deaf 
students are likely to benefit from either BSL/English interpreters, or 
electronic note-takers. 

• There is a shortage of tutors of lipreading. 

• Qualified, registered BSL/English interpreters are required for 
simultaneous interpreting in contact situations with BSL users. There is 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 19–204 

a shortage of such interpreters in Scotland, where often people with 
intermediate signing skills (and no interpreter training) are used 
instead. This naturally damages the quality of provision. 

• Note-taking is probably the main type of access support provided within 
both FE and HE. There is a national shortage of note-takers, and it 
would appear that by no means all of the note-takers currently used in 
HE are qualified to Council for the Advancement of Communication with 
Deaf People (CACDP) standards. 

• Newer forms of electronic note-taking (such as projecting notes on a 
presentation screen or whiteboard) in particular may become popular, 
and this support contains elements of good practice that can be 
extended to all teaching and learning: this service has the potential to 
offer benefits to all students, since an accurate record of the lecture can 
be shared by all electronically following the lecture. 

• The status and nature of Communication Support Workers (CSWs) is 
currently greatly confused. In particular, the role confuses the practical 
distinction between providing support and providing access (Brien et al. 
2004). What seems clear from the data is that ‘communicators’ are also 
used to provide BSL/English interpretation, with unacceptably low levels 
of qualification.  
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Recommendations 
 
All numbered references refer to the full list of recommendations at the 
end of this report. 
 

Key recommendation: a Centre for Linguistic Access 

The main recommendation of this report concerns the need to bring 
together certain core activities, which can help to provide a stronger, 
pan-Scottish infrastructure of services for deaf students in higher 
education institutions. A single central resource and training centre, the 
Centre for Linguistic Access should be established. The Centre would act 
as a powerhouse for creating and supporting a radical shift in the access 
systems in place for deaf students in tertiary education. It would enable 
the requirements of deaf students to be conceptualised in terms of 
linguistic choice and preferences. Recommendations 4.1 to 4.4 relate to 
the establishment of the Centre, whose proposed functions are described 
below. 

Assessments and DSA support: 

• Oversee the development of Quality Indicators (QIs) and 
exemplars for the DSA assessment of deaf students, and for 
the procedure to establish their implementation (recs 4.5; 7.2).  

• Co-ordinate the application of agreed Quality Indicators (QIs) 
within an ongoing collaborative review process, which will 
supplement the generic QIs already in existence (rec 4.5).  

• Provide training and accreditation for assessors (rec 7.4).  
• Co-ordinate the development of QIs for the regular audit of 

access and support provision within Scottish HEIs and that of 
external agencies (rec 4.5). 

• Be a central access point for DSA information and services (recs 
5.2; 5.7). 

• Provide consultancy on policy development and implementation 
regarding admissions and funding issues (5.7). 
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Transition 

• Host residential one-week courses for aspiring and first-year deaf 
students (recs 4.6; 8.6). 

• Design and organise a centralised, integrated Access Course, partly 
to be delivered centrally and partly in the student’s own institution 
(rec 8.5). 

• Facilitate links between HEIs, FECs, schools and educational services 
for deaf children and young deaf people (rec 8.7). 

 

Audiological services 

• Host a national audiological resource centre that carries out 
audiological assessments (rec 8.1; 15.6). 

• Be a resource centre and focus of expertise for personal and 
environmental aids, warning systems and processes within 
tertiary education (recs 8.1; 15.1; 15.6). 

• Operate as a lending unit for other types of equipment (e.g. 
radio aids), in collaboration with existing agencies. (recs 8.1; 
15.2). 

• Deliver expertise in relation to audiological support in advance 
of transitions between school, FE and HE (rec 8.2). 

 

Staff training 

• Provide core training for note-takers, as well as additional 
training and educational opportunities for others (e.g. 
BSL/English interpreters and lipspeakers who work in HE) (rec 
12.9). 

• Develop new Deaf Awareness curricula and materials which are 
flexible and specifically geared to all personnel dealing with 
deaf students in tertiary education – and to hearing peers. 
Such provision would assume full collaboration with individual 
deaf students themselves (rec 11.2). 

• Directly provide Deaf Awareness training on a regular basis, 
delivered primarily by deaf staff (rec 11.3). 
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• Host 'training the trainer' programmes for access services and 
Deaf Awareness training (eg training of notetaker-trainers, 
Deaf Awareness tutors etc) (recs 12.7; 12.9; 11.3). 

• Co-ordinate training for Tutors of Deaf Students, whose role 
will be to provide English language tutorial support in 
collaboration with deaf students themselves and with subject 
specialists (recs 12.10; 12.11). 

• Provide in-service training for speech and language therapists, 
in relation to working in tertiary education (rec 12.2). 

• Develop training and support networks for deaf advisory staff, 
who will provide direct advice for deaf students, while also 
being role models (recs 10.2; 10.3). 

 

Student services 

• Be a central access point for easily accessible information and 
guidance, including hosting a deaf student website (recs 14.1; 
14.2; 14.4). 

• Provide a network of support to new students from former 
students. 

• Host regular national conferences on access for deaf students in 
HE. 

 

Institution support 

• Promote the ongoing development of new access resources and 
the sharing of good practice. 

• Be a resource centre for support and access ICT applications 
(rec 17.2). 

• Undertake the subtitling of videos, sign movies as well as the 
creation of bilingual (BSL/English) resources (recs 16.1; 17.2; 
17.5). 
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Research and development 

• Provide a base for research projects aimed at improving access for 
deaf students. 

• Be a centre of expertise and professional development, which will 
provide a consultancy service at institutional, local and national 
levels.  

• Host conferences to further developments and share good practice.  

 

In addition to the establishment of such a Centre, the following 
recommendations are highlighted in this Executive Summary: 

 

Other recommendations relating to both national and HEI levels 

Experiences and perspectives of deaf students 

• The experiences and perspectives of deaf students and ex-students should 
play a key role in developing policy and practice in providing access to HE 
for deaf students (rec 10.1). 

A framework of linguistic rights 

• There is a general need to work towards the integration of linguistic rights 
within a linguistic framework of access arrangements (rec 4.1). 

Assessment 

• Access and support requirements should be clarified as early as possible, 
established by the beginning of the course and reviewed regularly. All 
stages should be in full partnership with the student. (recs 7.1; 7.3). 

Access and Support Services 

• There should be a clear distinction between linguistic access 
arrangements and strategies to support teaching and learning more 
generally. These latter should be undertaken by educational staff, who 
themselves have appropriate education and qualifications (recs 13.1; 5.8; 
8.3; 12.9). 
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• There should be clarification of the roles of all access staff: training, 

qualifications and quality standards guidelines should fit these roles. (recs 
12.5; 12.8). 
 

• More training in professional notetaking (both electronic and manual) 
should be made available. Past students of specific subject areas should be 
targeted for recruitment to training courses (rec 12.7). 
 

• A target date should be set for ensuring that all access and support staff 
have appropriate levels of pay and qualifications; staff 
monitoring/continuing professional development opportunities should be 
built into staff contracts (recs 13.2; 13.3; 13.4; 19.1; 19.2; 19.3). 
 

• Funding should be made available to develop Deaf Studies, Sign Linguistics 
and other deaf-related courses within HEIs. Such courses not only 
contribute to the education and professional development of access 
professionals, they also encourage ‘communities of deaf students’ to 
develop in HEIs (rec 12.4). 
 

Other 

• HEIs, FECs and schools/services for deaf pupils should collaborate with the 
Centre for Linguistic Access in order to improve the preparation of deaf 
young people for participation in tertiary education (rec 8.7). 

• Audiology services should ensure that there is high quality, phased 
transition from paediatric to adult services for deaf students (rec 8.2). 

• Speech therapy services should ensure that adult services are available for 
deaf students (rec 12.2). 
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Other recommendations at national level  

Further research 

• Further study is needed regarding the incidence of deaf students among 
the student population. Extending studies to FE and to prior educational 
placements would be beneficial (recs 1.1-1.4). 

• There should be further research into the potential demand for lipspeakers 
and for lipreading tuition among deaf students (rec 12.1). 

Funding issues 

• The criteria for both DSA and for the Premium in Support of Disabled 
Funding grants should be widened and made more flexible. (recs 5.1-5.6; 
6.3). 

• HEIs should be encouraged to devolve decisions on the spending of the 
Premium Funding to their Disability Offices (rec 5.4). 

Assessment 

• Pending establishment of a Centre for Linguistic Access, the ‘Working 
Towards Best Practice in Linguistic Access for d/Deaf Students’ group 
should be consulted about the development of supplementary Quality 
Indicators and exemplars (rec 7.5). 

• Students should never have to pay for assessments themselves (rec 7.6). 

Training 

• The Scottish Executive should work with SHEFC (now SFHEFC) to set new 
student-number targets for sharply increasing national uptake on 
BSL/English interpreting courses and on the establishment of HE degree 
programmes in BSL and Deaf Studies (recs 12.3; 12.4). 

National Conference 

• A national Scottish conference on access for deaf students within HE 
should be held to discuss the recommendations contained in this report. 
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New undergraduate provision in BSL and Deaf Studies 

• Focused funding should be available for the development of undergraduate 
courses in BSL and Deaf Studies (rec 20.2). 

 

Other recommendations at HEI level  

Admissions/transition 

• HEIs should accept deaf students on an equal basis to other students (ie 
not conditional upon cost/availablity of access support) (rec 4.1). 

• HEIs should liaise with organisations most involved with deaf people when 
making decisions about whether deafness would prevent a deaf student 
from fulfilling professional ‘fitness for practice’ (rec 6.2). 

• HEIs should liaise with the proposed Centre for Linguistic Access in the 
delivery of a specialised Access Course (rec 8.5). 

• Opportunities should be provided for new students to familiarise 
themselves with access/support arrangements before the start of the 
course (rec 11.5; 17.4). 

• Focussed opportunities should be provided for prospective deaf students to 
learn/improve BSL skills (recs 20.3; 8.4). 

• Information on admissions, access provision and course information should 
be available in BSL and clear English (rec 14.3; 16.4). 

• Training should be available for deaf students to optimise the use of 
laptops (rec 17.1). 

Placements 

• Disability Offices should liaise with the deaf students and placement 
provider regarding the provision of access services and of preparatory deaf 
awareness training (rec 6.4). 

Provision of Access and Support Services 

• There should be a wider promotion of electronic notetaking (rec 12.6). 
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• Adequate amplification systems should be available throughout HEI 
provision, and staff should be obliged to make use of equipment if a 
student has requested this (recs 15.3; 15.4). 

 
• Links should be established with local speech therapy services, in order 

that a service can be available to students (rec 12.2). 
 

• High quality training in BSL, and in working with BSL/English interpreters, 
should be made available to deaf students (rec 8.4). 

 
• Facilities should be made available to BSL-using students for key tutorials 

to be video-recorded and transcribed (rec 16.2). 
 
• Specialist tutorial support in English Language skills should be available to 

deaf students (recs 8.3 and 12.10). 
 
• Key information within the HEI (including course materials) should be made 

available in both BSL and clear English (recs 16.3; 16.4). 
 

Teaching resources 

• The potential for ‘remote tutoring’ should be explored (with video 
interpreting where this is appropriate) (rec 16.5). 

 
• More web-delivery of course materials would be beneficial (bearing in mind 

the fact that some deaf students will be at a disadvantage where 
information is only available in English) (rec 17.3). 

 
• Academic staff should be encouraged to make greater use of deaf-friendly 

support materials, including more visually-based handouts, illustrated 
Powerpoint presentations etc (rec 18.1). 

 
• Materials should normally be available to students and access staff prior to 

teaching sessions (rec 18.2). 
 
• Videos should be subtitled (rec 18.3). 
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Health and Safety 

• Appropriate health and safety strategies and provision of equipment 
should be in place in all HEIs (recs 9.1-9.4). 

Deaf employees 

• HEIs should plan to target deaf staff as employees (eg as lecturers, 
advisors for deaf students, etc) (recs 10.2; 10.3). 
 

Deaf Awareness Training 

• Deaf awareness training should be provided for all staff on a regular basis 
(rec 11.1). 

 
• Training geared to the specific linguistic requirements of new students 

should be compulsory for all staff who will come into contact with that 
student (rec 11.4). 
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Section One: 
The Study 
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Chapter One: 
Deaf Student Numbers and Study Sample 

 
The participation rate of deaf students within Scottish HEIs can be 
considered equitable when the incidence of deaf HE students within the 
national body of HE students approximates the incidence of deafness 
within the national population as a whole. The relative participation rate of 
deaf students is therefore the expression of the difference between the 
incidence of deafness in the general population, and the incidence of 
deafness in the student population.  

Incidence of deafness in the national population 

Estimating the size of the deaf cohort in any specific population is 
problematic. There is no national register of deaf children, youngsters or 
adults in either Scotland or in the UK. At lower hearing loss levels, 
systems vary in the threshold-level of hearing loss that triggers inclusion 
in the target population. Hearing loss can be congenital, acquired in early 
infancy, or acquired in (later) adult life, and prevalence rates vary greatly 
across specific age-ranges. Accurate statistics on the prevalence of 
permanent hearing impairment within the national population are 
unavailable. The main deaf organisations offer slightly varying information 
about the incidence of deafness within the population, although they 
agree on the incidence rate in childhood.1  
 
The most authoritative source of information regarding the UK is the 
Institute of Hearing Research (Nottingham). A recent prevalence 
calculation focuses on the population aged 9-16 and is based on 26,000 
notifications from Health and Education sources (Fortnum et al. 2001). 
The authors report an estimated prevalence of 1.65 per 1,000 live births, 
adjusted to 2.05 to compensate statistically for underascertainment. 
These adjusted estimates confirm the Royal National Institute for Deaf 

                                       
1. For example, the RNID (online: Facts and figures about deafness) quotes 20,000 
children under 16 who are moderately to profoundly deaf in the UK. The NDCS (online: 
Facts and figures) reports an estimated incidence of moderate to profound deafness in the 
UK as 13,300 among those aged 17–25 (34,800 among those aged 0-25, of which 3,000 
are estimated to reside in Scotland). 
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People (RNID) and National Deaf Childrens’ Society (NDCS) guidance 
figures of 2 in every 1,000 children aged 9-16 (thereby excluding from the 
calculation the late onset of deafness in adulthood). 

Participation rates in HE: HESA statistics 

The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) collects information about 
disability, and includes deafness as a sub-category. Their figures are 
based on student self assessment, and are consistent with numbers 
known to UCAS. These figures may not accurately reflect the true 
incidence of deaf students in HEIs for two reasons: firstly, students are 
not obliged to report a disability (there are examples of that in this 
report). Secondly, institutions occasionally do not return disability data for 
continuing students, an effect of the recording options for those students. 
 
For the year 2002–2003 (the year of this study), HESA recorded 197,365 
students in Scottish HEIs, of which 505 (0.26%) self-identified as deaf.2 
This suggests a participation rate of 2.6 per 1,000 students—a figure 
considerably higher than the estimated prevalence of 2 in every 1,000 in 
the general 9-16 age population, and perhaps cause for cautious optimism 
about deaf student participation in HE. The comparison contains a 
quantity of error, not in the least because it contradicts the known 
underachievement of deaf pupils in compulsory education (cf. Powers et 
al. 1998). In addition, students who tick the box on HESA forms to 
indicate 'hearing impairment' may not have the 'moderate to profound' 
hearing loss used to calculate the 2 per thousand statistic. Further work is 
needed to identify the sources of error and explain the relationship. 

Study sample 

In this study the response-rate from Scottish HEIs (21 HEIs and 2 
randomly selected FECs) was 100%. A total of 363 deaf HE students were 
reported (71.8% of the HESA figure3). 23 HE students (6.3%) responded 
to our invitation to contribute further information. A self-selected sample 

                                       
2. Information provided by HESA on request (25 May 2005). HESA reporting uses the term 
‘deaf/hearing impairment’. 

 
3. Within the scope of this project it has not been possible to discover the source of this 
discrepancy. 
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of 16 (4.4%) completed a questionnaire4, while a further 7 HE students 
(2% of the study sample) were interviewed.  
 
In addition, 21 FE students each participated in one of four group 
discussions. An assessment of FE provision for deaf students went beyond 
this study’s limited focus on FE-HE transition issues, but it would clearly 
be of interest to also look in more detail at the figures of deaf student 
participation in that provision in future research. 
 
The HEI returns may provide a global HE participation figure for 2002–
2003 (the questionnaire year) that approximates that recorded via 
HESA/UCAS. However, the returns varied in the level of detail provided, 
and so the figures may not accurately reflect the number of deaf students 
actually benefiting from support or access arrangements (the appendix 
gives a summary of the data returned in the questionnaires sent to HEIs). 
  
One institution, for example, provided a figure of 48 deaf students. Of 
these 48, approximately 20 came forward as having an access 
requirement, and out of these 7 or 8 were in receipt of DSA. This HEI 
noted that they had not had a BSL user within the last four years. On the 
other hand (as we shall see in the discussion of student perspectives), 
some individuals who initially disclose a hearing loss, but do not then seek 
further information or support, may actually benefit from access provision. 

Entry routes for deaf students in the sample 

Questionnaire returns indicate that during the academic year 2002/2003 
the deaf students in the sample accessed higher education via a variety of 
routes. The main entry points for students were: 
• Directly from mainstream school (n=83)  
• FE college (n=32) 
• Directly from employment (n=10 mature students) 
• From another HE institution (n=7)  
• Access courses at HE (n=7) 
• Special schools (n=5) 
• Access courses at FE (n=5). 

                                       
4. Two students chose to send information via email. 
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Subject choices of deaf students in the sample  

The sample of deaf students known to  Disability Offices were undertaking 
a wide range of academic and vocational courses in the HE and FE sector, 
including: 
• Architecture 
• Medicine 
• English 
• Law 
• Computing 
• Engineering 
• Management 
• Social work 
• Nursing 
• Health and Welfare. 
 
A breakdown by broader categories will give an indication of the spread of 
the deaf student sample across subject areas: 
• Sciences (n=61 students across 13 institutions) 
• Arts (n=58 students across 17 institutions) 
• Social science (n=40 students across 14 institutions) 
• Medicine (n=26 students across 8 institutions) 
• Education (n=8 students across 5 institutions) 
• Veterinary science (n=1 student). 

Reporting on low numbers 

As a result of the modest number of respondents providing qualitative 
data, the information that these students provided is treated as case-
study material (i.e. it is not further quantified) within the chapters that 
follow; a discursive approach better reveals salient underlying patterns 
among the particular instances of individual student experience, while 
quantification of sub-themes for a sample that may not be representative 
of the target population (it was self-selected) may skew their relative 
importance. Hence, caution needs to be applied with regard to 
generalising from the findings reported here; at the same time, some 
broader issues stand out, and these are summarised at the end of each 
chapter. 
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Other information collected 

Seven interviews were conducted with DSA assessors who had experience 
of undertaking assessments of deaf students. 11 staff in HE Disability 
Offices were also interviewed, as were 6 staff in FE Disability Offices. In 
addition, 7 lecturers in HE and 3 in FE were interviewed with respect to 
their particular expertise concerning access arrangements for deaf 
students. Phone discussions were recorded with staff from the RNID, Deaf 
Connections, and Students Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS). 

Key points  

• An accurate assessment of the relative participation of deaf students 
in Scottish HE is difficult to make, but HESA figures for 2002–2003 
suggest that 2.6 in every 1,000 students self-report being deaf.  

• The study sample comprised 363 deaf students, 71.8% of all those 
known to HESA (N=505) in the year 2002–2003. 23 HE students 
provided further detailed qualitative information in this study. 

• The sample of deaf students came to HE from a variety of entry 
routes to undertake a broad range of courses. 

Recommendations 

1.1. Further study should aim to identify error in the relationship 
between prevalence of deafness and the incidence of deaf 
students among the HE student population, in order to arrive at a 
reliable estimate of an equitable rate of participation. 

1.2. Closer liaison between schools/services for deaf pupils and HEIs 
will assist in enabling ongoing estimation of future numbers of 
applications from deaf students. 

1.3 It would be of interest to study access figures for FE as well as 
HE. 

1.4 The interaction between HE participation and prior placement in 
compulsory education should be investigated further lest 
inappropriate conclusions be drawn, for example in relation to the 
effects of educational inclusion on HE participation rates.  
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Chapter Two: 
Methods and Approach 

Aims and key issues  

The central aim of the Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education 
research was to investigate the nature and extent to which current access 
provision enables deaf students to become full and active participants 
within Higher Education. In order to accomplish this task a range of key 
informants were interviewed, including Disability Officers from a range of 
HE and FE establishments and personnel from access centres. An 
important aspect of this research was including deaf students’ views. 
Attempts were also made to source numerical evidence regarding the 
population of deaf students in HE during one academic year (2002/2003). 
Accessing this population and gaining accurate information about them is 
problematic for two distinct reasons. First, some students may be reticent 
to self-identify as deaf to external researchers. And second, the priorities 
and modes of maintaining records regarding deaf students in  Disability 
Offices across HEI are divergent. For both these reasons, the population of 
deaf students studying at HE level can be considered a ‘hard to reach’ 
population in research terms. 

The Role of the Consultation Group 

The research team were aided in the planning and development of this 
research by advice from a Consultation Group who represented a cross 
section of interest and experiences from the voluntary sector, HE and the 
Deaf community (such as the RNID, the Scottish Disability Team - SDT, 
and FE/HE disability advisors). This group met five times during the life of 
the project (although two members were involved relatively late in the 
process and therefore did not attend all meetings). On an individual basis, 
members of the Consultation Group also provided invaluable advice and 
helped the research team source relevant documents and data. 
Importantly, members of the group were able to facilitate or suggest 
individuals or organisations who could provide further information or 
clarification.  

 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 36–204 

Methods and Sources of Data 

The following provides an overview of the methods employed by this 
study.  
 
1. Key professionals: Disability Officers, access centres and teaching 

staff  
• a short self-completion questionnaire sent to Disability Advisors in 

all Scottish HEIs; 
• interviews with Disability Advisors5 (or equivalent) in selected HE 

and FE institutions;  
• interviews with the staff of named Access Centres and individual 

DSA assessors; 
• interviews with teaching staff in selected HEI and FE institutions.  

 
2. Deaf students  

• interviews/group discussions with individual students in both HE 
and FE; 

• questionnaires sent via email from a self-selecting group of 
students. 

 
3. Examples of ‘good practice’ and consideration of documentary 

information  
• fact finding visits to two HEIs in England, which involved group 

interviews with a range of managerial and access staff; 
• consideration of web based and documentary information, 

including:  
o documentation available (NATED Assessment Pack, UCLAN 

information for deaf students) on support for disabled 
students in HE and the quality of access provision for deaf 
students elsewhere, including in the UK and overseas; 

o relevant legislation, policy and review documentation.  

                                       
5. Different terms are used in different institutions, e.g. Disability Officer, Support for 

Learning Advisor etc. The same term is used here throughout for efficiency and in order to 

avoid identification of specific institutions. 
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Disability Advisors questionnaire 

A questionnaire seeking information on numbers of deaf students in 
different categories was sent to all listed HEIs and identified advisors. This 
was facilitated by the Scottish Disability Advisors Network, through Lucy 
Foley of Aberdeen University and Rosie Addis of Edinburgh University. 
There was a 100% return on these questionnaires (see the Appendix).  

Disability Advisors (or equivalent) interviews 

Interviews were held with HE Disability Advisors or equivalent in ten 
institutions across Scotland. These institutions were selected in order to 
examine a variety of provision in traditional and newer universities and 
other HEIs across Scotland, including a spread of institutions in the East 
and the West of Scotland, the Highland region, Dundee, Aberdeen and the 
Borders. (Two colleges which were affiliated with another HEI or part of a 
larger HEI were included to ensure as wide a geographical spread as 
possible.) All staff interviewed had some responsibility for deaf students, 
although none had responsibility only for deaf students. In order to tap 
into the contrasting experiences and perspectives of advisors, a semi-
structured interview format was used in 7 interviews undertaken with FE 
Disability Advisors or equivalent. All interviews were recorded and 
responses transcribed by an experienced audio typist. Topics for 
discussion included transition issues for deaf students and access 
provision, particularly for those deaf students undertaking HE level 
courses.  

Interviews with the staff of named Access Centres and individual DSA assessors 

Interviews were held with staff from all Access Centres. A further 3 
interviews were held with staff who undertook DSA assessments of deaf 
applicants. 

Interviews with teaching staff in selected HE and FE institutions 

Interviews were held with 10 members of teaching staff who had current 
or, as in some cases, past involvement with deaf students. A cross section 
of subject specialists were interviewed, including lecturers teaching arts 
and design subjects, in addition to a few lecturers responsible for 
vocational subjects (e.g. hairdressing, forestry).  
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Interviews/group discussions with individual deaf students in HE and FE 

Face to face interviews/discussions were held with 28 deaf students in 
total. The students represented a range of experience, including HE level 
courses within FE, undergraduate courses and postgraduate courses 
within HEIs, as well as part-time and full-time courses. This sample also 
included students studying within FE who were not at the time pursuing 
HE level courses. The rationale for including these students was that they 
were in a very good position to provide insights into transitional 
experiences in particular, and discuss reasons for either taking or opting 
out of HE level courses. All interviews with staff and students were 
recorded and transcribed.  

Questionnaires via email from a self-selecting group of students 

Given the challenges and difficulties associated with accessing ‘hard to 
reach’ groups, accessing this sample necessitated pursuing less 
conventional routes of contacting students. In order to encourage deaf 
students to participate, Disability Offices approved email postings and web 
based information which was made available to students. Importantly, 
students were able to choose their preferred means of contact with 
researchers. Information advised deaf students that they could either opt 
for face-to-face interviews or participate by completing an emailed 
questionnaire. Sixteen students completed questionnaires. In some cases, 
these were followed up by further email exchanges, which allowed the 
team to clarify issues or seek further information.  

Interviewing deaf students: methodological and ethical issues 

The main ethical consideration involved in interviewing the deaf students 
was the personal nature of the topic area. The research team took into 
account that students were being asked to disclose potentially sensitive 
information about their experiences in HE to relative outsiders. 
 
An important practical consideration, and one that has real methodological 
consequences in particular in relation to recording, translation and 
transcription, concerns the need to interview deaf students in their 
preferred language (options that focus on English and BSL in particular, 
but not exclusively). This consideration also has an ethical dimension, to 
the extent that a preference for BSL or SSE among deaf students in 
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particular often means that they interact through intermediaries (such as 
interpreters).  
 
With regard to both of these issues, it was considered vital to have a deaf 
person involved in the interview process. The majority of interviews were 
carried out by Thelma Petty who is an English/BSL bilingual deaf person 
who has a B.Ed degree from a Scottish HEI. She noted that some of the 
issues brought up by students were very similar to concerns that she had 
had as a student fourteen years previously. Other interviews were 
conducted by Marian Grimes who is hearing but has high level BSL skills. 
She has experience of working within FE and HE providing access for deaf 
people. She has also carried out interviews with deaf pupils and deaf 
young people for the Achievements of Deaf Pupils in Scotland (ADPS) 
project. Both researchers adapted to the requirements of the 
interviewees: they used English or BSL, depending on the students’ 
preferences.  
 
In order to ensure that there was a full and accurate record of all 
interviews, the interviews were audio recorded when only spoken 
language was used. Where BSL or a combined form of signing and speech 
were used, an interpreter was present to provide an immediate 
interpretation which was later transcribed into a written record.  
 
Some of the interviews involved group interviews with students. Often 
groups provided the opportunity for socially isolated students to begin the 
process of networking with others. It also facilitated the transfer of 
information, so that students could compare their access experiences with 
others. The strength of this group method was apparent because it 
brought into sharp relief two issues: 

• lack of contact between deaf students and their sense of isolation; 
• variable levels of awareness in deaf students regarding access 

options.  

Visits to two HEIs in England, involving interviews with a range of managerial and 

access staff 

Visits were made to two universities in England. Their support centres 
were approached because of their reputation for innovative practice and 
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explicit quality standards in relation to the provision of access and support 
for deaf students. In both cases, the provision was triggered by programs 
of study that attracted a critical mass of deaf students to the university. 
The visits were undertaken by three members of the research team. 

Consideration of background information and literature 

This research is informed by, and takes account of, research already 
undertaken within the UK relating to both disabled students and deaf 
students. This includes research on the effectiveness of certain types of 
provision, including note taking and BSL/English interpreting; research on 
support for disabled students in HE in the UK; and work on the nature and 
quality of access provision for deaf students elsewhere, including in the 
UK and overseas. The report also takes account of relevant legislation, 
policy and submissions to reviews, such as the Scottish Executive’s 
(2003b) Review of Funding for Learners. This background material is listed 
in the bibliography of this report. 

Examination of sources of information for HE applicants and students 

Researchers also explored the types of information available to deaf 
students in relation to accessing HE. This included examining written 
material and websites, including those of UCAS, SAAS and Scottish HEIs 
generally. 

Short interviews or more informal contacts 

The researchers supplemented the core interview material with shorter or 
more informal discussions with individuals, for example, from key 
organisations such as: SASLI; SCoD; CACDP; RNID; NDCS; BDA; Deaf 
Action and Deaf Connections. Members of the team were also able to 
attend or learn from particular events, such as the meeting on 
professional standards, initiated by Claire Guthrie of the Glasgow College 
of Building and Printing (now Glasgow Metropolitan College) in May 2004; 
the one-day conference on the ESRC-funded programme on Support for 
Disabled Students in HE (Riddell et al, 2004); and the one-day seminar, 
hosted in February 2004 by SCoD and the NDCS, on the opportunities for 
deaf people to access HE teacher education.  
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Using the evidence 

This report does not deal with each of the above types of evidence in turn, 
since it gives a central place to the observations of deaf students 
themselves. It therefore uses evidence from the various additional sources 
contextually, under a number of different headings. The purpose of the 
additional information is to describe and interpret current policy and 
practice in relation to deaf students and to suggest possible changes. 
However, it does seem clear from exploring the different sources of 
information—and from policy and practice—that the views of deaf people 
have not, in the past, been adequately taken into account.  
 
While many chapters include quotations from deaf interviewees, chapter 
ten (Deaf Perspectives) is most concerned with deaf people speaking out 
for themselves. Sometimes they have been quoted at length, so that 
readers are offered genuine insights into the real, everyday experiences of 
deaf students within FE and HE. The deaf people concerned also often 
contribute suggestions about innovative ways to ensure that deaf students 
have full access to HE. These ideas are incorporated into the 
recommendations. 
 
The views and proposals of hearing interviewees and consultants are also 
taken into account throughout the report. A number of the 
recommendations either come directly from these interviewees or are 
elaborations of their suggestions.  
 
Quotations are used throughout the report in such a way that it should be 
clear which category of interviewee was involved. However, because we 
are dealing with a small population, it was decided not to give the 
interviewees a consistent label within the report, as it might thereby be 
possible to identify individual students or staff.  

Key points 

• Deaf HE students are a ‘hard to reach’ study population, but this 
report nevertheless prioritises their views. 

• The project also collected information from key professionals 
(Disability Officers, and access centre and teaching staff) and 
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examples of good practice (including visits to two English 
universities). 

• Interviews with students were carried out in their own preferred 
language; all interviews were translated (where necessary) and 
transcribed into written English. 

• Bringing students together into focus groups revealed a lack of 
contact between deaf students, and variable levels of awareness 
among students regarding access options. 
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Chapter Three: 
Understanding Deaf Experience 

This research explores the access to Higher Education (HE) within 
Scotland of a specific group of people—deaf people—who have to date 
faced considerable barriers to success within all levels of education (SCoD, 
2004; Brennan, 2003; Brennan et al, 2002; lo Bianco, 2001).  
 
As we shall see, deaf people tend to be viewed within policy documents 
and educational guidelines as a subgroup of disabled people. Within this 
conceptualisation of deaf people as disabled, deaf students are typically 
banded into distinct groups by descriptors which relate to the level of 
hearing loss of the student. These descriptors mostly categorise deaf 
students according to a level of hearing loss that is described as either 
profound, severe, moderate or mild. It may seem that the type of services 
which students require can be neatly matched to this categorisation, but 
in actual fact the category boundaries are broad arbitrary designations 
along a continuum and range of auditory perception. Therefore neither the 
experience of deafness nor the life trajectories of deaf people lend 
themselves well to audiological categorisation alone.  
 
The accepted audiological framework has deliberately been avoided here 
in favour of recent work in the sociology of deafness. The tendency within 
this deaf studies literature (Padden and Humphries, 1988 and 2005; 
Wilcox, 1989; Gregory and Hartley, 1991; Corker, 1998; Ladd, 2002; 
Taylor and Darby, 2003; McDonnell, 2004) is to describe the experiences 
of deaf people by reference to a social, rather than a medical, model of 
disability, along lines elaborated by disabled scholars (Shakespeare, 1992 
and 1994; Oliver, 1996). Such descriptions privilege shared and 
characteristic experiences over the nature of hearing loss as such. And 
many of the accounts preference the languages used by deaf people—
including BSL, SSE and English—over the individual nature of hearing loss 
in an attempt to understand what deaf people share among themselves, 
as opposed to what sets them apart from hearing people. Within this body 
of work, for example, evidence is emergent that medical 
conceptualisations of deafness have led to forms of social oppression and 
exclusion (not least in education) that are thought to be located deep in 
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the social fabric of societies (cf. Mirzoeff, 1995; Branson and Miller, 2002). 
Through their resentment of being categorised in fitness terms by health 
and education professionals, adult deaf people are instead redefining 
themselves in social and linguistic terms. 6 
 
A contemporary policy approach is therefore one that takes account—as a 
matter of course—of deaf people as a socio- and geo-political reality, of 
BSL as a now recognised indigenous language in the UK, and of the 
weight of sociological argument put forward by predominantly deaf 
academics and accepted by the major deaf organisations in the UK and 
elsewhere. In sum, although this report will consider the impact of the 
‘Disability Agenda’ (see for example, Albrecht et al, 2001), it will take as 
its starting point the view that deaf people have of themselves as 
described above. In doing so this report, we believe, provides an exemplar 
of the ethical incorporation of mature deaf studies theory into education. 
 
The Scottish Association of Sign Language Interpreters (SASLI) 2002 
publication Creating Linguistic Access for Deaf and Deafblind People: A 
Strategy for Scotland recognises two broad groupings of deaf people.  
Firstly, there are those whose first or preferred language is a spoken 
language: 

This may be English, Gaelic, Punjabi, Chinese etc.: these 
people typically have become deaf later in life, although some 
will have been born deaf or have become deaf early in life, but 
only exposed to a spoken language. 
(Brennan et al, 2002, p.6) 

Secondly, there are those—a much smaller group—whose first or 
preferred language is British Sign Language (BSL):  

these people typically have been born deaf or have become 
deaf early in life. Deaf BSL users belong to the Deaf community 

                                       
6.  This report will not include the requirements of Deafblind people. The scope of the 

research is insufficient to allow proper analysis of their support and the SHEFC 

remit did not include them. However, organisations representing Deafblind people 

are increasingly drawing attention to their needs. It is hoped that specific Deafblind 

focus may be given to this group in future research.  
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and see themselves as constituting a linguistic/cultural 
minority. (Brennan et al, 2002, p.6)  

Within the Deaf Studies literature there is a widespread convention which 
makes use of a capital ‘D’ in ‘Deaf’ when referring to this group of people. 
The lower case ‘d’ is used in ‘deaf’ when referring to people who have a 
hearing loss, but who do not necessarily see themselves as belonging to a 
separate linguistic minority. In practice, Deaf people will be BSL-using 
deaf people; deaf people will use English or another spoken language as 
their preferred language.  
 
Despite recognising the usefulness of this convention, it will not be used 
here, although awareness of the two groups will be important throughout. 
This is because the scope of the research covers both groups and because 
the nature of the evidence is such that it is not always clear which group 
any individual deaf person belongs to. Thus some of the evidence from 
deaf students is based on written questionnaires. These do ask about the 
individuals’ preferred language in terms of access, but not about any other 
aspects of their cultural identity. It would be inappropriate to make 
assumptions. In the case of face-to-face interviews, the deaf person’s 
view of their identity has usually been apparent and this has been 
included in the discussion where relevant. However, the key point for this 
report is for readers to be aware that deaf people differ in terms of their 
preferred language.  
 
Despite the importance of this linguistic preference, it is also the case that 
many deaf people make use of both BSL and English: indeed almost all 
BSL users make some use of English and it could be argued that in recent 
years this usage has increased. The use of English by BSL-using members 
of the Deaf community has been encouraged by the greater involvement 
of deaf people in professional roles and by the potential of different types 
of technology, from text phones through to email and text-messaging.  

 
Most deaf school-leavers will have accessed curriculum and assessment at 
school solely through spoken and written English. Yet some deaf people 
who may never have had access to BSL may choose to learn BSL after 
leaving school, for example, within Further or Higher Education and, as 
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they become more skilled in the language, prefer at least part of their 
access to be through BSL. 
 
The SASLI (Scottish Association of Sign Language Interpreters) 
publication also draws attention to a key barrier to equality for deaf 
people: namely, lack of linguistic access. It provides examples across the 
board, demonstrating that typically deaf people are denied full access 
within education, social services, the justice system, health etc. This 
report will explore the extent to which this is also true within Higher 
Education, as well as providing examples of good practice in the provision 
of appropriate access services. But before considering developments in 
the current policy framework, we should first describe the very wide range 
of deaf people to whom it applies. 

Deaf children and adults 

The first salient difference is caused by the age at onset of deafness. 
Some people are born deaf or become deaf very early in their lives, while 
others become deaf as part of the ageing process, or through acquired 
hearing loss in adulthood. The RNID estimates that one in seven people 
have a hearing loss. The vast majority of these develop their hearing loss 
later in life. A relatively small number of children between one and three 
years of age will have a significant hearing loss: i.e. approximately one in 
one thousand births. The Achievements of Deaf Children in Scotland 
(ADPS) project which aims to collect information on all deaf children 
between birth and 18, currently has two thousand and seventy records of 
deaf children and young people in Scotland. Although the ADPS project 
may not have records for all pre-school children (the information is 
collected through education professionals), these figures give a good idea 
of the contrast in size between those coming through the education 
system with a hearing loss and those acquiring a hearing loss later in life. 
However, it is worth being aware of a further group: these are people who 
become deaf, not typically through old age, but through some other cause 
such as trauma, infection or toxic drugs. This group tends to be described 
as ‘deafened’. The RNID estimates that there are approximately one 
hundred and twenty three thousand deafened people in the UK aged 
sixteen and above. Several of the deaf people who provided information 
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for this project belong to this category. In two cases, the hearing loss was 
relatively recent and was deteriorating. 

Linguistic implications of timing of hearing loss 

Those people who develop a hearing loss in adulthood will typically have a 
spoken language as their first language. For the majority of people in 
Scotland this language will be English although it may be Gaelic, Punjabi, 
Hindi or one of the other community languages of Scotland. This contrasts 
with the situation of deaf children. 
 
The linguistic situation of deaf children can be quite complex. Those deaf 
children who are born into deaf families who use BSL are likely to develop 
BSL as their first language. This sign language will develop at a 
comparable rate to spoken language, so children as young as three will be 
able to have relaxed conversations with their parents. However, the 
number of deaf children born into deaf families is likely to be as low as 
five per cent of the overall number of deaf children and no more than ten 
per cent.  
 
The linguistic status of deaf children born to hearing parents will depend 
very much on the choices made by their parents and the options available 
within their schooling. Almost all children with mild to moderate hearing 
losses will be given access only to English. However, although such 
children are likely to acquire English, they do not all necessarily have the 
level of access which enables full linguistic skills to be developed easily. 
Limitations of access within schooling, for example, within group 
situations or noisy classrooms, may also negatively affect their 
educational achievements. 
 
Some deaf children with severe or profound losses may also be placed in 
spoken language-only environments. Some of these may have hearing 
aids or cochlear implants which will give them some access to sound and 
some may develop good English language skills. However, a substantial 
proportion of these children will not develop native-like fluency in English. 
Parents of some deaf children may choose to use sign language with them 
and/or place them in educational contexts where BSL is used, as well as 
English. However, in Scotland there are arguably no truly bilingual 
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environments at primary and secondary levels: such an environment 
would be one where the two languages are used separately and are given 
equal status. Some deaf children will be exposed to a form of 
communication known as Total Communication. Total Communication 
often combines communication modes, and this makes the full use of BSL 
spatial grammar and non-manual components impossible.  
 
The SASLI (Brennan et al, 2002) and Scottish Council on Deafness (SCoD, 
2004) publications support the view of the BDA that only a truly bilingual 
and bicultural environment will give deaf children the solid linguistic basis 
they need: 

The BDA believes that the majority of deaf children will best 
realise their potential through a bilingual/bicultural approach to 
learning. Under such a system, the deaf child learns BSL 
alongside English enabling him or her to build confidence and 
acquire at an early stage the basic linguistic skills that are the 
foundation for all subsequent learning. 
(BDA 2003) 

This view remains controversial within the education of deaf pupils. It 
could be argued that the ‘presumption of inclusion’ built into recent 
legislation (Scottish Executive, 2000a) makes it less, rather than more, 
likely that deaf children will be educated alongside deaf peers. At the 
same time, clear evidence from the ADPS project is showing that deaf 
children as a group lag substantially behind their hearing peers in relation 
to their educational achievements. The evidence available on literacy 
skills, including 5-14 National Tests, standard grades and specific reading 
age information shows that many deaf children are delayed in these skills. 
As we shall see, this is borne out by the comments of staff in FE and HE 
who see the low levels of English skills amongst deaf students as being a 
major barrier to achievement. English can therefore be a barrier to 
achievement for many deaf students, not just those who prefer to use 
BSL. 
 
Those who have acquired English as well as BSL may be in a more 
fortunate position. However, this may depend on how much of their 
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education they have been, and are, able to access through BSL and also 
the extent to which their English skills have been taught through BSL.  

Key points  

• The accepted audiological framework of categorising deaf people 
according to hearing loss has been avoided, in favour of a socio-
linguistic model that reflects the shared experience of being deaf as 
described by deaf people themselves.  

• This study reflects the views of deaf students who use English, as 
well as those who use BSL, signed communication, or a mixture of 
spoken and signed modalities; all students are considered to share 
key experiences that are relevant to this report. 

• As with language preference, the age at onset and cause of 
deafness varied among the study sample of deaf students, and this 
too is characteristic of the deaf population as a whole. 

• Reported low levels of English skills among deaf youngsters can be a 
barrier to achievement. 
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Section Two: 
The Policy and Practice 
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Chapter Four: 
Policy, Legislation and Initiatives 

Access to education should be for all. Therefore, we, deaf 
students, have a right to have a suitable level of qualified 
support at realistic cost. 
(Scottish Deaf Student) 

In 2003 the Scottish Executive Department of Education, Transport and 
Lifelong Learning established a review of funding for learners as part of its 
Funding for Learners Division. The key principle underlying this review 
was described in the following terms: 

The Executive is committed to making learning accessible to all 
individuals, regardless of their background or personal 
circumstances. A key tool in achieving this goal is having a fair 
and effective financial support system in place for learners. 

The Scottish Executive's Lifelong Learning Strategy made a commitment 
to review the funding of learners in post-compulsory education with a view 
to improving the following aspects of current provision: 

• Coherence—are learners being treated the same, taking into 
account how or at what level they are studying? 

• Equitability—are the levels of support in place putting all individuals 
on a level playing field when it comes to accessing learning? 

• Effectiveness—is there targeting and help for those people who 
need the most financial assistance to learn? 

 
The Funding for Learners Division Position Paper (Scottish Executive 
2003b) stressed that “…it is essential to have a basic conceptual 
framework underpinning learner support” (Scottish Executive, 2003b, 
p.1). Amongst the principles underlying support, the Scottish Executive 
proposed the following: 

The framework for learner support should recognise the 
requirements of the economy as a whole and the need for 
equity of provision between individuals and between groups. 
These objectives come together in widening access to learning 
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opportunities.  
• Policy should be evidence-based. 
• Full opportunities should be available to learners and learning 
providers so that appropriate choices are made in obtaining 
and providing learning opportunities. 

The Review of Funding of Learners focussed specifically on the Scottish 
Executive’s aim to ensure “A Scotland where people have the chance to 
learn, irrespective of their background or current personal circumstances”. 
 
The Review addressed a number of key policy issues, including:  

• the different funding regimes for FE and HE students;  
• the eligibility of full-time and part-time learners; the funding of Special 

Education Needs (SEN) students; the different definitions of "income" 
used in determining eligibility for support;  

• the impact of the "previous study" rules in determining eligibility. 
 
All of these issues are of relevance to the particular focus of this report, 
i.e. the support available to deaf students in HE.  

 
The Position Paper also stressed the central principle of widening access to 
learning:  

The concept of widening access is based on the view that it 
should be the ability and potential—rather than background—of 
the individual that are the principal determinants of his/her 
learning opportunities. 

The Position Paper recognised that students may face a range of non-
financial barriers, such as lack of familiarity with HE, which may lead to 
inappropriate choice of course or institution, feelings of cultural isolation, 
et cetera.  
 
Several submissions to the Funding for Learners Review reveal a number 
of key concerns which have direct relevance to the specific situation of 
deaf learners. Although none of the submissions make explicit reference 
to deaf learners, many of the comments and proposals have a bearing on 
deaf students. The key submissions in this respect are those from the HE 
Disability Coordinators/Advisors National Network; Skill Scotland; the 
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National Bureau for Students with Disabilities and the Open University. 
The discussions of the SEN/Disabilities Stakeholders Group are also 
relevant to this discussion. Issues deriving from these submissions will be 
referred to as appropriate in the following chapters, along with evidence 
from the research reported here. 7  

 
The major piece of legislation currently having an impact on all sectors of 
education, including Higher Education, is the Disability Discrimination Act 
1995 (DDA) as extended to education from September 2002 following 
amendments introduced by the Special Educational Needs and Disability 
Act (SENDA) 2001. The legislation aims to ensure that disabled people 
have equal opportunities across the education sector, including within 
higher education institutions. According to the Act, discrimination against 
disabled applicants or students can take place in either of two ways. By: 

• treating them “less favourably” than other people; or  
• failing to make a “reasonable adjustment” when they are placed at 

a “substantial disadvantage” compared to other people for a reason 
relating to their disability. 

 

The Act applies to all the activities and facilities institutions provide wholly 
or mainly for students. There is a responsibility to make anticipatory 
adjustments: thus institutions are expected to give attention to 
adjustments which may be required by future disabled students or 
applicants and make these adjustments in advance. The major part of the 
Act was implemented in 2002; adjustments requiring the provision of 
“auxiliary aids and services” (such as interpreters, lip speakers, note 
takers etc) have been required since September 2003, and adjustments 
requiring alterations to physical features are required from September 
2005. 
 
Deaf applicants and students are deemed by their hearing impairment to 
be included under the terms of this legislation. Those who see the 

                                       
7.  This report was written when the Funding for Learners Review was still underway. 

Relevant elements within the evidence submitted are considered in this report, 

independent of the outcomes of the Review, as part of our particular focus on 

access and support arrangements for deaf students. The outcomes of the Review 

are of a later date than the original submission of this study to SHEFC. 
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inclusion of deaf people as primarily a linguistic matter are caught in a 
dilemma: the SENDA legislation has the potential to provide protection to 
deaf students, even in terms of linguistic access. Yet to exploit this 
legislation is to accept an underlying approach to deafness that is based 
on conceptualising deaf people in terms of hearing loss (rather than in 
terms of having linguistic rights). Most individuals and deaf organisations 
are taking a pragmatic approach, by invoking the SENDA legislation whilst 
simultaneously calling for linguistic rights. 
 
One of the difficulties in accepting this framing of deaf people’s situation 
in terms of disability is that it can mask the essential linguistic issues 
involved. In much of the guidance relating to SENDA there is very little 
recognition of the Deaf community as a linguistic minority or of deaf 
people having linguistic preferences. Even where there is a focus on 
access provision, some of the terminology, such as the use of 
‘communicators’ or ‘communication support workers’, may confuse rather 
than clarify the situation (see Chapters Ten and Twelve and point 8.0 of 
the recommendations).  
 
However, there are some developments which have taken place at both 
UK and Scottish levels which cut across this thinking. In February 2003, 
two important events took place. Firstly, the United Kingdom Government 
recognised British Sign Language as a language in its own right and 
promised funding to support the use of BSL. In the same month, the 
Scottish Parliament published a report on the Inquiry into the Role of 
Educational and Cultural Policy in Supporting and Developing Gaelic, Scots 
and Minority Languages in Scotland (Scottish Parliament, 2003). The 
initial remit of this Inquiry did not include BSL, but the resulting 
investigation and report gave clear recognition to BSL as one of the 
languages of Scotland. Specific references are made to BSL within the 
recommendations. It is clear that the committee accepts that bilingualism 
and multilingualism are positive assets to be encouraged.  

 
The Scottish Executive has also established a Working Group focused on 
BSL which aims to support increased knowledge and understanding of BSL 
and its users and to facilitate actions to support BSL use. Through 
representations from members of the Working Group, the name and scope 
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of this group was extended to become the BSL and Linguistic Access 
Working Group, thus giving recognition to the fact that the varied 
linguistic experiences of deaf people mean that they have different 
linguistic preferences. The Working Group seeks to facilitate access in 
whatever language the deaf person requires. This Working Group operates 
under the auspices of the Equality Unit within the Scottish Executive: this 
Unit is charged with ensuring that all of the departments of the Executive 
comply with the equality agenda. 
 
There is, then, recognition of deaf people’s linguistic rights both within the 
Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Executive. However, the integration 
of these rights within an appropriate linguistic framework has not yet been 
achieved. Instead, these linguistic rights have to be interpreted within the 
terminology of disability, special educational needs, extended learning, 
etc: all terms which can be found within the FE and HE sectors. It could be 
argued that this can make it more difficult to clarify and meet the access 
requirements of deaf students. 
 
As will be seen in more detail later, some deaf students themselves felt 
that it was inappropriate to treat deaf and disabled students in the same 
way: 

I'd just like to make final comment but I think this will be an 
important one. When I was completing the UCAS form, I stated 
that I was born profoundly deaf since birth, but wasn't given 
the opportunity to detail what support arrangements I would 
require during my university course i.e. interpreters. Of course, 
this could have affected the way I was selected by universities. 
For example, the universities I applied to would not have been 
aware that I would require an interpreter. I feel that UCAS 
should do more to address the needs of deaf and disabled 
students. I felt that they were treating us as if we were in the 
same group—so it would be difficult for them to understand our 
different needs. The UCAS application forms need to be re-
formatted in a way that it would be easier for our needs to be 
effectively assessed. 
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This comment about the UCAS form could indeed be extended to the 
whole framework in which deaf students requirements are considered.  

UK initiatives supporting deaf people in HE 

There have been a number of UK initiatives aimed at supporting deaf 
students within HE. The three which are addressed in this report are the 
Headstart project; the JUDE project and the UCLAN Year Zero for Deaf 
Students project. Reference is also made to the Teachability project which 
had a wider remit than deaf students.  

Headstart 

Headstart was set up: 

To address the issues that deter deaf and hard of hearing 
people from pursuing higher or further education and the 
barriers that prevent them from achieving academic success. 
(RNID Website) 

More specifically, Headstart aims: 
• To build clear and firm bridges between HE institutions, Further 

Education colleges, Post 16 providers and Careers Services, so that 
deaf and hard of hearing people can make the transition from 
education to university to employment. 

• To enable deaf and hard of hearing people to apply for the right 
courses at university, by ensuring that they are motivated and have 
good career plans. 

• To develop strategies and initiatives to help deaf and hard of 
hearing students succeed at university. 

• To encourage and support universities to become more accessible 
to, and supportive of, deaf and hard of hearing students. 

• To disseminate successful case studies and initiatives, and 
campaign for changes to Government policy and university practice, 
so that the lessons of the project may have a wider and longer 
lasting impact. 

(RNID Website: http://www.rnid.org.uk/headstart) 

In the initial phase of the project the team developed an audit tool, Deaf 
Students in Higher Education: How Inclusive are You?. The document 
provides self-assessment questions under a number of key headings: 
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• Information for applicants, students and staff; 
• Selection and Admission of students; 
• Confidentiality and Disclosure; 
• Enrolment, registration and induction of students; 
• Learning and teaching; 
• Examination and Assessment; 
• Access to general facilities and support; 
• Additional specialist support; 
• Physical Environment; 
• Staff development; 
• Quality Assurance. 

 
Within each of these sections, the authors provide a ‘Best Practice 
Statement’ which includes clear criteria to be met. Thus, under ‘Learning 
and Teaching’, there are statements relating to 

• Clear Communication Strategies; 
• Accessible Learning and Teaching Strategies—General Principles; 
• Managing Laboratory, Practical and Studio Work; 
• Managing Divided Visual Attention; 
• Managing Group and Seminar Work. 

 
Within each of these there is a further set of statements, for example, 
under ‘Clear Communication Strategies’: 

As part of your communication with your students, you: 
o Know what communication support and equipment is 

available in your university 
o Discuss individual communication needs with your student 
o Are aware of the high level of concentration required by deaf 

students and schedule regular breaks for lipreaders/British 
Sign language users 

o Make sure the deaf students can see you (and all other 
students) easily and clearly… 

(RNID et al 2001, Section 5) 

This highly detailed account also provides a good basis for staff training in 
that it draws attention to a whole range of factors which need to be in 
place if deaf students are to gain full access. This audit tool does not 
appear to be in regular use within Scottish HEIs, but some Disability 
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Advisors interviewed were aware of the initiative. Most saw it as either too 
detailed or as overlapping with the aims of the Teachability project. 
 
It was also clear from interviews with HEIs and RNID staff involved in the 
Headstart project that the audit tool itself was only one part of the 
initiative. The most recent phase focuses more on a series of actions and 
events which can promote inclusion of deaf people in HE. These include 
provision of focused information, one-day conferences and residential 
week-long summer schools specifically for deaf students. The Headstart 
section of the RNID website (http://www.rnid.org.uk/headstart) provides 
advice and information particularly to deaf applicants and students, for 
example, in relation to the process of clearing. The first residential course 
was held at Sheffield Hallam University in 2003 and a further residential 
summer school is being held at the University of Sheffield in July 2004. 
This is described as  

…a residential week for deaf and hard of hearing students one 
year on, who have applied to university and have been offered 
a provisional place. They will take part in a fast track study 
skills booster, make practical plans for their move to university 
and establish or confirm networks and friendships. 
(RNID Website: http://www.rnid.org.uk/headstart) 

The student feedback from the first residential week was very positive 
indeed: prospective students were able to develop social, academic and 
networking opportunities in a supportive environment, which also 
provided them with experience of different types of linguistic access. No 
such residential course has as yet been held in Scotland. It may be that 
Scottish students could attend UK courses of this type. However, it seems 
valuable in the first instance to establish such opportunities within 
Scotland. This would allow deaf students in Scotland to build up strong 
Scottish networks; become familiar with the educational and academic 
institutions and systems within Scotland; become more aware of the role 
and function of relevant Scottish organisations and groups (SAAS; SCoD; 
SASLI; SSC etc). 
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The JUDE Initiative 

Another project specifically aimed at supporting deaf students was 
established within Northern Ireland. The Joint Universities Deaf Education 
(JUDE) Project was aimed at improving access particularly at Queen’s 
University, Belfast and the University of Ulster. The project had three 
goals: 

• to support deaf and hard of hearing students at both Queen’s 
University, Belfast and the University of Ulster; 

• to assist and improve access to higher education and ultimately 
employment for prospective students; 

• to assist change and improvement in the quality of training for sign 
language interpreters in Northern Ireland through establishing 
courses at an appropriate level.  

 
The JUDE project built up a bank of resources, such as radio aids and loop 
systems and developed support services particularly in manual and 
electronic note-taking, and transcription. The team also established 
several training initiatives, including the training of notetakers and the 
establishment of a Deaf Studies Certificate. One of the most innovatory 
aspects of the project was the collaboration between the JUDE project, 
RNID and the University of Central Lancashire (UCLAN), which resulted in 
16 students attending UCLAN for interpreter training. JUDE also assisted 
in student assessment and in co-ordinating and booking access services. 
 
It is clear that the JUDE project had a significant positive effect on the 
recruitment and support of deaf students in Northern Ireland. The project 
supported 54 full-time and 20 part-time students. However, the project 
itself was short-term and lasted only two years. Rather than this specialist 
support continuing, the funding which followed from the Higher Education 
Funding Council of England (HEFCE) and the Department of Education for 
Northern Ireland (DENI) was replaced by funding for a generic Disability 
Services Co-ordinator post. Alan McClure, RNID, comments: 

As a result, the specialist support offered through JUDE ended 
and is now incorporated into a pan-disability service. Now 
considerably fewer applications are received from the deaf and 
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hard of hearing community by the two universities. 
(McClure, 2003)  

There are a number of lessons to be learnt from the JUDE initiative. There 
was a clear link between the development of deaf-related courses, 
including the training of access providers, and the increase in student 
numbers. Some elements of this positive initiative remain: for example, 
the Department of Linguistics now includes British Sign Language as the 
fourth linguistic option, the others being French, German and Spanish. 
However, once the clear deaf focus and related awareness and training 
were removed, the recruitment of deaf students decreased. The SASLI 
report (Brennan et al, 2002) stressed the inadequacy of short-term 
solutions to what is an ongoing requirement of linguistic access for deaf 
students. The JUDE project shows this all too clearly.  

The Teachability Project 

The Teachability project provides materials to enable academic staff within 
HEIs to reflect on the accessibility of courses for ‘students with a range of 
impairments’. Five Scottish institutions were involved in the first phase of 
the project: in a later stage a further thirteen HEIs were included. The 
remit of the project required a focus on disabled students. Examples 
within the resource materials provide examples of deaf students’ access 
requirements and suggest strategies for meeting their requirements. 
However, the wider remit of the project did not allow for an in-depth focus 
on deaf students. A number of Disability Officers indicated that the 
Teachability pack had been used by individual departments within the HEI. 
In some cases, there was an intention to roll out the use of the pack 
across departments over a specific time period. Some staff commented 
that, while departments had made use of the materials to audit the 
accessibility of their curriculum, resources were not always available to 
bring about the type of changes that were required. There was little 
information, therefore, on the impact of Teachability on direct practice in 
relation to deaf students. However, it should be noted that, as with many 
of these initiatives, impact can be difficult to measure. Some University 
websites, for example, provide information at least partly derived from the 
Teachability project. One example is the use of the short set of guidelines 
entitled 10 ways to anticipate! How can you possibly make reasonable 
adjustments before you know the disabled students who need them? by 
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Anne Simpson, Teachability Project Director. These suggestions are aimed 
at supporting academic staff in their preparations for working with a wide 
diversity of students. However, as with other materials, the challenge is in 
trying to ensure that academic staff who could exploit these ideas actually 
know about them.  

 
The Year 0 for Deaf Students access course is discussed in more detail in 
chapter eight. 

Key points 

• SEED’s Funding for Learners Review (2003b) had direct relevance 
for deaf learners, although none of the submissions made explicit 
reference to them. 

• Those deaf students (and deaf organisations) wishing to invoke 
SENDA legislation in support of linguistic access rights can only do 
so by accepting SENDA’s conceptualisation of deafness as hearing 
loss (not linguistic difference). 

• More recently, recognition of BSL and establishment of the Scottish 
Executive’s BSL and Linguistic Access Group are early evidence of 
recognition of linguistic rights, but this needs to lead to practical 
realisations in educational policy. 

• The application and use of Headstart and Teachability resources is 
variable across HEIs. Outcomes of the JUDE project in Northern 
Ireland demonstrate the need for ongoing strategic commitment to 
guarantee the provision of access arrangements on a national scale. 

Recommendations 

4.1 The Scottish Parliament and Scottish Executive should work 
towards integration of linguistic rights for deaf people within a 
linguistic framework of access arrangements, moving away from 
a disability framework of special educational needs and extended 
learning. 

4.2 A nationally consistent infrastructure of HE access arrangements 
for deaf students should be based on ‘top-down’ longer term 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 62–204 

strategic commitments, rather than be based on ‘bottom-up’ 
short term project-based solutions. 

4.3 There is a need to bring together certain core activities, which can 
help to provide a stronger infrastructure to support deaf students 
in particular institutions. A single central resource and training 
centre, the Centre for Linguistic Access should be established. 
Ideally this would be part of the Centre for Deaf Studies as 
recommended by the SASLI Working Party (Brennan et al, 2002), 
although it could have a separate existence. However, given the 
links between the different types of initiative required, it would be 
better for this work to be fully integrated into a Centre for Deaf 
Studies. The Centre for Linguistic Access would act as a 
‘powerhouse’ for creating and supporting a radical shift in the 
access systems in place for deaf students in tertiary education. It 
may well be appropriate for such a Centre to have a dual FE/HE 
focus, given the overlap recognised within this report: this would 
also involve collaboration with existing groups, such as the BRITE 
Centre. Given that there is a parallel need for such resources 
within primary, secondary and FE as well as in HE, combined 
funding should be made available for the development of the 
Centre for Linguistic Access to service access requirements at all 
of these levels. The establishment of a Centre for Linguistic 
Access would enable the requirements of deaf students to be 
conceptualised in terms of linguistic choice and preferences, 
rather than in terms of ‘special needs’. 

4.4 Specific core funding should be allocated for the establishment of 
such a Centre and for running costs. There are precedents for 
making focused funding available for such a Centre. The BRITE 
Centre Initiative, for example, received specific funding three 
years after the publication of the Beattie report (1999). This 
Centre is playing an important role in making FE accessible to a 
range of students in FE. At the opening of the Centre in 2002, 
Iain Gray, the then Minister for Enterprise, Transport and Lifelong 
Learning, announced that £22.6 million had been allocated from 
April 2001 to March 2004 to implement the recommendations of 
the Beattie report: “£4.5 million of that funding was allocated 
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specifically to support students in further education and a 
significant proportion of that has been used to establish the 
Centre” (Iain Gray, Minister of Enterprise, Transport and Lifelong 
Learning, September, 2002). It is suggested here that a similar 
injection of capital funding is required to ensure full participation 
of deaf students in HE. The SASLI report (Brennan et al, 2002) 
recommended the establishment of a Centre for Deaf Studies to 
take forward a range of initiatives which could contribute towards 
genuine linguistic access for deaf people in a range of contexts. 
HE is only one of these contexts, but if the same kind of funding 
were to be made available in relation to deaf people as has been 
made available for the BRITE Centre initiative, then the situation 
of deaf students could be transformed.  

4.5 The Centre for Linguistic Access should be responsible for the 
development and application of agreed Quality Indicators (QIs) 
for the whole ‘assessment’ process and in relation to access 
provision (e.g. interpreters, notetakers etc). These would be 
supplementary to the generic ‘Toolkit’ for DSA-related 
assessments (see chapter 7). There should be regular auditing of 
provision. 

4.6 Residential one-week summer courses for aspiring and first year 
deaf HE students should be hosted within Scotland, to aid 
networking and level students’ awareness of support and access 
arrangements. 
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Chapter Five: 
Funding Issues 

Eligibility for DSA  

In its submission to the Funding for Learners Review, the Scottish 
Disability Team draws attention to the categories of student who are 
currently ineligible for funding under the Disability Students Allowance 
scheme operated through the Student Awards Agency for Scotland 
(SAAS). These include:  
 
• students on access courses;  
• students studying less than 50% of a full time course or studying on 

part-time courses; 
• postgraduate students who are not studying on a course which attracts 

funding from SAAS or are studying part-time on courses which do 
attract SAAS funding;  

• EU and international students. 

Thus, in order to receive the same level of access and support services as 
those in receipt of DSA, individual higher education institutions have to 
fund the relevant services from their own existing resources.  In their 
submissions, the Disability Team and Skill Scotland both point out the 
iniquity of this situation.   They argue that, as the Cubie Commission had 
already recommended, DSA should be available to all higher education 
students, regardless of the nature and level of the course.  

 
In terms of postgraduate students on courses which do not attract SAAS 
funding, Skill Scotland highlights the inequity—and wastefulness—of the 
fact that, in England and Wales, DSA eligibility is extended to all 
postgraduate students, both full and part-time: “this lack of postgraduate 
DSA in Scotland is limiting the development of talent” 
(Skill Scotland 2003, p.2). 
 
This is certainly true in the case of deaf students; such students have to 
rely either on their own personal finances or the inventiveness and good 
will of Disability Advisors to attempt to remedy the situation.  
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At the time of writing there is room for optimism that the Funding for 
Learners Review will address at least some of these issues. 

 
A further challenge is the extent to which current DDA/SENDA legislation 
is applicable to the institution or the student. If institutions are required to 
treat all students equally and not to place any student at a disadvantage 
because of his or her disability, then the legislation must also apply to 
overseas students, even though they may not be eligible for DSA. If 
Scottish students are unclear about their rights and feel the system does 
not facilitate understanding, then the situation is likely to be even more 
difficult for non-Scottish and non-UK students. Indeed, one issue which 
occurs again and again in the interviews is the need for clear and 
accessible information.  
 
The Disabled Students Premium funding system is the one way in which 
relevant central funding is provided directly to institutions, rather than to 
qualifying individuals. However, there are limitations to its potential for 
meeting the access needs of students not in receipt of DSA, as will now be 
described. 

Premium in Support of Disabled Students 

SHEFC (now SFHEFC) introduced the Premium in Support of Disabled 
Students funding in 2001. It provides a means for giving direct financial 
assistance to institutions, in order to assist them with any additional costs 
which they incur when providing services to disabled students. Although 
this is undoubtedly a positive move, there are two problematic issues: 
firstly, it is solely calculated on the basis of numbers of students in receipt 
of DSA; secondly, there appears to inconsistency in how institutions deal 
with the funding internally. 
  
The fact that Premium funding is based on numbers of students who get 
DSA means that all the students who fall into the ineligible groups listed 
above are not included in the calculation of Premium grants.  
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Therefore, institutions not only have to find the shortfall from existing 
resources, but have a disincentive from taking institutional responsibility 
for the wider group. 
  
Skill Scotland draws attention to this anomaly: 

Skill Scotland is greatly concerned that DSA is used as the 
criteria for Disability Premium funding in HE. DSA is for 
individual needs, and attaching Disability Premium funding to 
this means that institutions are dissuaded from making support 
for all disabled students part of their overall provision. 
Consideration of robust, appropriate methods of distributing 
Disability Premium funding which encourage the further 
inclusion of disabled students is needed. 
(Skill Scotland, 2003, p.3) 

 
One might expect that Disability Advisors would be involved in decisions 
about how the Premium funding is spent in their institution. However, out 
of nine Disability Advisors who gave information about this issue, there 
were wide variations in what they knew about the funding, and what 
control their respective Disability Offices had over its use: 

• Only two stated that the funding was directly devolved to them;  
• Two understood that the funding was used for estates and buildings, 

but weren’t given information about how much was received. In only 
one of these two cases, the Disability Office received the remainder 
left from the estates and buildings work; 

• Two knew the Premium amount, but said that none if it was made 
available to the Disability Office; 

• One knew the Premium amount, but no information about how it 
was spent; 

• One neither knew the figure, nor whether any of it was devolved. 
 
It would seem that a consistent policy of devolving decision-making power 
to the Disability Offices would be beneficial, where the need for 
buildings/estates expenditure can be considered alongside other priorities. 
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It is understood that SHEFC (now SFHEFC) are aware of these Premium 
funding issues and that they will be addressed in a forthcoming review.  

Students in receipt of DSA 

Some of those students in receipt of DSA who were interviewed or 
completed questionnaires did find that DSA enabled them to have 
adequate access to HE and almost all would agree that it contributes 
significantly to their access.  

 
However, DSA funding is not available for support during vacations, other 
than for exceptional circumstances such as resits. This can be particularly 
important for deaf students who need to have access to preparatory 
materials or to prepare for the specific linguistic demands of courses.  

 
Chapters Ten and Twelve illustrate that the linguistic experience of DSA 
varies, and full access may depend on the costs of the provision required. 
For example, in her questionnaire response, a postgraduate student on 
the one hand acknowledges the huge improvements gained by the 
introduction of DSA: 

The level of support (communication) is much better now than 
when I started in 1986 at ****. I struggled through four years 
without any communication support (those were the days with 
no DSA). 

On the other hand, she follows this by describing her disappointment at 
the low standards of the current access services provided and the 
prohibitive costs involved. Her concluding comment is that “access to 
education should be for all. Therefore we, Deaf students, have a right to 
have a suitable level of qualified support at realistic cost”. 
 
Another student on a modular course described how the costs for one 
week of study could be as much as £2000, allowing for two interpreters 
and assuming low travel costs. The use of speech to text operators would 
more than double that figure. The costs for undergraduate students may 
be high because of the way lectures and seminars are spread throughout a 
day: there is a minimum two-hour charge for most services. Thus it may 
be cheaper to, for example, hire an interpreter for a day than pay for 
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smaller amounts of time. This situation can be improved somewhat if 
interpreters are employed on a full-time basis by the HEI: however, the 
shortage of interpreters has meant that this is rarely possible. 
 
The City Lit, in London, provides a model where DSA funding is pooled by 
students to enable a centralised workforce and resource base, with 
advantages of both cost-effectiveness and a wide range of skilled staff. 
There would, of course, be geographical limitations to the application of 
this model to Scottish institutions outwith the central belt.  
 
A final and vitally important issue is that, as noted in chapters three, eight 
and twelve, some students have an issue with English language 
competency, resulting from its late acquisition, and thus there is a need to 
fund subject-specific linguistic support for those students.  
  
There are further issues relating to the process of DSA assessment, and 
these are dealt with in the next chapter. 

Key points 

• A number of categories of disabled students have access needs, but 
are ineligible for DSA. This means that, in order to provide access 
services for them, HEIs must find the necessary funding from 
existing resources. 

• There is an apparent lack of clear information for ineligible students 
on the rationale for eligibility criteria.  

• The Premium in Support of Disabled Students grants to HEIs is 
calculated on the basis of numbers of students in receipt of DSA. 
This means that the ineligible categories of students referred to 
above are discounted, as well as students who do not disclose their 
disability.  

• There is inconsistency in the way that HEIs involve their Disability 
Offices in decisions about how the Premium funding is used. 

• DSA provides an invaluable resource to eligible students, but lack of 
funding for vacation periods, high costs and shortage of suitably 
qualified staff limit its potential. 
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• Students for whom English is an additional or late acquired language 
have a need for subject-specific linguistic support. 

Recommendations 

5.1 SAAS should widen the eligibility for DSA to include all those 
groups who have access requirements, but are presently excluded. 

5.2 Information on eligibility for DSA should be provided in clear, 
accessible formats, and made available to all applicants. 

5.3 SHEFC (now SFHEFC) should introduce a system of calculating 
Disabled Students Premium which takes into account the larger 
group of students who would benefit from specific access 
arrangements. 

5.4 HEIs should be encouraged to devolve decisions on Disabled 
Students Premium spending priorities to their Disability Offices 

5.5 DSA funding should be made available for support during 
vacations. 

5.6 Instead of the current DSA ceiling, the allowance should cover the 
costs appropriate to the provision of access to individual deaf 
students. 

5.7 The recently-established working group ‘Working towards Best 
Practice in Linguistic Access for Deaf Students’ should be 
encouraged to consider creative solutions to the pan-Scottish 
funding challenges involved, pending the establishment of the 
proposed Centre for Linguistic Access.  

5.8 DSA funding should specifically be made available for subject-
specific linguistic support for students whose English is an 
additional or late acquired language. 
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Chapter Six: 
Admissions and Professional Training Courses 

Some students had a negative experience of the admissions process. One 
key area for concern is that, in some cases, acceptance onto a course 
appears to be directly related to the level of support envisaged. One deaf 
applicant reported that she deliberately submitted her application early in 
the hope and expectation that appropriate access support could be 
arranged. However, the interviewers explained that they would not be 
able to give a response until the application had been examined by ‘the 
Special Needs Section’. The applicant then checked the website of the 
university and noted a statement that ‘the entry decision for disabled 
students is made concurrently with the application going to Special 
Needs’. There is some question here about the interpretation of the term 
‘concurrently’: in practice, this appeared to mean that a decision would 
only be made once the Special Needs Section had commented upon the 
feasibility of providing appropriate support. The student comments: 

I went for my interview and found that it wasn’t a bad 
interview, but there were a few things that they said during the 
interview. Like they were saying before we started, ‘Okay, now 
we’ll send your application form to Special Needs……But they 
would not tell me whether I had a place on the course or not. 
So they sent the application to Special Needs and then they 
said, ‘When we get the application back and we see how much 
support you need, we will work out whether it’s feasible’. So I 
was sitting there and getting angrier and angrier…This is why 
I’m angry about it all because they don’t want to be flexible. I 
think that’s what it is. I was quite shocked at first because I 
thought a lot of barriers had been broken down with regard to 
deaf and hard of hearing people in general and I was quite 
shocked, you know, to come across this. And I was really 
shocked in the interview when they talked about ‘feasibility’. 

HEIs may find themselves in something of quandary regarding 
admissions. The SENDA legislation requires that institutions not treat deaf 
people (‘disabled people’ in the wording of the Act) less favourably than 
others: this applies to admissions, as well as to other aspects of HE 
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provision. This requirement should mean that an individual is accepted 
into the HEI based upon their ability and potential, as well as on the 
appropriateness of the course of study for that person. The nature of the 
access requirements should not affect whether or not the person is 
accepted. However, as we can see from the above student testimony, 
information from staff and indeed the public documentation available on 
websites, this approach is not always followed. One example of the 
information on websites, from one of the largest institutions, can be seen 
below: 

Applicants will be invited to make contact with the Disability 
Team to discuss and consider fully any support requirements 
they may have and how these can be best met. No applicant 
will be refused a place on the grounds of disability at the 
University before this process of consultation has occurred. 
 

This statement is somewhat ambiguous, but it does seem to imply that 
deaf people could be rejected because the support anticipated is beyond 
the scope of the institution to provide. However, if the HEI accepts the 
person on their own terms, as a fully equal applicant, they may then 
discover that the institution does not in fact have the resources to provide 
appropriate support. This may not simply be a question of the HEI having 
insufficient funding, but rather that appropriately trained and qualified 
personnel are unavailable. This is clearly the case, for example, in relation 
to BSL/English interpreters and electronic notetakers. 
 
There is a major issue here: it appears that Government is passing 
legislation which places a legal requirement on HEIs which they simply 
cannot meet. The obvious corollary is for Government to fund a major 
initiative with respect to the training of access personnel such as 
electronic notetakers and BSL/English interpreters. 

Professional qualifications: Case study: Teachers 

There may also be specific admissions issues with respect to professional 
qualifications. We can note the following from a different university’s 
website: 
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*** offers an extensive range of programmes leading to 
professional qualifications for example in Social Work, Nursing 
and Physiotherapy. Admissions staff will maintain a regular 
dialogue with the Professional and Validating Bodies such as 
those for the professions allied to medicine. This will inform the 
above process and determine fairly whether a student’s 
disability will prevent them from fulfilling fitness for practice 
and other criteria. 

It is likely that most other universities operate in a similar fashion. 
However, it is not clear what evidence is sought by universities from those 
organisations most directly involved with deaf people or from deaf people 
themselves. 
 
During this research project, evidence was given by deaf students who are 
currently undertaking teacher education courses. It is worth giving some 
specific focus to issues raised by such students in order to highlight the 
more general issue of deaf people accessing professional courses and 
qualifications. 

The experiences of deaf student teachers 

A number of deaf students who are currently undertaking teacher 
education, either a PGCE or a B.Ed, gave face-to-face interviews or 
provided written evidence. There are particular issues facing such 
students, because not only do they have to access the academic and 
professional input, but they also have to demonstrate how they will 
manage a class of pupils and engage in appropriate teaching activities. 
Surprisingly, there seems to be very little in the way of advice or 
information relating to the possible strategies such students might use: 
they themselves tend to be the ones bringing forward ideas and 
suggestions. There also appears to be a lack of any network of support 
which would allow such students (and indeed the staff) to learn from 
previous experience. The following student made use of English as her 
preferred language:  

I’d like to say that the University were very quick offering me 
help, as I said before, but not one of them could put me in 
touch with another teacher with a hearing impairment, which I 
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really wanted. I wanted to talk to a teacher who could offer me 
strategies on how to cope in the placement, because when I 
went into the placement I was really scared about how I would 
cope. And, you know, I got on the internet, trying to find 
someone to speak to and I wish they could have offered me 
that, I wished they could have. Although I have to say they 
were very supportive. 

Although this student stressed that “I think I have got self-belief (that’s 
very important) that I’m a teacher”, she nevertheless felt considerable 
stress, partly because of how she perceived that others might view her: 

But I still feel a few of the students think ‘How’s she going to 
cope in the classroom?’, ‘How’s she going to manage?’, you 
know, and I can understand that; I really understand that. 
Because I think ‘How am I going to cope?’. 

Sometimes teachers were placed in circumstances they did not think ideal. 
The student below wore hearing aids, so the noisy conditions were 
particularly difficult for her: 

I found in my first placement, there were thirty-three Primary 
Six children in a temporary classroom. The school was being—
part of it—was being rebuilt, and they were all put into a small 
room and there was no room for their books and their books 
were kept out in the corridor. So every time they needed 
books, all the children would leave and the doors would open 
and they would go in and out, and I felt, for me, it wasn’t an 
ideal room. And I was surprised at the University’s placing me 
there. I don’t think that my success as a teacher would have 
come from that environment, although in my second placement 
there were twenty-five children in a good size room and I did 
so well. 

One student on a PGCE course did not feel it appropriate to tell the 
children on her teaching placement that she had a hearing impairment. 
She had perhaps given hints: 

And I told the children, you know, ‘If you need my attention, 
just tap me on the arm’ and it worked, and they didn’t know 
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that I had a hearing problem. I taught them how to do the 
alphabet in sign language, and that last day I wore my hair up 
for that day, and they were shocked. 

She explains her thinking as follows: 

If we had told them—I’m slightly concerned about the parents 
of the pupil. They might not like their children having a teacher 
with a hearing impairment, and given the negative attitude to 
people with a hearing impairment, I’m slightly worried about 
that. Now I feel like I’ve got another battle on my hands too. 

There are clearly issues of identity here in terms of how different people 
see themselves. This student did not wish to be seen as a ‘deaf teacher’, 
while others felt very positive about having a ‘deaf’ identity. 
 
Some students also commented on the attitudes and assumptions of HE 
staff: “Some of them were even surprised that a deaf person can drive a 
car. It made me wonder if they had a clue about deaf people”. Such 
misconceptions may also influence the attitudes of lecturers towards 
placements. Sometimes deaf students felt that an assumption was made 
that deaf students would want ultimately to teach deaf pupils. There is a 
strong view within the Deaf community and in deaf organisations that deaf 
people can play a particularly important role as deaf teachers of deaf 
children: 

Deaf teachers are able to fulfill this function most appropriately 
because deaf children need teachers who have high 
expectations of them and with whom they can communicate 
effectively. 
(Susan Daniels, Chief Executive, National Deaf Children’s 
Society: quoted in McGilp, 1999) 

Certainly some deaf students wished to follow this route, but others 
stressed that this should not be an automatic assumption and in some 
cases, individuals wished to teach the full range of pupils. There were also 
differences in views amongst deaf student teachers as to whether it was 
or was not appropriate to undertake placements in schools with deaf 
pupils. The following student explicitly wanted to work with deaf pupils, 
but she had to “…find suitable schools with deaf units [for myself] …but 
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for my last placement, I was placed in a mainstream school with no deaf 
pupils”. 
 
The access arrangements did not always make it possible for deaf student 
teachers to make the most of teaching placements. One BSL user was 
given access primarily through the use of two unqualified BSL/English 
‘interpreters’: the role they were fulfilling was that of an interpreter, 
although they were labeled ‘communicators’ presumably because of their 
lack of interpreting qualifications. The deaf student suggests that their 
subject specific knowledge was limited and that the “…standard of 
communication support is not high enough to give the level of support I 
require in a mainstream school”. 
 
This same deaf person also explained that the insufficiencies of the 
communicators had a negative effect on her experience of placement: 

The communicators imposed a time limit on the duration of 
interpreting in one day… one communicator said she couldn't 
cope with voice-over for more than one lesson per day. 
Consequently I lost the opportunity to teach another two 
lessons per day. This occurred on three separate days… I was 
without communication support for two days in my first 
placement, four days on my second placement and three days 
already in my final placement. No other interpreters could be 
found as replacements. 

In this particular case, the student was unable to deliver lessons she felt 
fully prepared for because the access provision was not in place. When 
asked about this example, Doreen Mair, Director of the Scottish 
Association of Sign Language Interpreters suggested that a qualified 
interpreter would not have laid down such conditions. The student also 
commented that: 

Because the communicators are not of a sufficiently high 
standard, and due to their lack of subject knowledge, I have 
had to make additional preparation for each lesson in order to 
provide the communicators with explanatory notes. 
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This is another example of deaf students having to undertake additional 
work because of the presence of staff whose primary purpose is to provide 
access. It should be said that the student recognised that the University 
concerned and the Disability staff had made strenuous efforts to employ 
appropriately qualified interpreters: the problem lay beyond the scope of 
the institutions themselves to fully resolve.  
 
However, there were positive aspects of this student’s placement 
activities. She was able to carry out a project in relation to the type of 
access support given to the deaf children in different mainstream 
environments. This piece of work allowed the deaf student to contribute to 
thinking on access provision in the schools concerned and to alert her 
hearing peers to some of the issues within the teaching course itself. She 
was also able to demonstrate the value of deaf perceptions on access 
issues to her peers on the education course.  
 
One further example of a negative experience was that of a student who 
was denied a placement in a particular mainstream school. The HEI 
supported the student in wishing to be placed in the school, but she was 
rejected by the school because the school incorporated a Unit for deaf 
children where the policy was totally oral and the student used BSL. It is 
probably a technical question as to whether this was unlawful in terms of 
SENDA, given that schools are not obliged to take students on placement. 
However, the student and HEI staff concerned felt that it was 
discriminatory, with echoes of ‘hiding away’ deaf people.  
 
It is worth adding here that the current Deaf Education qualification in 
Scotland, as with its counterparts in England, is a part-time modular 
course. This programme provides a specialised qualification in teaching 
deaf children. There is a recognised need for, and shortage of, deaf people 
who have this qualification. Unlike the English situation, however, Scottish 
students attending are not eligible for DSA; therefore funding has to be 
found through other means. This usually requires a great deal of work on 
the part of Disability Advisors since the costs involved can be 
considerable. Thus this is another potential barrier to deaf people 
accessing an HE course, in this case to qualify as teachers of deaf 
children. 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 77–204 

Key points 

• There is evidence which suggests that deaf students can be accepted 
for a university place conditional upon the HEI being able to provide 
appropriate access; this is against the spirit of SENDA legislation, 
which implies that an individual should normally be accepted on the 
basis of their ability and potential—i.e., regardless of access needs. 

• There may be more specific admission and access issues in relation to 
requirements for particular professional qualifications. 

• Deaf students on part-time modular postgraduate courses, such as 
those leading to qualifications in teaching deaf children, are at a 
disadvantage compared to their English counterparts, as they are not 
eligible for DSA.  

• Deaf students may require considerable levels of access services when 
out on placements or traineeships. 

Recommendations 

6.1 HEIs should accept deaf students on an equal basis to other 
students and in line with SENDA legislation. This is likely to 
increase the level of access/support services required within 
individual institutions, and thus have knock-on implications for 
DSA funding at a national level and for the need to train more 
access personnel.  

6.2 HEIs should liaise with organisations most involved with deaf 
people when making decisions about whether deafness would 
prevent a deaf student from fulfilling professional ‘fitness for 
practice’. 

6.3 All postgraduate students should be eligible for DSA, including 
those on part-time modular courses, such as those which train 
teachers to become specialised teachers of deaf children.  

6.4 Where courses require placements or traineeships, the HEI 
Disability Office should liaise with the placement/traineeship 
provider and the deaf student about the level of support to be 
provided for this, and consider whether local Deaf Awareness 
training should be offered in advance. 
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Chapter Seven: 
The Assessment Process 

In order to qualify for Disability Student Allowance (DSA), students must 
provide evidence of their ‘need’ for financial support. This usually takes 
the form of a ‘needs assessment’ carried out by an assessor. Most take 
place in the four Access Centres in Scotland. Currently only one Access 
Centre is located within an HEI: three out of four Access Centres are 
located in an FEC. There are also a number of individual assessors, 
outwith the Access Centres, whose assessments are accepted by SAAS.  
 
While there were examples of assessments having been undertaken which 
were satisfactory for all concerned, there were three main problematic 
issues identified in the current system: shortage of assessors, variability 
in assessors and assessments and timing of assessments.  

Shortage of assessors 

The four Access Centres have proved to be insufficient to cope with the 
increased demand from student applicants. Even with the addition of 
some additional SAAS-approved assessors, who operate independently 
outwith Access centres, there is a general shortage: 

The lack of assessors to carry out assessments of need for DSA 
is a significant barrier which stops students receiving the help 
they need as soon as they need it.  
(Skill Scotland 2003, p.3) 

A backlog of assessments can build up at key times, leading to critical 
delays in DSA being awarded. One Access Centre manager comments 
that: “ninety-nine per cent of DSA assessments at the Access Centre are 
done after the course starts”. However, this manager also explains that if 
the student is moving from FE to HE within the same college, the 
assessment would be done before the summer. 

 
She continues: 

It’s wrong that there is this delay. Assessment support should 
be assessed and strategies put in place before the summer. 
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DSA is the problem. If HEIs were funded to provide support this 
would enable the process to be improved. Any deaf student 
who commences the course without appropriate support 
strategies is immediately at a disadvantage to their peers 
because they cannot access information. 

A freelance assessor comments: 

When I was doing quite a lot [of assessments] I always got 
stragglers once the university course had started, round about 
Christmas etc. And they were struggling. And they would phone 
in a panic. But I always left it, you know, open until March 
because there was always a few. 

Thus a student may be at the end of the second term before an 
assessment is carried out: this may mean that the student has been 
completely without appropriate access support. Skill Scotland also draw 
attention to the problems of delay: “disabled people need support and 
funding in place when they start a course to ensure that they are not 
placed at a disadvantage” (Skill Scotland, 2003, p.1). 

Variability in assessors and assessments 

Assessment within an Access Centre does not automatically mean that 
someone with qualifications and experience in relation to deaf people will 
necessarily carry out the assessment. In fact, there is considerable 
variation in the background qualifications and skills among assessors.  
 
The current Access Centres range from one which is located in an 
institution which has a strong tradition of working with deaf students and 
therefore has built up strong expertise in this area, to one which sees 
relatively few deaf students. In some cases, the extent of contact with 
deaf students has enabled assessors and staff of Access Centres to be 
very aware of deaf people’s requirements. However, it seems to depend 
very much on the particular situation of individuals, the enthusiasm and 
goodwill of specific staff and their particular experiences in terms of the 
type of deaf people they have worked with. For example, some assessors 
have never assessed a BSL-using deaf person, while others have 
familiarity with this group. 
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There was variation also in the willingness to use external agencies when 
staff did not have relevant expertise.  
 
One Manager of an Access Centre which had only dealt with two or three 
profoundly deaf students over the last seven to eight years said that the 
Centre did not use an external agency for specialist expertise and did not 
imagine there would be a need to consider this. There was an expectation 
that deaf students would be the same as others in terms of negotiating 
support. However, it is difficult to see how the deaf student could obtain 
the assessment and access support required if no external agencies are 
used, when staff do not have deaf-oriented skills and knowledge.  

 
A more open attitude was demonstrated by another Access Centre 
assessor, who stated that it is important: 

…not only to know what you do know, but to know what you 
don’t know and to make appropriate referral for additional 
advice or for other sources of expertise. It’s not a one-size-fits-
all. It’s not, you know, a suggestion that as a consequence of 
becoming skilled in practical assessment that you could 
automatically the next day take up every component … like one 
day you might be an obstetrician and, you know, the next day 
you might be an orthopaedic surgeon. We’re not suggesting 
that at all. 

Some centres make use of presentations and consultations with 
commercial firms, e.g. those dispensing hearing aids and audiological 
equipment. However, as suggested on the SAAS website pages, there is 
some danger that commercial representatives may not have the objective 
stance that an independent advisor could take. Other Centres which are 
more familiar with the range of language requirements of deaf people are 
more likely only to bring in commercial personnel as an adjunct to a range 
of support information.  
 
Variation in service provided is also true of SAAS-approved freelance 
assessors of deaf students. One explained that her background was in 
audiology and the fitting of hearing aids. This assessor, therefore, 
automatically sought out detailed information relating to the level and 
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type of hearing loss and would even contact Audiology clinics to obtain 
this information. Other assessors would not consider such information to 
be crucial. Indeed, one assessor indicated that she did not understand the 
audiological dimension very well and would need to ‘seek further advice’.  

 
Disability Advisors and staff of Access Centres themselves expressed 
concern at the variable practice in terms of both the nature of assessment 
and the personnel involved in such assessment. There was particular 
concern that referrals for needs assessments may be made by SAAS and 
LEAs on an ad hoc basis:  

I feel discomfort with the idea that there is this ad hoc list… 
’Well they’ve always done assessments, so we will continue to 
accept theirs’… There’s a real sense of fragility and 
inconsistency with current ways in which people are either 
deemed to be appropriate for assessment or not. 

We thus have a wide range of individuals carrying out assessments with 
more or less specialist knowledge and skills. Clearly, in order to ensure 
fair assessments for all, there needs to be some specification of 
appropriate expertise. Otherwise the access provision may reflect the 
assessor’s individual knowledge base, rather than the requirements and 
preferences of the students. This will be further expanded later in the 
chapter. 
 
A related issue is the fact that there is evidence of variability in the 
assessment process itself. This can be seen in both the accounts that were 
given by assessors—and students—and in the written records and 
assessment documents produced. These ranged from quite complex highly 
detailed proformas to very brief letters which included a summary of key 
points. There were no proformas shown to the researchers which provided 
particular headings or sections relating specifically to the access 
requirements of deaf people. 
 
A number of assessors have made use of the proformas developed by the 
National Federation of Access Centres. However, this is seen by a number 
of assessors as too detailed to be helpful: because it tries to cover a range 
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of eventualities, it often includes information not relevant to the particular 
students:  

in our system, if a student comes and there’s nothing relevant 
to transport, I just don’t do anything about transport. Whereas 
with that format you absolutely have to comment on transport, 
placement whatever. Even if you are only saying it’s not 
relevant. It makes for a very long report. And I feel students 
don’t have really the time to spend on reading anything as long 
as that. So we have gone with just sending in a shorter, quite a 
narrative report about the student. 
(Access Centre assessor) 

Timing of assessments 

When the needs assessment is not conducted in the particular HEI a 
student wishes to attend, there may be very limited information 
available—or even no information—about the course of study which the 
student will be undertaking. Therefore, it may not be easy to ensure that 
access arrangements fit directly with the demands of the course. As one 
Access Centre assessor describes:  

Now you’d want a student to be equipped before they start. But 
then it’s ‘catch 22’. How do they know what the course is going 
to ask of them? And that’s where our method of assessment or 
our requirement of assessment is very unsatisfactory because 
we see the student once. If you are really doing a good job of 
assessment, you would want to go in and say, ‘We’ll try this’ 
and then set them up with something and then go back after 
three weeks ‘How’s that going? Do you need something else? Is 
that working? Do you need something different?’. And we can’t 
do that with our form of assessment. And that’s why it would 
be better if students are assessed in their own college, lent 
equipment and then ask SAAS for funding for it. So it’s not a 
good way of doing it to be honest. It’s the best we’ve got but 
it’s not the ideal. 

Thus we have a situation where there is a shortage of and variability 
among assessors and assessments, and a ‘catch 22’ in assessment timing. 
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Quality indicators 

In order to address some of these issues in relation to the assessment of 
disabled students, the BRITE Centre initiated a set of quality indicators for 
the assessment process. The initiative aims to build the capacity of 
individual institutions to carry out these assessments, which will reduce 
the pressure on Access Centres—and the consequent delays for individual 
students. It also allows for specific requirements of the course to be taken 
into account in an ongoing process rather than a one-off interview. This 
issue is further expanded later in the chapter.  
 
The ongoing development of a ‘Toolkit’ to improve the quality and 
consistency of the assessment process is being taken forward by the 
Disabled Students Stakeholder Group, under the auspices of SAAS.  
 
The Director of the BRITE Centre, Alison Cox (Cox, 2003), has stressed 
the importance of ensuring that the purpose of the assessment is agreed 
and that all stakeholders have confidence in the process: this involves 
establishing clear criteria, having clear standards in place and putting into 
place a means of auditing the process.  
 
The Initiative gives recognition to some of the real and potential problems 
within the assessment process. It aims to establish a level playing field, so 
that all stakeholders involved can know that all of the people undertaking 
the assessments have the appropriate qualifications and skills. It also 
acknowledges the importance of having some type of quality assurance of 
assessors and the whole assessment process. 
 
The Scottish Executive Disabled Students Stakeholder Group has adopted 
elements of the BRITE Initiative’s original quality indicators in the 
formation of ‘The Toolkit for Needs Assessment’.  
 
But will the Toolkit alone be sufficient to guarantee that deaf students will 
receive a consistently comprehensive, relevant and effective DSA 
assessment in future?  
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What does assessment mean? 

The training for assessors offered through the BRITE Initiative sets out 
five distinct types of assessment. But, on a fundamental level, the term 
‘assessment’ is itself ambiguous. For those deaf persons who are fully 
aware of the types of access provision that suit them, an assessment may 
not be necessary or appropriate, when they primarily need an opportunity 
to share this information with someone who is able to help co-ordinate the 
relevant provision.  
 
Thus an interview may well be appropriate. However, because of the 
funding arrangements (Disabled Students’ Allowance), the initial interview 
is located within a disability framework, incorporating an individual needs 
assessment. However much the individual assessor tries to move away 
from a medical model of disability and deafness, there is a sense in which 
this is built into the system. This notion can perhaps best be seen in 
relation to those deaf people who are said to ‘need’ ‘signers’. Both terms 
are placed in inverted commas here because both indicate a level of 
misunderstanding. One university runs modules in which deaf people 
provide some of the lectures and seminars. In these cases, a BSL/English 
interpreter is provided so that people who do not share the presenters’ 
first language, i.e. primarily hearing people, can follow the lecture. When 
a deaf student makes a contribution to a seminar using BSL, the 
interpreter is present as much for the teaching staff and fellow students 
as for the deaf student. Describing the interpreter as a ‘signer’ ignores the 
reality of interpreting as a two-way process and also ignores the ‘needs’ of 
the teaching staff and hearing students. 
 
In addition to raising a fundamental reservation about the concept of 
‘needs assessment’, the latter example demonstrates one of the many 
complexities of deaf students’ situations. How far the Toolkit as it stands 
can address this kind of complexity will now be explored. 

Complexities  

The Toolkit undoubtedly provides a positive general framework as 
described above. However, important issues relating to the linguistic 
nature of deaf student access are not included. For example, the 
requirement that ‘assessors have relevant qualifications and experience’ is 
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undoubtedly vital, but it is unclear what this means in relation to the 
assessment of deaf students. One could have had experience of working 
with deaf students who use amplification and/or note-takers to access 
information, but no experience of students who use BSL (and the two-way 
nature of BSL/English interpreting as described above)—or vice versa. 
One may have had some experience, but no understanding of why many 
deaf students have an issue with English language—and so on.  
 
Furthermore, given the fact that many deaf DSA applicants are unaware 
of the range of access strategies available (see ‘Changing requirements of 
students’ later in this chapter), there is a need for assessors to keep up-
to-date with the full range of strategies and services and the qualifications 
relevant to staff who offer those services. Of course it would be 
inappropriate to expect assessors themselves to have qualifications in 
note-taking, lipreading or BSL/English interpreting. However, it is 
essential for assessors to know that qualifications exist in these areas and 
to know what they are and where qualified staff can be found. 

If anything, the qualifications and the variability and so on in 
relation to the deaf population is perhaps more highlighted than 
in any other population in that, you know, there are so many 
different dilemmas. 
(Access Centre Assessor) 

Assessment proformas 

The Toolkit includes a revised draft proforma which is suggested for 
structuring the assessor’s report. It is a generic proforma which, while 
leaner than the Access Centre version described earlier, covers all 
applicants for DSA. Most of the Access Centre staff interviewed for this 
study said that they adapted their original proforma when interviewing 
deaf applicants. Nevertheless, continued absence of deaf specific 
indicators leads to the possibility that, even though exemplification is 
sometimes deaf student-related, assessors who are unfamiliar with a 
particular type of access provision will remain in the dark when using this 
form alone, in that they will not be alerted to the full potential of 
provision, e.g. electronic note-taking, lip-speaking etc. 
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The UK-wide National Association for Tertiary Education for Deaf People 
(NATED) has developed a specific Assessment Pack for use with deaf or 
hard of hearing students. The pack was primarily designed for use within 
FE situations, but is also adaptable to HE. It is of interest because it 
further illustrates the complexities involved in access requirements for 
deaf people. Additionally, as will be expanded upon later, it addresses the 
need for assessment to be seen as a process, as also advocated by the 
BRITE Initiative and others, rather than a one-off event.  

  
Listing the different elements with brief explanatory notes requires four A4 
sheets in the Assessment Pack. The initial assessment, for example, 
includes the following headings: Learning Style; Audiological Information; 
Assessment Results; Reading; Written Work; Numeracy; Study Skills; 
Technology Skills; Assessment of Language Skills; Communication Skills; 
Communication Mode Used; Sign Production; Sign Reception; 
Fingerspelling Production; Fingerspelling Reception; Lipreading/Speech 
Perception; Speech Production; Anticipated Support Needs. Given some of 
the assessment tools mentioned or recommended (e.g. the Test for 
Reception of Grammar, TROG, which relates to English), the amount of 
time involved for any one student would be very considerable indeed. 
However, the detail of the NATED pack demonstrates that there is an 
awareness of the range of linguistic requirements of the potential student 
intake.  
 
At the same time, the pack raises issues about whose role it is to assess 
the students’ skills in the different areas concerned.  
 
Certainly, it is common for HEIs to specify literacy requirements – and 
sometimes numeracy requirements – for admission to undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses of study. Most hearing learners coming from school 
have formal qualifications to indicate their levels of English and Maths, but 
deaf learners may not have these, despite having an appropriate level of 
ability in the subject applied for. NATED would argue that a literacy test 
enables assessment of the level and nature of any additional language 
tutorial support needed and/or additional access services – such as 
interpretation and/or modification of course materials. But, at HE rather 
than FE level, it could be argued that a negotiation with a student about 
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their linguistic access requirements would be more appropriate than an 
assessment or ‘test’. 
 
Again, this raises some fundamental issues of principle which cannot be 
discussed at any length in this report. In any case, any views which might 
be presented on this matter would not necessarily relate to the views and 
experiences of those interviewed during the research (the NATED pack 
was not explicitly discussed in the interviews). What we can say is that, 
although in a very few cases quite detailed reports were carried out on the 
student’s requirements at initial entry, we saw nothing of the scale 
suggested within the NATED documentation. 
 
The Toolkit’s suggested proforma deals with written language in as much 
as it includes 'producing written work' and 'reading printed material' as 
'effects of disability on study', but there is no guarantee that the assessor 
would understand why a bright deaf student might have issues with 
written English, and the assessor would therefore not be in a position to 
know in what circumstances and how best to recommend specialist 
tutorial support.  
 
A further issue is that prospective NATED assessors are required to go 
through a registration process in order to ensure that they have sufficient 
background knowledge and skills to be able to provide a professional 
service. While the Toolkit requires a quality assurance process, this is 
based on the generic indicators. Thus an HEI could be validated as an 
assessment centre, but still not have specific validation in relation to 
specialised expertise needed to offer a high quality service to deaf 
applicants. It is clear that only a very few of those assessors interviewed 
for this study would be eligible for registration as a NATED assessor. It is 
unlikely that the Toolkit will alter this situation. 
 
NATED itself is not very visible within Scotland. However, one member of 
the Research Team and one member of the Consultation Team were 
members and, in fact, approved assessors for NATED. Their contributions 
suggested that the level of exchange and interaction encouraged by 
NATED in relation to deaf people within FE and HE was also needed in 
Scotland. Such interaction may be facilitated by finding ways of 
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encouraging more Scottish personnel to join NATED, or by establishing 
additional networks, possibly through the proposed Linguistic Access 
Centre (see Chapter Thirteen). 
 
Thus, while it is likely that not all of the NATED pack would be 
appropriate, it does address the complexity of the assessment 
requirements of deaf students in a way not possible for the Toolkit. It also 
addresses the likelihood that the requirements of students will change 
from those predicted at an interview prior to the start of the course. 

Changing requirements of students 

The NATED assessment process involves an initial assessment; an on-
entry assessment; a review; an ‘early exit’ assessment, if appropriate; 
and an ‘exit’ assessment which takes place in the final term. This ‘exit’ 
assessment is seen as crucial for both the individual student and for 
auditing the overall quality of the provision. It is a concept which does not 
seem to be have been implemented regularly in Scotland, for reasons 
explained earlier, although the devolving of DSA assessments to 
institutions should mean that that there is more potential for this level of 
ongoing review.  
 
The particular need for an ongoing review of deaf students' access 
requirements is born out by evidence that these requirements are quite 
likely to change over time. Such change may be linked to their own 
developing familiarity with and evolving preferences for specific types of 
access, the changing demands of the courses, and the development of 
their own preferred access strategies: 

It’s important to recognise that students’ own strategies will 
develop, so support needs to change. The student has to be 
able to move with that, as does the institution. Ongoing review 
is important. 
(FE Disability Adviser) 

A further recurring theme from both staff and students is that many deaf 
students are unfamiliar with the range of access provision which may be 
appropriate to them. For these individuals, the opportunity to explore 
strategies with assessors is likely to be helpful in identifying suitable 
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provision. This is particularly the case for students who come directly from 
schools: those coming from FE colleges have usually had the opportunity 
to familiarise themselves with certain types of strategy, although this is 
not universally the case (see also under Transition Issues). Disability staff 
suggest that the educational experiences of deaf students may have been 
narrower than those of other students, and the amount of information 
they have access to may also be more limited: 

[The students] have strategies which they have used in school, 
perhaps, but these strategies are not usually transferable into 
the larger environment of a college or particularly a university 
where the learning and teaching is of a different type… 
students have to cope on their own, they have to cope in large 
numbers. In college we mostly have small groups of between 
fifteen and twenty-five—some classes are thirty. That is still 
often larger than what students are used to. So it is difficult for 
them to transfer those [strategies] from school to college. 

There is recognition that students themselves might need training in order 
to benefit from access arrangements: 

Because often when the students come they are not used to 
using support. Many of the students have not worked with an 
interpreter at all. They have been in a school and they have 
had a teacher for the deaf. But they have not had an 
interpreter, so they don’t understand that role. They have got 
to learn how to work with a communication support worker. 
They have got to learn how to interact with the lecturers and 
what is expected of them and what they can't do… If they are 
going on to higher education, we have to try and wean them—
try and develop that support so that it is more appropriate for 
university and so that they are more independent—so they can 
ask the questions themselves. It is great to see that happening 
actually. The younger ones get the confidence and it is great 
for the ones that don’t go on to university as well. They might 
go on to a vocational programme or to get apprenticeship or 
something like that. And you see that confidence and you see 
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that person developing over the year or two that they are with 
us. 

Here it is clear that the FE environment, in which different types of access 
provision are visible and available, provides a nurturing environment. 
However, some staff do suggest that students are able to adapt quickly, 
even when they are not used to a particular service. This seems to apply 
in those situations where there is a stronger deaf presence, e.g. within 
particular FE contexts where new students are able to see other students 
using types of access they may not have used before. 
 
The whole assessment process needs to be re-examined in the light of the 
specific linguistic requirements of deaf students. The current variation in 
types of assessment, personnel involved and qualifications of assessors 
must be addressed if students are to be given appropriate access within 
HE. It would therefore seem appropriate to establish clear and thorough 
deaf-specific quality indicators—and external organisation contacts—which 
could supplement the Toolkit indicators when a deaf student is involved.  
 
It is suggested here that, in addition to this, there needs to be some 
mechanism for strengthening the work carried out by assessors, whether 
located in an Access Centre or not. There needs to be what was described 
within the consultation group as a ‘powerhouse’ which can provide a high 
level of support and training both to those engaged in assessment and 
those involved in access provision (see Chapter Thirteen).  
 
In the meantime, a working group of key staff from FECs, HEIs and other 
relevant organisations has recently been formed with the aim of ‘working 
towards best practice in linguistic access for d/Deaf students’. This would 
seem like a good forum for developing the content of specific indicators. 

Costs of assessment 

Several contributors made reference to the costs of assessment, a point 
also raised by Skill Scotland in their submission to the Funding for 
Learners Review:  

When students discover that it is likely that they have a 
disability, they need confirming evidence from certain qualified 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 91–204 

people or organisations before they can claim DSA. For 
example, when it is likely that an individual has dyslexia, they 
must get a report to confirm this from an Educational 
Psychologist. Such a report often costs around £200, and the 
cost can stop a student from claiming DSA or getting the 
support which they need. 
(Skill Scotland 2003, p.4) 

Interestingly the SAAS website refers users to the RNID as one possible 
source of assessments, even though currently RNID are not providing this 
service. For confirming a diagnosis of dyslexia, independent educational 
psychologists may charge between £200 and £300. No data is available on 
the costs, if any, to a deaf student of ‘proving’ their deafness. This is a 
separate cost from a full needs assessment which, according to the 
Toolkit, can be as high as £375. It seems therefore appropriate to support 
Skill Scotland’s recommendation that “the Scottish Executive consider 
means of funding these costs, and directing universities and colleges 
accordingly” (Skill Scotland 2003, p.4). 

Key points 

• There is a shortage of DSA-approved assessors and consequent 
backlog of assessments, leading to damaging delays. 

• There is variability in knowledge and skills of assessors who assess 
deaf students and in the assessments themselves. 

• There exists a 'catch 22' situation in the timing of assessments: late 
assessments mean students can end up waiting as long as a term 
(or even longer) for access services to be established, but 
assessments undertaken early mean that the characteristics of the 
course itself cannot be adequately included. 

• A 'Toolkit' of quality indicators has been produced which addresses 
the above issues by offering a quality-assured framework which can 
be used to build capacity of HEIs to deliver assessments. However, 
the Toolkit continues to operate within a 'needs assessment' 
framework, and the Toolkit does not adequately take into account 
the complexities of the linguistic access situation for deaf students, 
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including the range of strategies and relevant qualifications of 
access staff. 

• The National Association for Tertiary Education for Deaf Students 
(NATED) has an assessment pack which addresses the complexities 
of the linguistic access situation, and requires assessors to register 
in order to use it. At least some of the pack would be useful in 
devising supplementary indicators. 

• It is likely that access requirements of deaf students will change 
from those predicted at the beginning of the course of study. 
Therefore it is particularly useful to see DSA assessment as part of a 
process, rather than a one-off event – the NATED pack, and the 
guidelines from the BRITE Initiative, take this into account. 

• A working party has recently been formed to take forward issues 
related to standardising quality assurance in access services for deaf 
students in HE/FE. There is potential for this group to address 
supplementary quality indicators, in co-operation with NATED, 
BRITE and others. 

• Students sometimes have to pay for assessments, which could put 
them off from applying for DSA. 

 

Recommendations 

7.1 Clarification of access requirements should be made as early as 
possible and initial provision established by the beginning of the 
course.  

7.2 A supplementary set of quality indicators and exemplars needs to 
be developed for DSA assessment of deaf students, in co-operation 
with BRITE, and a procedure established for their implementation. 
The format would include adequate reference to language choices 
and the broad range of linguistic access strategies available. The 
NATED pack could be used as a starting point for development, 
and the NATED network fully exploited. 

7.3 Clarification of access requirements should be seen as an ongoing 
process and individuals should have the right to opt in and out of 
different types of access depending on their experiences of the 
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usefulness of the provision. The assessment stages built into the 
NATED pack could be exploited, in addition to examples of good 
practice identified in some institutions. 

7.4 Assessors for deaf people should be appropriately trained and 
accredited, co-ordinated centrally by a Centre for Linguistic Access. 
This training/accreditation process would be progressive and 
ongoing. The Centre would also provide a focal networking point 
for all stakeholders with an interest in assessment of deaf 
students, including deaf students themselves. 

7.5 In the meanwhile, the ‘Working Towards Best Practice in Linguistic 
Access for d/Deaf Students’ group should be consulted about 
developing the supplementary indicators and exemplars, in co-
operation with NATED and BRITE. It is understood that the group is 
interested in expanding NATED membership in Scotland. 

7.6 Students should never have to pay for assessments themselves. 
The Scottish Executive should consider establishing a system for 
bearing costs where they are not already met, so that students are 
not financially deterred from applying. 
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Chapter Eight: 
Transitions 

Part of the remit of this project was to examine the transition between FE 
and HE. However, inevitably, both staff and students raised issues which 
relate to school/HE transition and school/FE transition as well as FE/HE 
transition. Some of the same issues apply across the board. In all cases, 
there are differences between the type of access provision which the 
student might be leaving behind and that which is available within the 
new context. It is not simply a question of going from a negative to a 
positive situation or vice versa: the types of access, the systems in place 
for delivering access and the level of responsibility which the student 
needs to accept are all variable and, in almost all cases, different from the 
previous situation. In order to probe a complex and variable situation, this 
section will focus on several key issues in relation to: 

• audiological provision; 
• English language; 
• British Sign Language (BSL); 
• access courses. 

Transition issues: audiological provision 

There were indications from a number of students that their audiological 
requirements were not adequately catered for. Student evidence suggests 
that individuals who are not audiological experts may nevertheless be 
making judgements about audiological issues: 

The woman told me that I was too deaf in my left ear for a 
hearing aid and able to hear in my right ear, therefore she 
couldn’t help me as I was only partially deaf. She made me feel 
like I was asking her to do too much. 

Another student said: 

I have been totally deaf in my left ear since birth. Last year I 
went to the student support services, as I was having difficulty 
in hearing my lecturers. The woman who had the interview with 
me said there was nothing she could do for me. In one 
sentence she said I wasn’t deaf enough as I don’t require a 
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hearing aid, then the next sentence she said I was too deaf as I 
can’t get my hearing back in my left ear. 

There may also be additional access issues here: it could be that 
arrangements were not in place to ensure that the student had full and 
accurate information. There is also a broader dilemma: even where an 
Assessor or a Disability Advisor is alert to the student’s needs, they may 
find it difficult to enable the student to access appropriate audiological 
advice. Nancy Newton, Educational Audiologist, in a paper to the Cross-
Party Group on Deafness within the Scottish Parliament (CPGD Minutes 
26.02.03), has drawn attention to the transition needs of deaf students. 
She points out that many students are disadvantaged by the move from 
paediatric audiology services to adult audiology services. Nancy Newton 
gives the following example: 

 …in Lothian, if a deaf young person requires a hearing aid 
review, they can either be referred to Adult Audiology by their 
GP (wait of 56 weeks) or they can self refer (wait of 55 weeks). 
Most young hearing aid users will require an appointment at a 
more specialised clinic where they can discuss their specific 
needs (wait of 105 weeks). There is no priority given to deaf 
students in FE or to those wishing to return to education (i.e. 
lifelong learning).  
(Newton, 2003) 

Such waiting times would inevitably have a very detrimental effect on deaf 
young people who make use of hearing aids. They would mean that a 
student could be well into their second year of undergraduate study—or 
have completed a Masters degree—before they even see a specialist. 
Nancy Newton also points out that radio aids are returned to the LEA 
when a deaf child leaves school. Therefore  

 …many young deaf people are placed in a vulnerable position 
as they do not have access to equipment they rely on at a time 
when they are attending job/college interviews. 
(Newton, 2003) 

The Needs Assessment Report on NHS Audiology Services in Scotland 
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(PHIS, 2003) recommended that there should be both supported 
transition from paediatric to adult services and more adequate liaison 
between different services and sectors: 

Recommendation 10. 
Audiology services should ensure that there is a phased 
transition to the adult environment from the extensive support 
in a paediatric service. The transition should be tailored to the 
special needs of individual young people and should include 
liaison with education, social work and employment services. 
(PHIS, 2003) 

There was no evidence, either from students or staff, that there had been 
any significant developments in this area. There were individuals who had 
reasonable knowledge about the types of audiological support that was 
required, and one independent assessor was herself an audiologist. 
However, there was no overall system in place that ensured appropriate 
liaison, e.g. between Audiology Clinics and University Disability Offices: 
such links as were in place appeared to be dependent upon individual 
goodwill. 
 
There are ongoing technological developments within the area of 
audiological support. One example is the increasing use of digital, rather 
than analogue, hearing aids. These might be particularly suitable for some 
students, but they may be unaware of the advantages or find that, even if 
they are recommended by experts, their importance is not recognised by 
funders. Lilian Lawson, Director of SCoD has drawn attention to the case 
of a hard of hearing student who applied to the Students Awards Agency 
for Scotland (SAAS) for funding to purchase a pair of digital hearing aids 
for her use during her university studies. However, the application was 
turned down by SAAS, even though the student argued that the overall 
cost would be much cheaper than the costs of a notetaker. The student 
was loaned the aids by a commercial group, the House of Hearing, and 
she found the aids very beneficial. This student’s case was then taken up 
by SCoD who argued that the denial of the aids was a breach of the 
student’s right to full access to education. SAAS then reversed their 
decision and the full costs were met (SCoD, 2003). This is just one 
example which happened to come to the notice of SCoD: the evidence 
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from this report and from the work undertaken by Newton (2003) 
suggests that many other students may be receiving inadequate 
audiological support.  
 
In her evidence to the Cross Party Group on Deafness, Nancy Newton also 
argued that some of the additional money promised to Audiology Services 
should be designated to: 

• the setting up of prioritised hearing aid review clinics for 
deaf adults in FE or wishing to return to education; 

• the fitting of all deaf adults in or returning to education with 
appropriate quality hearing aids as a priority and 

• examining the possibility of having a pool of radio aids for 
deaf adults to borrow. 

(Newton, 2003) 

The Director of the Scottish Council on Deafness suggested at the same 
meeting of the Cross Party Group on Deafness that a resource centre 
should be set up not only to provide aids but also to carry out student 
needs assessments: the Scottish Sensory Centre within the University of 
Edinburgh had been proposed as a possible centre. There was some 
discussion of the feasibility of a single central resource unit, given the 
geographical spread. It was also pointed out that locally based 
organisations were also involved in distributing equipment, such as 
environmental aids, loop systems etc. Nevertheless, there was  
recognition that currently there is an unmet need.  
 
Despite the requirements of SENDA, students and staff reported that 
there was still considerable variation in the provision of appropriate 
audiological support. It is obviously important that staff are aware of both 
the potential and the limitations of certain types of support. Simply using 
a radio aid or an infra-red system will not automatically allow the 
individual to hear or access fully: 

I also use a radio aid—the one without wires, you know just 
wee things—and a conference aid—it’s called a Microlink. So 
that’s really useful. It’s not, like, perfect…I can still find it really 
difficult to hear what people are saying, but it’s helpful. 
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There is variable knowledge about, and availability of, audiological 
equipment in HEIs. Up to date information should be more easily available 
to staff and students. Some HEIs have installed loop systems, infra red 
systems and radio microphones. However, in many cases only certain 
rooms are fully equipped and there is absolutely no guarantee that these 
fully equipped rooms will be used by the courses which the deaf students 
are attending. 
 
It is clear that some of the actions needed to ensure adequate audiological 
support for students entering FE and HE need to be taken outside of the 
education sector. However, there also needs to be a joined up approach. 
Some type of central resource, possibly linking up with existing more 
localised organisations, may be able to help bridge the gap, especially if 
such a unit also engaged in other support and training activities.  

Transition issues: English language  

Deaf people’s access to English is variable. Those who acquire deafness 
beyond childhood will have a spoken language, in most cases English, as 
their first language.8 Those who are born deaf or acquire deafness very 
early will have varied access to spoken language. Deaf people who have 
BSL as their first language are likely to be highly fluent in that language. 
For them, English will be an additional language. The lack of full access to 
a form of language which enabled full and timely language acquisition 
means that a significant proportion of deaf applicants and students will 
not have fluency in spoken language and will not have high level literacy 
skills. Members of the Deaf community themselves are increasingly 
demanding the right not only to use their first language, BSL, but also to 
be given the opportunities to gain skills in English literacy (SCoD, 2004). 
One of the challenges for HE staff is to look beyond the level of English 
proficiency to the potential of the individual student concerned. Some staff 
may not be aware that BSL is a full grammatical language and they may 
therefore not recognise the person’s linguistic skills. However, the deaf 
student who does not use BSL, but also does not have high level literacy 
skills, is at an even greater disadvantage. Deaf students from both groups 
suggested that teaching staff could be unaware or insensitive:  

                                       
8. None of the students interviewed used another spoken language as their first language. 
However, the requirements of such students also need to be taken into account.  
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I remember once when I was at a meeting, one of the lecturers 
told me that my English was poor. I was explaining to him that 
English is my second language and it’s hard for deaf people. He 
said, ‘Well that’s your problem—you’ll have to work on it 
yourself’. 

Students who have spent many years struggling to achieve higher level 
skills may feel that the way staff approach their English is only or 
primarily in terms of failure: 

The way of marking the work could have been better. They 
would see my mistakes in English—it wasn’t perfect. They 
would just underline the imperfections in the marking. There 
might have been one word wrong in a sentence and they would 
just underline it—and I would be expected to know what was 
wrong with the sentence. 

The student in this case was not being given the advice and support which 
might enable skills development. In other situations, students felt 
disadvantaged in comparison with other students.  

I asked my lecturer if I could use a dictionary in exams to find 
the meanings of words that I didn’t understand. This request 
was refused. BUT foreign students were entitled to one since 
English was not their first language. I was really shocked when 
I heard this. I complained to my programme organiser, but 
they didn’t do anything about it. 

These comments suggest that there is often a sense of failure experienced 
by many deaf young people in relation to their English skills. They cannot 
leave this behind: it comes with them through every level of education. 
There is also a frustration that lecturers ‘do not understand’, and often 
disappointment that there appear to be no mechanisms to support deaf 
students in improving their English skills.  
 
All of these students described a considerable level of anxiety in relation 
to their own levels of English. They all felt that they had poor English skills 
which held them back in terms of their education: 
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 They[i.e. teaching staff] don’t really know that deaf people can 
have some English problems as well. And not a lot of deaf 
people feel confident, as well, to sort of say to people ‘I don’t 
know what that means’. I mean, I’ve got the confidence to go 
ahead and ask or to say to somebody ‘No, I don’t know what 
this is all about, I don’t know what that means’. They’d say ‘I 
thought you would have known’ and I would say ‘No’, and then 
that’s when I got my help. And then I have to pass on what 
I’ve learnt to other people. 

Another said: 

The first time I came here, I got some sort of work paper like a 
workbook on the computer. And I saw it and I was just like 
‘Whoa!’ It just went right over my head. I couldn’t understand 
anything—it was so much jargon and the words that were in it 
were unbelievable. So I gave it to my teacher and said that I 
didn’t agree with that at all. I didn’t know what some of the 
words meant. So I gave it to some of the students and one of 
the students sort of took it home and sort of changed some of 
the words, some of the stuff in it, so it made it bit more easier 
for me to read. And then she gave it back to me again and then 
when I read that, I was quite happy with it, and said to the 
other students, Yeah that was good. Some of it was a bit 
difficult and sometimes I’d need to ask for some help but 
sometimes I’d sort of think ‘I don’t want that’ and I would go to 
the directory book….oh, sorry, I’d go to the dictionary to see 
what the words meant that were in the workbook. So I know 
that sometimes people are busy and it’s a pest to hassle them 
all the time so I would try and find out myself what some of the 
words were meaning. 

The level of English of some students might give the impression that they 
would be incapable of learning at the appropriate level. However, such 
students often demonstrate high levels of innate ability as well as 
determination in the face of these linguistic barriers. Nevertheless they 
are having to work considerably harder than their peers simply to gain 
access to the information. The problems revealed by these students 
appear to be inherent within the system, in terms of what happens to deaf 
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people before they enter FE or HE. All of the Disability Advisors 
interviewed agreed that English language skills were a key problem. So 
part of the task of FE and HE is to try to remedy problems which have 
their source earlier in the education system. 

 …and what we also do with the students if they wish it—this 
student hasn't used much of that this year—we will sit with 
them outside class and we'll go over handouts and we'll go over 
lectures and make sure they understand the vocabulary and 
understand the concepts and that there is nothing they have 
missed. 

Many deaf students have considerable potential to achieve in specific 
subject areas, but are held back by their English language skills and 
attitudes towards their English usage. FE college and HEIs need specific 
strategies in place to enable students to progress in this area.  
 
As already noted in chapter three, there is a need for additional tutorial 
support. Suitably qualified tutors, who understand the nature of the issues 
as described above, can provide ongoing English tutorial support to deaf 
students, in collaboration with the student and with lecturers within the 
specific discipline being studied. Where the student’s first language is BSL, 
the tutors should be bilingual – facilitating the learning of the target 
language (English) through the student’s first language (BSL). One HND 
student, who had not had access to BSL through his secondary school 
education, commented: 
 

I learned and really understood more about the structure of 
English through a 6 week course with a Deaf tutor, than I 
did through the whole of my secondary school education. 

 
Another possibility is to introduce English Skills modules of the type 
included in the Year Zero for Deaf Students access course discussed 
below. It is also worth adding a telling comment from a deaf teacher: 

I remember I was told by [lecturer in an HEI] ‘You cannot be a 
teacher unless you have good English skills’ even though I had 
a degree. I find it interesting that hearing people who have no 
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knowledge of BSL, or very rudimentary BSL skills, are allowed 
to teach deaf children, yet deaf people with high level BSL can 
be denied this opportunity. How can that be called equality? 

Transition issues: British Sign Language 

Some deaf students arrive within FE and HE with fluency in BSL. Such 
students are then able to access through BSL/English interpreters, if these 
are available. However, many deaf students have never had opportunities 
to acquire BSL at an early stage or to learn BSL during their school years. 
Despite this, when such students have opportunities to learn BSL as 
students, many of them grasp the opportunity and, within a relatively 
short period of time, BSL becomes their preferred means of access. The 
BSL option is recognised by some Disability Advisors as being appropriate 
for some individuals who have come from a spoken-language-only 
background: 

We have a student just now who is coping in an HND class 
because it’s a smallish class (he’s going to an HEI next year). 
The lecturers are very good—face him etc and have good lip 
patterns. But we do have lipspeakers for him and notetakers. It 
took a while for him to get used to these strategies. He had to 
learn to work with these two people who were strangers and 
had to learn how to work with a notetaker. English language is 
an issue for him. He doesn’t sign, but he’s starting a BSL class 
because he isn’t getting enough information. 

So in this case, a student whose whole experience has been English-only 
is choosing to learn BSL because English is not giving him sufficient 
access. Another FE Advisor commented that: 

Often students come from a school which has been kind of oral, 
so they are not used to using interpreters. They tend to know 
that they want interpreters and that is a definite, even coming 
from that background. There doesn’t seem to be a great 
transition such as ‘Well, I’ll try the methods I used at school 
and we’ll phase in interpreters’. So they come and they say, ‘I 
want an interpreter’ and then realistically there has to be a 
process of getting used to that and how that works. 
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These comments were primarily made by Disability Advisors in FE colleges 
where several interpreters were employed on a regular basis. The 
incoming students very quickly saw the way in which other students made 
use of the interpreting provision. These students were also able to see the 
ease of communication amongst the BSL-using students and wanted to be 
part of such a group. However, where deaf students are scattered around 
a large institution and there is less visibility of interpreting provision, as 
well as no promotion of or opportunity to learn the language, BSL is 
unlikely to be perceived as an option for them.  
 
Several UK initiatives, such as the JUDE initiative in Northern Ireland and 
the UCLAN developments in Preston, have involved the development of 
BSL courses. These provide both hearing and deaf students with the 
opportunity to develop BSL skills. They also serve to demonstrate the full 
linguistic status of BSL which has a positive impact on attitudes towards 
deaf students themselves. BSL courses always seem to be very popular 
with all students. Some UK universities provide BSL classes for teaching 
staff: this also raises awareness of the nature and status of BSL. Alan 
McClure (RNID) has pointed out that one of the continuing advantages of 
the JUDE project in Northern Ireland (see Chapter Four and below) is the 
fact that BSL is now recognised as a further linguistic option within the 
linguistics department (McClure, 2004). Unfortunately, because the 
project was not continued, fewer deaf students are now able to take 
advantage of this.  

Transition issues: access courses 

One type of strategy to counter the under-representation of deaf people 
within HE has been the development of focused access courses and 
initiatives. These include the Year 0 for Deaf Students development at the 
University of Central Lancashire (UCLAN), funded by HEFCE; the JUDE 
project in Northern Ireland; and the Headstart Project, involving a 
consortium of HEIs and the RNID. The Teachability project, supported by 
SHEFC (now SFHEFC), which had a broader remit but included deaf 
students, has also contributed to a greater recognition of the nature of 
access requirements of deaf students. According to the returns provided 
by all HEIs to the current project, only one single deaf student is known to 
have gained entry to HE via an access course. Two HEIs estimate that two 
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students in each case may have come through this route. This suggests 
that current access courses are not actively recruiting deaf students. It 
also appears that potential deaf students have very little or no information 
about such courses. This may be part of a broader problem of access to 
information.  

Year 0 for Deaf Students  

The UCLAN Year 0 for Deaf Students is an access course which is aimed 
particularly at those for whom English is a second language—that is, Deaf 
users of British Sign Language. According to the UCLAN website, the 
course 

provides a 'gentle introduction' to the realities of study at 
Higher Education level and tackles the barriers currently facing 
Deaf HE applicants. 

The UCLAN website points out that 23 students have so far enrolled on 
the course and have thereby had access to Higher Education study which 
was previously denied to them. However the UCLAN team also recognise 
that not all deaf students will want to travel to Preston and therefore their 
website is geared towards encouraging other HEIs throughout the UK to 
follow suit. The website aims to provide 

an insight into the Year 0 course and explain its structure and 
course content. We have also included module descriptions, 
working samples and a full module outline in order to 
disseminate ideas about how to set up a similar course in your 
own institution. Alternative models are also offered—if a full 
one-year course is not appropriate at this time. We have also 
included a brief evaluation of the Project and given the 
students an opportunity to discuss their experience. The 
ultimate aim is for colleges and HEIs to set up Year 0 provision 
in their own institution—to give Deaf students across the 
country greater access to Higher Education. 

Several points are worth noting both from this account and from the 
interviews with UCLAN staff undertaken by the research team. Firstly, 
UCLAN also run a generic Year 0 course: deaf students attend some of the 
modules from this course, particularly in the second semester. However, 
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deaf students also attend discrete modules developed particularly to suit 
their requirements. These include modules such as ‘Introduction to Study 
Skills’, ‘Access to HE”, ‘English Skills for HE’, ‘Numeracy’ and ‘Introduction 
to IT’. In some cases, for example with ‘English Skills for HE’, and 
‘Introduction to IT’, the modules were originally integrated, generic 
modules, but from the experience gained in the course, it was decided to 
redevelop these specifically for deaf students. In the second semester, 
there are only two discrete modules for deaf students and students are 
expected to take a greater responsibility for their own learning: for 
example, by requesting tutorials as required, rather than having them 
automatically provided.  

    
As suggested by UCLAN staff, there does not need to be a single model of 
access courses for deaf young people. The UCLAN course is a one-year 
full-time course. There is obviously considerable value in having such a 
focused and gradual introduction. However, other models such as the use 
of elective modules or the development of a University Certificate, 
consisting of fewer modules at Year One level, would also be 
advantageous.  
 
The development of undergraduate modules, for example in British Sign 
Language, which are open to both deaf and hearing students, would also 
contribute to deaf people’s own development. One key element of the 
UCLAN approach is the priority given to the deaf person’s own language 
and culture, rather than automatically embedding courses within hearing-
based cultural norms. A University like Central Lancashire, which already 
gives strong focus to deaf people and deaf culture through its Deaf 
Studies programme of courses, including degree and post-graduate 
degree courses, is in a strong position to exploit such a cultural approach. 
Unfortunately, in Scotland at the present time there is no University with 
an equally strong Deaf Studies programme, although some developments 
towards this approach are currently taking place. Given that the UCLAN 
initiative was funded by HEFCE, it would be appropriate for targeted 
SHEFC (now SFHEFC) funding to be used to establish an equivalent course 
within Scotland.          
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Transition issues: general 

Members of one FE focus group explained that their support was limited. 
There was only one person to provide every type of support for a range of 
different needs. It was very clear that the students really appreciated this 
support when it was available, but there were long stretches of time when 
they were working without any access provision at all. These students 
were not studying at HE level. However, it was difficult to see how there 
could be a fair chance of them progressing to HE-level study given the 
inadequacies of the access provision. 
 
These students were also poorly informed about the possible sources of 
support and the nature of DSA. Although some were aware that there was 
some type of financial support that might be available, they did not know 
any details about it. 
 
One group reported that they were undertaking one type of class as a 
mixed group of deaf and blind students. The deaf students had different 
language preferences: one was a BSL user, although she had learnt BSL 
fairly late; another had been educated through spoken language but was 
learning to sign and finding that helpful; another used spoken language 
only. There was no electronic notetaking provision. Manual notetaking, 
interpreting and additional tutorial support were all provided by one 
member of the teaching staff—who had to both teach the course and 
make it accessible to the students. This same person was simultaneously 
expected to make the course accessible to visually impaired students. The 
deaf students described some of the complexities involved, for example, 
the deaf person who used both BSL and English acted as an interpreter 
between the BSL user and the blind students.  
 
It can be difficult for deaf students to access HE, even if they have the 
potential and aptitude. One member of FE Access staff suggested that any 
FE student hoping to progress into HE would have to have: 

• a level of language which will cope with the vocabulary and the 
level of language that is expected of them; 

• a variety of study strategies at their fingertips;  
• knowledge of where to go for help if they are stuck. And not be 

afraid to go for help; 
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• opportunities to visit a university in advance and meet with tutors, 
support staff and Disability Advisors to ensure that access 
requirements are in place; 

• confirmation of personnel who will be supporting the student, e.g. 
particularly in the case of BSL/English interpreters, it is crucial to 
ensure that they are booked well in advance of the course starting. 

Transition issues: links and partnerships 

Because it was only possible to undertake interviews in a small number of 
FE colleges, the research team were not able to track fully the movement 
of students from FE into HE. However, one key type of transition clearly 
occurred within FE colleges when students moved from taking FE level to 
HE level courses within the same institution. Some students entered such 
courses within FE in part because they felt there would be more 
appropriate support at that level. FE was seen as a closer step to school: 
universities were often more of an unknown quantity. 
 
Several Disability Advisors commented on the value of establishing strong 
links with FE colleges and schools. In a few cases, there were close links 
between specific schools and FE colleges and particular colleges and HEI. 
In one case, for example, there were close links between a school for deaf 
pupils and a particular FE college. Pupils from the school undertook a 
number of courses at the college, sometimes supported by access staff, 
such as interpreters, from the school. These pupils were able to 
experience the different ways of approaching teaching and learning within 
FE, whilst still completing their secondary education within a familiar 
environment. Interactions between staff from the school and college 
meant there was greater understanding of the requirements of deaf 
students. There did not appear to be any example of such a close 
arrangement between a school and an HEI, although there were examples 
of individual Disability Advisors seeking to forge links, particularly in 
relation to arrangements for DSA assessments. However, some HEIs did 
have links with FE colleges where there were larger numbers of deaf 
students. On the whole these links were initiated and developed by 
particular members of staff and had not been built into the infrastructure 
in a systematic way.  
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Transition issues: a critical mass 

The non-Scottish UK universities visited by the research team either 
already had, or were actively encouraging, an increase in the numbers of 
deaf students. UCLAN clearly already had increased numbers substantially 
and Sheffield Hallam were exploiting a number of strategies to achieve a 
comparable increase. Several HEIs in the UK, not visited by the project, 
also have a similar approach: these include the University of 
Wolverhampton, the University of Bristol and City University, London. In 
all of these cases, the existence of deaf-related courses within 
mainstream HEI provision appears to have contributed to an increase in 
the deaf student population as a whole. It is worth noting that some of 
these UK universities separate out the requirements of deaf students from 
disabled students. The University of Wolverhampton, for example, has a 
Student Enabling Centre with three separate divisions: for deaf students, 
dyslexic students and disabled students. This university, like UCLAN, also 
offers BSL and Deaf Studies courses. Thus the university ‘support’ service 
is informed by up-to-date information on the linguistic and cultural issues 
relating to deaf people. The University of Wolverhampton also separates 
out the key roles of: 

• BSL/English interpreters; 
• lip-speakers; 
• notetakers trained to support deaf people; 
• English support tutorials, technical tutorials and study skills 

sessions taught by tutors who use BSL. 
 

It seems that where Deaf Studies and BSL are treated as subjects in their 
own right, there is a related increase in awareness of the linguistic 
requirements of deaf people. There is also an increase in the numbers of 
deaf students, not only within these deaf-related courses, but also across 
the board. This results in a ‘critical mass’ of deaf students, thus allowing 
the employment of access staff on a permanent or regular basis. There is 
also a spin-off in terms of the development of resources, research and 
developments which support deaf students. The University of 
Wolverhampton, for example, has developed an on-line bilingual 
BSL/English glossary called ArtSigns which provides a resource for deaf 
students studying HE Art and Design in Wolverhampton and elsewhere. 
This project was supported by the Higher Education Funding Council of 
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England (HEFCE): HEFCE have also supported the subsequent 
development of science and engineering glossaries built around the same 
model. While there are some comparable developments in two Scottish 
universities—the University of Edinburgh and Heriot-Watt University—the 
bilingual dictionary work being carried out in Scotland is not receiving 
funding from SHEFC (now SFHEFC) and is not linked into an overall 
strategy of improving access. However, it is clear there is strong interest 
in developing such courses within Scotland, but the means to achieve this 
have not yet been realised. Other UK universities and funding bodies can 
provide insights as to how such a goal can be achieved.  

Transition issues: secondary schools  

Although the focus of discussion on transition was the FE/HE pathway, 
almost inevitably FE staff also had comments on the school/FE pathway. It 
therefore seems appropriate to mention a number of issues which caused 
concern, as well as examples of good practice. One FE Disability Advisor  
commented that: “if they (deaf students) had come straight from school 
they would have a Record of Needs which we would continue”. However, 
this is not always the case. The ADPS project (ADPS 2003) suggests that 
only about one third of deaf pupils have a Record of Needs. The Record of 
Needs will also be phased out within the terms of the Education 
(Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act (2004).  
 
The new Act further emphasises the need for a co-ordinated, well–planned 
transition process, where the pupil is fully involved in decisions. Certainly 
this tallies with the evidence from students themselves – that they should 
be at the centre of the decision-making. The role of HEIs is to provide 
access options: the students themselves should be in a position to make 
their own decisions.  
 
Several Disability Advisors mentioned the difficulties of developing links 
with young deaf people and their teachers when deaf young people are 
mainstreamed. Deaf pupils are scattered around the system: it is only if 
links are established with Hearing Impaired Services or Sensory 
Impairment Services that there is likely to be any real preparation for 
young people entering FE or HE.  
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This report raises major issues for schools, particularly secondary schools. 
HE and FE lecturing staff, disability staff and access staff all comment that 
most students arrive in both FE and HE without any real understanding of 
potential access strategies. Therefore, when student preferences and 
choices are discussed at the beginning of a programme, students may not 
realise what might best suit them. The student might also be reluctant to 
admit their access requirements (see Chapter Ten). There was a 
unanimous view that many deaf students, whether or not they use BSL, 
enter HE without the English skills which would typically enable them to 
access HE fully. While it was accepted that BSL-using students should be 
able to exploit their first language, it was also recognised that a high level 
of English literacy was typically necessary to access reading material. The 
ADPS project has recently shown that the reading age for many deaf 
pupils is well behind their chronological age (ADPS, 2004). Access courses 
might help to remedy the situation, but these can only attempt to 
compensate for inadequacies in the system prior to HE. While discussion 
of these issues is beyond the scope of this report, it is important for 
secondary staff and education policy makers to be aware of the issues 
raised here. 

Key points 

• The typical experience among students is that the types of access 
and the systems in place for delivering it, as well the level of 
responsibility which the student needs to accept for organising 
support and access, are variable across school, FE and HE. 

• Students noted that there is considerable variation in the provision 
of adequate audiological support among institutions. 

• Waiting times for clinical audiological assessments inevitably have a 
detrimental effect on audiological support for students. 

• There is no evidence among the sample of students that there is 
organised (i.e., planned) support for transition from paediatric to 
adult audiology services. 

• One of the challenges for HE staff is to look beyond the level of 
English skill to the potential of the deaf students. While all Disability 
Advisors agreed that English skills are a key problem, the task for 
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FE and HE is to try and remedy language/communication problems 
which have developed over time. 

• Many deaf students have not had full educational access to BSL 
before entering FE or HE, yet they may quickly develop a preference 
for BSL where this is a linguistic access option. 

• Although only one student in the sample accessed HE through an 
Access course, such a course may have a real impact on the 
confidence and language ability of students starting HE-level study, 
especially when delivered in a sign-bilingual and deaf-cultural 
framework. 

• In institutions where Deaf Studies and BSL are treated as subjects 
in their own right—attracting a critical mass of deaf students—there 
is a related increased awareness of support and access 
requirements, and identifiable good practice. 

Recommendations 

8.1 A national audiological resource centre (ideally incorporated into 
the proposed Centre for Linguistic Access) should be established—
as was recommended by SCoD to the Cross Party Group on 
Deafness—in order to provide/loan equipment, carry out 
assessments and provide consultancy to all relevant individuals, 
agencies and institutions. 

8.2 This centre should also complement national developments in the 
transition between paediatric and adult audiology services, by 
delivering expertise and practical support in advance of transitions 
between school, FE and HE.  

8.3 Tutorial support in English language skills should be available to 
deaf students (see recommendations 3.8 and 12.10 below).  

8.4 A centralised, integrated Access Course should be designed which 
could partly be delivered in the student’s own FE/HE context, but 
which would also have components delivered to all deaf students in 
a single location at one time. This would allow peer support, access 
to deaf role models, provision of a good practice model of access, 
opportunities for students to familiarise themselves with different 
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strategies, to try out new technology etc. Given that the UCLAN 
initiative was funded by HEFCE, it would be appropriate for 
targeted SHEFC (now SFHEFC) funding to be used to establish an 
equivalent course within Scotland. The proposed Centre should 
work with FE and HE institutions, Deaf organisations (such as 
SCoD, NDCS and BDA) and those who have expertise in working 
with deaf people (such as SSC, Deaf Action, Deaf Connections etc) 
to make this course as effective as possible. Courses in other HEIs 
in the UK, such as the Year Zero for Deaf Students at UCLAN, 
should be seen as providing insights into these developments. 

8.5 There should be an annual a residential week for deaf and hard of 
hearing students. The students would include both those who are 
already at an HEI, those who have been accepted and those who 
are thinking of applying. This would enable deaf young people to 
act as role models and mentors. The residential week would 
include presentations from HEI teaching and access staff, as well 
as presentations from students on areas of interest chosen by 
them. This could also include non-academic interests, such as 
sports clubs etc. Deaf students should be given a key role in the 
organisation, but with financial and administrative support. This 
could link in with part of the Access Course mentioned above. The 
residential weeks offered through the second phase of the 
HeadStart programme in England could be used as a model and 
links made with the HeadStart initiative (See Chapter Three). 

8.6 The Centre for Linguistic Access should coordinate links between 
HEIs, FECs and schools and educational services for deaf children 
and young people with a view to establishing more adequate 
preparation of deaf young people for participating in tertiary 
education. Some very good examples of links already exist and 
these should be highlighted and built on. However, the evidence of 
this report is that many young deaf people enter tertiary education 
with limited knowledge and information about the access provision 
which might be available. A national Scottish approach to this issue 
needs to be encouraged.  

  
See also recommendations 1.1 and 11.5 which aim at, 
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respectively, closer liaison between schools and HEIs and the need 
for new students, in advance of the start of their course, to have 
opportunities to familiarise themselves with access and support 
services which will potentially be available to them.  
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Chapter Nine: 
Health and Safety Issues 

This research did not set out to explore health and safety issues as such. 
However, such issues were raised by students themselves on several 
occasions. Obviously it is an absolute requirement that deaf people should 
not be placed in danger because of their hearing loss. HEIs are aware of 
this. However, some institutions are still gearing up to meet the 
requirements of SENDA and there can be a communication gap, with 
those responsible for the systems not aware that there is a deaf person on 
site. Given the importance of this issue, several of these accounts are 
presented in detail: 

Something I do have a problem which is that my hearing 
difficulty lies with high pitches and the building that I’m located 
in, when we have a fire alarm, I don’t hear it. There are some 
rooms I do hear it and some rooms I don’t hear it. And we used 
to have a regular drill and every week, if I was in the 
computing lab, I’d hear it and if I was downstairs I’d hear it and 
then one day we were told the drill would go ahead but 
everyone was to leave—a practice. But they didn’t give us a 
specific time and I was on the very top floor. I was in the 
bathroom when it happened! So there was the bathroom door 
and then another door that led to corridor and I was the last 
person to leave the building because I hadn’t heard it at all. It 
wasn’t until I’d gone right back out into the corridor that I was 
like ‘Oh it’s a fire drill’ and when I’d left everybody else had 
vacated the building. And then we were asked to fill in 
questionnaires afterwards, if we’d had any problems and this 
thing was months ago and I filled it in saying, “I didn’t hear 
this”. And because I’m a postgrad I get a key to the building. I 
can go in whenever I like. So the building gets locked about 8 
or 9 every night, but we can stay in later. So I stay in a lot and 
I stay in at weekends and there are a lot of out of hours when 
there wouldn’t be somebody to check the building. And they 
still haven’t done anything about it and I am very worried that 
I can be in my room on that top floor and just not hear it. 
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As well as safety issues, it is unfortunately the case that not all HEIs make 
use of the environmental aids that are available and would provide deaf 
students with independence and enable them to be on a truly equal 
footing with their peers: 

I think we probably should install a flashing light. Our 
postgraduates get offices to work in, so I think they would need 
to put one in my office. And also we have a telephone which I 
don’t hear ring at all. I just don’t hear it. People will say, “Are 
you going to get that” and I’m like “Get what?” I just can’t hear 
it at all. And it would be nice to use that phone because if 
people want to contact me during the day it’s very expensive to 
call my mobile and they could call this number, but I can’t hear 
it. So I’ve taken in one of my own phones, I have a spare 
phone at home and swapped it over but it didn’t seem like they 
were going to do anything about that either. 

Regrettably, there can be a lack of urgency in terms of the systems:  

I told one of the secretaries who deals with the fire drills at the 
time that I had a problem with it but they haven’t done 
anything. I asked at the start of this term … I know the 
postgrad student rep and she shares the office with me and 
she’s told the Head of Department about it when they had their 
first meeting of term. That was about three weeks ago and he 
was like “Oh I had no idea that X had a hearing problem. That’s 
very serious if she’s in out of hours. We’ll look into it.’ But 
nobody’s contacted me or done anything about it. 

Similar examples were quoted by some students studying in the FE 
sector: 

Can I just say something about the fire alarm, as well? It 
happened once and we were in the group and there were the 
blind people as well, just a few of them, and the staff sort of 
took the blind people, took them out of the building, but I 
didn’t know what was there—I was still working away on the 
computer, just sort of typing away and doing this stuff; and I 
looked around and I thought Oh, I wonder where everybody 
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else has gone?’ and I thought, ‘Oh well never mind’ and I just 
carried on working. And then the teacher remembered about 
me and had to come all the way back in. I ken ‘cos she came 
looking for me to take me out as well. And I said to them, you 
know at that time, ‘Please can you remember I’m deaf—I can’t 
hear the alarm!’ and they said ‘Oh yeah, we will, we will’. But I 
just sort of thought that they thought ‘Thank God I 
remembered about you’. 

Given the fact that several students brought up health and safety issues 
without any prompting at all from researchers, it is clear that these issues 
were a matter of concern. The above accounts clearly depict the sense of 
vulnerability that these students have. Interviews with Disability Advisors 
demonstrated that they were aware of such issues and tried to play their 
part in keeping university staff informed. A number of HEIs had 
introduced systems of using pagers which were able to pick up signals 
from the central alarm system. However, this arrangement was not 
universal and many buildings lacked other types of visual indicator, such 
as flashing lights. This may not be appear be a matter of direct support 
for students, but students need to feel that they are in a safe environment 
if the are to make the most of their higher education. HEIs also have a 
duty to ensure their safety. Some HEIs clearly had programmes of work, 
linked to the new requirements under SENDA, which are likely to improve 
this situation. 

Key points 

• Deaf students raised health and safety issues without prompting by 
researchers. Concerns included those responsible for warning 
systems not being aware of deaf students’ presence on site; a lack 
of environmental equipment (such as flashing alarms); and a lack 
of urgency in correcting warning systems in place. 

Recommendations 

9.1 HE institutions should formulate explicit strategies for including the 
access deaf students have to alarm systems and signals; they 
should consult with deaf students as part of their regular 
monitoring of processes and systems, and address concerns that 
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may be outstanding among their deaf students within a stated 
time-frame. These issues should also be addressed where a course 
includes field trips, residentials etc. 

9.2 Steps should be taken to ensure that every deaf student has 
access to a personal pager which will operate as a fire-alarm. 
Flashing lights should also be used in key areas. 

9.3 In order to ensure the individual’s own safety as well as improving 
working conditions and independence, other appropriate 
equipment, such as video phones and text telephones should be 
made available to deaf students, such as PhD students, who have 
room allocations within HEIs.  

9.4 Video entry systems should be used for key buildings which have 
intercom entry systems. 
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Section Three: 
The Deaf Student Experience 
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Chapter Ten: 
Deaf Perspectives 

This chapter provides some insight into the actual experiences of deaf 
people within HE, and also to some extent within FE. The views of deaf 
people are also presented elsewhere in this report. However, it is 
important to gain an overall sense of the everyday reality of the lives of 
deaf students. The picture presented in the following pages shows 
considerable variation in that experience. Some students are positive both 
about the HE experience itself and about the nature of the access support 
provided. However, the testimonies of these deaf people also reveal 
considerable shortcomings within the system. The comments and views on 
the following pages give important clues as to the nature of both the 
problems and the potential solutions. 

Level of support 

It is clear that the perceptions of the deaf student can contradict the 
views of the providers. One student comments in the written 
questionnaire that his level of support was ‘non-existent’. However, it 
appears from the way he completes the rest of the questionnaire that 
some support was in place. It may be that, given the negative way he 
describes the quality of this support, he felt that it might just as well have 
been non-existent. This student goes so far as to say that the deaf 
voluntary organisation providing interpreters ‘sacked him’ because he was 
not satisfied with the interpreters and asked for replacements. This is a 
very strong way of describing the nature of the relationship between 
provider and client.  
 

The student explains: 

When they sacked me at that point, I had to get in touch with 
**** [a different voluntary organisation]. The Disability Officer 
was aware of what was going on, but they didn’t get involved. I 
wasn’t happy at all. The interpreters were OK—I just couldn’t 
follow them because it wasn’t SSE. 9 It was their decision which 

                                       
9. Signed Supported English: this involves the use of BSL signs, but in an English-based 
structure, rather than exploiting full BSL grammar, which is both spatial and sequential. 
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interpreter I would get, so I had no choice at all… When ***** 
[the first voluntary organisation] sacked me, it meant I had no 
interpreters or notetakers for a few weeks towards the end of 
that year. So I had to read the lecturers’ scripts. One lecturer 
refused to give me a copy of the notes…. I did complain to 
****** [voluntary organisation]. They said that I was the first 
person who had ever made a complaint like that. I find that 
really hard to believe. 

Students can feel that they are caught in a dilemma. One student 
commented that he would have preferred to go to one of the English 
universities which were known for their good support for deaf people. 
However, these universities would not accept HNC as an entry 
qualification. He also commented that: 

I had to decide which was more important—the communication 
support or the course content. I decided that the course was 
more important. I still feel that’s the right decision. When I 
went to university, my aim was to get honours, but it never 
happened because of problems at university and I only got an 
ordinary degree. I was disappointed, but I was happy to leave 
university because there’d been problems, so I was glad to go. 
But I was really disappointed that I never got Honours. 

Another student suggests that she was able to deal with access problems 
because she herself had considerable experience in HE. The personnel 
who were working as interpreters only had Stage Two (intermediate) level 
of BSL and, although they improved with practice, this was partly because 
the student herself was, in a sense, providing support to them: 

This would not suit someone who is new to the higher 
education level because the communicators did not have 
sufficient chemistry knowledge. I was able to cope because I 
am an experienced chemist. 

Sometimes students had what might be regarded as inappropriate 
expectations of DSA: 

Many lecturers are aware of my hearing loss and provide 
lecture notes on handouts to help me. However I am not happy 
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with the disability allowance which will not pay for my books. 
Books can cost up to forty pounds each and I need them to 
help me keep up to date with the university work and 
understand the subjects. 

Clearly all students have to spend money on books and it may be unfair to 
treat deaf students any differently. However, some students described 
their access to lectures and seminars as so low that their only way of 
accessing the course was through books and materials from the web: 

I could understand the lecturers through the notes—and found 
information from books which the lecturers put down. But I 
missed information when the lecturers were actually presenting 
the information which wasn’t in the books. In assignments I 
used information from books. If I had just been relying on what 
the lecturer said, I would have failed exams/assignments. But 
because I had the lecturers’ notes and the books it was OK… 
Some of the lecturers refused to give the notes—they said I 
should be equal with the hearing people. 

What we have here is a situation where the student simply did not have 
access unless the lecturer provided notes: there was no access provision 
in the way of notetaking. 
 
One student who already had a PhD and was studying for a teaching 
qualification was able to compare support in different institutions over a 
seventeen-year period. She had attended three Scottish HEIs and one 
English HEI. 

I have studied or worked at four different universities over a 
period of 17 years—BSc Hons, PhD and PGCE and 2 
postdoctoral research contracts. The level of support 
(communication) is much better now than when I started in 
1986… I struggled through 4 years without any communication 
support (those were the days with no DSA). 

However, even for this student, who was able to recognise improved 
levels of support and also had quite sophisticated techniques for dealing 
with inadequate provision, access was still at times problematic.  
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Staff attitudes towards deaf people 

Sometimes students felt that staff were in some way negative about their 
deafness: 

After asking for help last year I didn’t receive any and was 
made to feel bad about my disability. 

Another said: 

I felt they could have helped me by suggesting ways to hear or 
record my lectures: instead I was told to ask all my lecturers 
not to face the board when they write and talk, which is 
impossible! 

Here the onus was put onto the student to provide deaf awareness 
training to the lecturer. The student may, in any case, feel somewhat 
embarrassed at being perceived as different or requesting special help. 
One student pointed out that a particular HEI has adopted a policy of 
asking each subject area or department to nominate a Disability Co-
ordinator. Following liaison between the Disability Office staff and the 
Disability Co-ordinator the latter is then responsible for more direct 
interaction with departmental staff to ensure that there is awareness of 
access requirements. Such provision had not been available when the 
student began his course, but he saw this as very helpful. 
 
A number of students gained the impression that if they had a different 
label, particularly dyslexia, then more adequate resources would be made 
available. 

I felt that if I had dyslexia I would receive much better support, 
which seems unfair. 

Another student commented: 

There was a support service, but that was really for dyslexic 
people. I feel that in X university, the support for dyslexic 
people was good, but [there was] nothing for deaf people. The 
disabled counsellor was experienced in dyslexia, but not with 
deaf students. That means the support is variable for disabled 
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people. Dyslexia gets a lot of support, but deaf people get very 
little support. There was one Disability Officer for 600 students. 

The larger number of dyslexic students may mean that there is more 
awareness of this within HEIs: members of the teaching staff are much 
more likely to have dyslexic students in their classes than deaf students. 
Thus they are probably generally more aware of the issues involved.  
 
Sometimes the student’s own attitude towards being deaf may influence 
their approach to specific access provision. They may wish to be 
‘independent’ and show that they do not need ‘help’:  

I’ve been determined to not let my deafness affect me. The 
university, whilst aware of my disability, have never told me 
what support is available and I have not asked! A fellow 
student, who is mildly hearing impaired, says I am entitled to 
‘lots of free stuff’ and maybe even a grant, but I have not 
pursued this as I feel it would seem like I was doing it for the 
‘free stuff’ now that I know about it. 

In response to the question, ‘Was this support easy to access?’ this same 
student commented: 

I’ve been too proud to look into anything. I suppose my answer 
would be ‘no’ because the Uni have never told me. 

This student seems determined not to be seen as ‘exploiting’ his deafness:  

When enrolling into university I told them that I was hearing 
impaired on my matriculation form. I have never been told 
about any support. I know that it would be easy enough to find 
out myself and I’m sure they’d be helpful, but since being told 
that I would be entitled to ‘lots of free stuff’ it feels like if I 
turned up asking for help now that it would appear as if I was 
only there to take what I could get. 

Evidence from both staff and students suggested that there was often a 
delay in the initial assessment process with a consequent delay in the 
organisation of access arrangements. However, some students did report 
that the access requirements were available very early and were in place 
by the time of arrival: 
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I had a teacher of the deaf who helped me when I was at 
school and she helped me to get started—things like filling out 
the hearing equipment forms and the SAAS funds that I didn’t 
understand about! Then when I got the offer, the Special Needs 
Service needed to talk to me about what things do I need etc. 
It is a great help if students can go to university to talk about 
the help they need and get the feel of the lecture rooms to see 
if they are comfortable with it—and people as well. 

One difficulty is that the systems currently require some type of self-
notification. An individual who may still be coming to terms with a hearing 
loss and who is, in any case, unfamiliar with what strategies might enable 
or improve access can easily find themselves lost: 

I attended and arranged a meeting myself halfway through the 
second year of my course. Even though on my application form 
I stated I had a disability. I am considering going back but 
don’t want the same experience. 

Sometimes individuals felt that they obtained a particularly high level of 
support from specific members of staff. They also felt more confident 
when they thought someone had specialist knowledge relating to 
deafness: 

I am a deaf student at X University. I have very good support 
from the Disability Allowance as well as from the Welfare 
Officer. She has good contacts with somebody in the Welfare 
department up at the University of Y so I think that she is 
really clued up on what is needed for deaf students here. She is 
a very resourceful person being able to organise a notetaker 
and extra time for exams. She always asks me if there is 
anything that can be improved for deaf students as well as 
testing out machinery intended for other students. 

The need to work harder 

A number of deaf students commented that they had to work harder than 
their peers to achieve the same goals. Often they felt university staff 
underestimated what was involved for the deaf student: 
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And then if I don’t get anything and I don’t quite catch it, I 
tend to worry and I think, I wonder if it’s really important. So 
I’m home and I’m reading it up again, I’m typing it up, I’m 
writing it up, just to try and get it into my mind, what it could 
be. I’m also at home worrying about what it could be but I 
really put in a lot of effort. 

Another student said: 

I feel there’s a lot of work, you know what I mean, and I feel 
the need to prove myself in a way. You know, I have the drive 
behind me. I have to show that I’m just as good as everyone 
else, you know what I mean? I wouldn’t want anyone to think 
‘Oh, she can’t cope and she’s not coping because she’s deaf’, as 
opposed to ‘she’s not coping because she’s got two children’, 
you know… 

Students also felt that sometimes they had to spend additional time 
dealing with access provision: “there were so many things to focus on: my 
studies, problems with interpreters and notetakers. It was just really 
difficult to keep up my concentration”. And: 

I feel strongly that the University should have provided the 
support. I should just have been focussing on my studies. It’s 
the university who should find interpreters for deaf people. 

This student had what he perceived to be a lot of difficulty with obtaining 
appropriate interpreting support. He clearly knew his own access needs. 
However, it seems that he was left to negotiate and organise his own 
interpreting provision. 
 
One student describes the crucial importance of having someone she can 
share her experiences with. Without this friend she suggests: 

I think that I would probably feel tempted to quit because it’s 
just difficult to really let other people know what your 
weaknesses are, where you need help; but not help, 
understanding might be a better way of putting it, you know. 
But it’s quite difficult to open yourself up that way, you know? 

Indeed a number of students mentioned the temptation to give up: 
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I might be in a lecture, and a student will ask a question, I 
won’t hear that question and the lecturer might reply and 
they’ll all start writing everything down and I think ‘I wonder 
what they’re writing down?’ and I think ‘If I can’t even cope 
with a question, should I be here?’ But on the whole, I’m pretty 
secure that I should be here and I’m really, really sure that I 
should be here. 

Others were determined to keep going but found it very demanding: 

It’s tough and lots of hard work. You need a lot of support from 
friends and family too! I think its safe for me to say that I am 
glad I am finishing this year because we all know that we have 
to work harder than the hearing people and get tired easily and 
don’t really go out much—it is hard time for student to 
maintain the standard of work and having good time too. 

Tutorial and seminar groups 

It was common for students to find the tutorial and seminar parts of a 
course the most challenging - even those who perceived the support as 
good, as the following accounts illustrate: 

It’s difficult, because when I was in group discussions with 
hearing people, it was really difficult—but if I was with deaf 
people, that would be fine. With hearing people, I had 
problems. If I’d known the questions beforehand, before we 
actually started, that would have helped. I wanted to know the 
English words first and then I could have prepared and then I 
could have got into the discussion, by having done preparation. 

I should also say about tutorials, that I can’t take part in 
discussion, because I don’t keep up with what’s going on. We 
have lectures and tutorials and, in the tutorials, if someone 
says, ‘What do you think?’ and they pick on me, I’ll be, like, ‘I 
don’t know—I didn’t hear what you were talking about’, or 
whatever. It’s making them aware of that as well. 
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Sometimes when I do go to seminars, I do find it quite difficult 
to hear people, maybe not the speaker, but if there’s a 
question and answer thing at the end and I can’t see their 
faces, if they’re sitting in front of me, I can’t follow it. And that 
does get frustrating. I might want to ask a question and I’m 
thinking, maybe this has already been discussed, and it will 
look like I wasn’t paying attention or that I was just stupid or 
something. And that does get frustrating. 

I lost all hearing in my left ear as a result of an accident just 
over two years ago. Whilst I feel I cope relatively well, I would 
say I’m still adjusting to the mentality that goes with being 
hearing impaired. I’m not used to asking for help and as a 
result don’t, as I’m not comfortable with admitting that I may 
struggle sometimes. I try to just deal with it myself (sit at the 
front of lectures, on the right side of the room etc.) but do 
struggle in certain seminars where we sit in circles as I miss 
one half of the room in discussions. However I have not said 
anything as this would mean the class could no longer sit in a 
circle and I don’t want to disrupt the whole format of a class. 

One student mentioned feeling claustrophobic in these sessions: 

The other thing that is a problem for me is that in seminars and 
lectures I get quite claustrophobic so, because of my hearing, I 
should sit at the front, but I can’t. I’m unable to—it panics me. 
So I have to sit at the back…it’s the worst place I could possibly 
sit, but it’s the only place I can sit to feel comfortable. 

It appears from the student interviews that the problems within seminar 
situations are often seen as inevitable, both by students and staff. Thus a 
student who was clearly assertive and proactive in her approach to 
support (“I’ve definitely become more assertive at university. Everyone’s 
noticed that”) nevertheless seemed to accept strategies that allowed her 
to contribute only minimally and certainly did not enable her to be fully 
participative.  

…usually they gave ten per cent of the marks for participation 
in tutorials and you have to do a presentation. So, they would 
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just mark it on my presentation and not look at the 
participation. I kept going anyway. But this year, one of the 
classes was just discussion, that’s all it was, and I was like ‘Oh 
No’, but I had a notetaker there who typed. And, because she 
did typing for me and, because I had text back-up, I had pretty 
much the whole transcript. She’d type it and I’d get it later. I 
pretty much just sat there… I spoke to my lecturer and he was 
a really, really nice lecturer. I said to him, ‘I’m not sure how 
I’m going to manage in this’ (There were quite a lot of people 
there with posh accents – I didn’t say that to him) ‘but I find it 
quite difficult if I don’t get what they are saying’…He said, ‘Just 
turn up; if you’re here every week you’ll get 100% for 
attendance’. Also, he changed it so that we all had to hand in 
one hundred words each week so, rather than what we’d say, it 
was what we wrote. I found that really helpful. 

[Q: So he adapted the way he did the teaching in order to 
include you in what was going on?] 

Yes, he said ‘just turn up—I don’t expect you to say anything’. 

This student felt positive in that the lecturer had adapted the situation to 
suit her. However, she was clearly not involved in a discussion as such. 
Given the role of discussion, exchange and dialogue within HE, this would 
seem to be a major drawback. This student did see speech to text as 
being a useful mechanism within groups, but also felt that the inevitable 
time lag meant that she still could not participate on an equal footing.  

The social experience of deaf students 

Some deaf students have a very positive social experience within HE. 
However, the overwhelming sense from the students’ own accounts is one 
of complete avoidance of involvement in university social life, or of finding 
it a difficult and unrewarding experience to attempt to participate: 

Well socially for deaf students, its tough. I only have two close 
friends but I also talk to other classmates, I still feel left out 
and it is really difficult to speak and listen in groups. And when 
it was presentations time, I feared that no-one could 
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understand me, but I had my friend to speak out for me which 
is lots of help—so basically the students should hang around 
with the people they can rely on but not too much of help 
because I realised that they doing their own work!! 

And: 

I sometimes feel a bit isolated because I do not appear 
disabled and people assume that all is fine when it’s not. I have 
problems understanding in crowded areas so do not attend 
many social functions. 

Sometimes students themselves can analyse where the problem lies:  

God, last year (first year) was an absolute nightmare. I had 
nobody to talk to, I had to keep travelling down to England to 
see my old school friends if I wanted to be with friends. It was 
such a HUGE change from my previous situation (being at a 
deaf boarding school)—the loneliness was terrible… Second 
year I chose a different living arrangement (shared flats in halls 
of residence) and met some nice people and it’s just hundreds 
of times better! I do blame the living arrangements in first 
year—it was a catered hall of residence, and we were all just in 
rooms of our own—no grouping of rooms at all—like a hotel if 
you like, so no one ever ‘needed’ to interact with me, I was at 
the end of a corridor too. 

University staff might have assumed that halls of residence would have 
been ideal, but in this case the type of residence hindered rather than 
helped. However, this student was able to take positive advantage of the 
new situation.  
 
Social environments can be too noisy for deaf students, particularly those 
who wear hearing aids. The situation may be different for those BSL users 
who do not wear hearing aids. However, almost all of those who wore 
hearing aids complained that their social lives were negatively affected by 
noise: 
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Ok. I am a very sociable person so that helps, but I never go 
clubbing or to loud bars as I just can’t hear anyone. 
Unfortunately my lip reading skills are minimal. 

I find socialising a little bit tricky anyway; in particular, in **** 
with people and I can’t hear enough to go into it, I’ll keep back 
from it. So I tend not to socialise—not to socialise very much 
here and I really stick with my own group and I don’t really mix 
very well. 

I think it’s very difficult for a deaf person to socialise in any 
circumstance. I doesn’t matter whether it’s university, 
shopping, anything. 

I’m with a load of people… so I find it difficult to find people to 
go out with and who know how to handle my hearing problem. 
And if I just could hear well, if I could understand everything 
people could tell me, I’d be much more, I’d be able to have 
more friends. 

One interview was conducted jointly with two students from the same 
University. One of these was an undergraduate student in their second 
year; the other was a postgraduate student who had already completed a 
first degree and a Masters and was working on a PhD. At the end of the 
interview, the undergraduate commented: 

I actually thought I was the only person in [this] University 
with a hearing impairment because I thought I couldn’t see 
anyone. 

Surprisingly, the postgraduate student had also felt the same. It was clear 
that simply having had the opportunity to chat together about common 
challenges was really appreciated by both students.  
 
In some cases, the type of support was seen as contributing negatively to 
the student operating as part of the group. Perhaps somewhat 
surprisingly, ‘SpeedTexting’ (electronic note-taking) was seen by one 
student as particularly damaging socially: 
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The support I had in first year was SpeedTexting—I feel this is 
another factor to blame. This required my full attention at all 
times—it effectively isolated me from the rest of the class in 
lectures. This year it’s notetaking—but the damage is done—I 
have little or no relations with my colleagues. 

It seems from the rest of the discussion that this was because the 
SpeedText operator was always beside the student and the student felt 
that he could not look away from the laptop—therefore he missed 
participating in the dynamics of the class. This was also sometimes true 
for manual notetaking: 

I didn’t get to know many people on my course because I had a 
notetaker for the first two years, so there was always me and 
the notetaker and I didn’t get the chance to talk to other 
people. Therefore, most of my friends are from my halls or 
other activities I joined. 

Another student had a similar experience in relation to interpreting 
support: 

Socially is actually poor. I have the feeling the other students 
avoid me because I am with an interpreter at breaks. 

A number of students who were primarily accessing through English and 
who wore hearing aids found some of the social environments favoured by 
hearing people too difficult and demanding:  

In terms of social life I feel that the student's union does not 
cater towards deaf or hard of hearing students in the terms 
that all the events organised are mostly DJ nights where there 
are no lights to see other people plus it's too noisy to hear 
anyone. So I never go out to the union. I only go out 
somewhere quiet like to a restaurant or the cinema with 
friends. 

I am always hoping my friends will go somewhere quiet, but 
they think that quiet means no atmosphere. They like noisy 
places …. 
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However, some older students had acquired more confidence and had 
found that hearing peers were also more ready to avoid noisy situations: 

It’s nice now that I’m a postgraduate, because I’m older now 
and a lot of my friends are quite a lot older, so we do really just 
want to go somewhere to talk and we’ve kind of outgrown the… 
you know, somewhere that’s really loud. Even my friends who 
can hear properly can’t hear each other, you can’t get a seat, 
and it’s really no fun anymore. But before if they wanted to go 
somewhere really loud, if they wanted to see jazz playing and 
we’d be sitting watching it and I’d just end up trying to show 
how it took so long to understand what was going on and then 
just giving up and just spend like a couple of hours just sitting 
there thinking well ‘There’s no point in me being here really’ 
and that really gets you down… You want to have a good time 
and you really want to make the effort but it’s just too difficult. 

On the other hand, deaf students can feel that their choices make them 
appear anti-social: 

Yeah, the people on my course, they are similar. They like to 
go out to noisy places and I don’t like that anymore. I did that 
in first year and I can’t be bothered with that, I want to move 
on. It makes me look anti-social. 

For some, university life is no different from other types of experience:  

I cope with it as I’m not used to it being any different. I 
sometimes can’t hear people that well which is a bit 
infuriating!” 

For others, university has been a truly positive social experience: 

It has so far been no problem. I have made many friends and 
have people who help me when I need it. I go socialising with 
them at weekends also. 

A number of deaf students who saw themselves primarily as members of 
the Deaf community had their social lives outside of the university. They 
did not see this as a problem: their preference was to mix with deaf 
peers.  
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Unfortunately, the number of students who commented negatively on the 
social experience of universities was greater than might have been 
expected. Almost all of the students who were returning for higher-level 
degrees tended to socialise outside of the university, with family and 
friends and, in some cases, deaf friends. However, one PhD student who 
was in a relatively small department was fully socially integrated into the 
group. The contrast between the deaf young person within a large mass of 
students in a lecture hall and an individual in a smaller more nurturing 
environment was sometimes very marked. This was shown particularly in 
the joint interview mentioned above.  

Issues of identity 

Many interviewees, both staff and students, raised the problem of 
students themselves having to disclose their deafness. Some individuals 
clearly were ambivalent about this:  

I never know whether to put it down as an actual disability 
because although I have an aid, I very rarely use it but then I 
am reminded every day that I do have a really bad hearing loss 
and I never know whether it’s classed as a disability or not. 

Some students continue to struggle with the feeling of being different or 
standing out from the crowd. This can be particularly difficult for those 
with an acquired hearing loss. One student explained that she only 
discovered that she had a hearing loss about two years previously and she 
found it difficult to wear a hearing aid, both because of difficulties in 
becoming accustomed to the aid and because of its perceived social 
consequences.  

I do have a hearing aid, but I never wear it because it’s the 
third one I’ve had and I don’t know about yourself,10 I don’t 
know if it took you a long time to get used to wearing it, but I 
find it more of a hindrance than a help. 

Another student comments: 

                                       
10. The interviewer also wore a hearing aid. This fact and the fact that this member of the 
team was deaf and had gone through Higher Education herself often seemed to help 
students to relate their own experiences to hers. 
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I have to wear… at least one hearing aid in my right ear, …for a 
long time I didn’t wear a hearing aid this year. I thought there 
was no point. I don’t hear, I hear very little. Then I got two 
digital ones and I feel I don’t like them still, but it balances the 
hearing, so it’s better. Now we have to have them, but I don’t 
like them because they’re so big. I think everyone can see 
them. 

It can be very difficult for students to separate out the efficiency of the aid 
and the perceived attitudes of others to the aid: 

What we were saying about people noticing them is that I 
never noticed people wearing them until my first one and then 
I noticed a lot of people wearing them and I, yeah, I was 
conscious about wearing it and I have long hair—I can hide it 
as well…But if I’d worn it in this ear and my hair was down, my 
hair would like crackle against it, it would really annoy. Even if 
my hair was tied up it would make a noise. You can only wear 
them if you have very short hair. But then I noticed a lot of 
other people wearing them and now I really notice people 
wearing them and I don’t think they look really horrendous and 
big, but I’ve noticed a lot of young people now wearing them as 
well whereas before I was completely oblivious to that. I’d 
never really noticed. 

On the other hand, there were examples of deaf people having a strong 
deaf identity. One student described his future in terms of three options: 

…to enter Deaf politics to promote more rights for deaf people; 
to become a teacher of the deaf—probably in Modern Studies; 
or to work in a government institution. I want to push for Deaf 
people—to improve Deaf people’s lives, their access to 
education, things like that. 

It is worth noting that the extract above is from a written response. The 
use of the capital ‘D’ ‘Deaf’ convention demonstrates an awareness of 
Deaf political issues.  
 
Clearly, students gain support from knowing that there are others like 
themselves. There was a tendency to feel more confident when there were 
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several deaf students together. However, this situation, which did occur in 
some FE colleges, was rare within HE. This research itself alerted several 
deaf students to the fact that there were other deaf people in the same 
HEI and sometimes gave them the opportunity to meet each other.  
 
Sometimes deaf students bring with them ambivalent attitudes towards 
deafness which go back to their childhood. One deaf student describes her 
experience of having to wear a ‘phonic ear’: the experience clearly stayed 
with her: 

It was really awful. It was terrible. I didn’t want it and I wore it 
to keep my teacher happy and my parents happy, but it made 
me even more different. Everyone could tell by looking at me 
‘Oh! She’s deaf” and I feel that I became ‘the girl who is 
deaf’…I wasn’t a very confident child anyway, but any 
confidence that I had, it took away and in third year I’m like, 
‘No, I’m not wearing it any longer. You can take it, I don’t want 
it’. But I wish I’d done it earlier. I don’t think the phonic ear 
helped me. 

As this student explained, although the device did indeed help her to hear 
the teacher, it cut her off from her peers: 

It meant that I heard the teacher but I couldn’t hear the 
children. And you know and I know that children learn from 
other children and we need to talk and you know. I’m sure 
they’re a good idea but I think they need to be improved upon 
because if you cut the child off from their peers even more, I 
think…. 

At times there is a tension in the person’s own attitude to being deaf: 
wanting both to be accepted as a deaf person and at the same time 
treated as though they were not deaf: 

When I was younger, I knew a lady who was very deaf and 
would sign, and all she ever did was cleaning and her husband, 
you know, he cleaned too, and I grew up with a very negative 
image that I didn’t want to do that. ’When I grow up, I’m going 
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to be a cleaner?’  You know, you don’t want to give children 
that. 

Interestingly, one deaf person who wore a hearing aid and used English as 
her first language also felt somewhat uncomfortable approaching other 
deaf people: 

I don’t know any deaf people; I don’t know any of them. And I 
think well, what should I do? Should I check how deaf they are 
before I speak to them? So, I mean, I know how they’re 
feeling. 

Thus, this student was unable to find support from other deaf people: she 
had not mixed with deaf people prior to attending university and did not 
have a deaf support network.  
 
Some students were comfortable—and indeed proud—of the ‘deaf’ label, 
but others just wanted to be seen as the same as everyone else:  

They’re all quite eager to help me but I think, because it’s 
hidden, people forget. They forget through the lectures and 
then we might be asked questions in a lecture all around the 
room, and then it would be my turn and I’d think ‘Is it my turn 
now?’ But one lecturer apologised too—he come over and he 
said ‘I’m so sorry about it, I just forget’. And I think, in a way, 
it’s a compliment too, that he forgets, because I think they see 
me as I am rather than a deaf person. 

Despite the ambivalent feelings of some students towards their deafness, 
the deaf student group as whole showed incredible determination to 
succeed: 

I’ve always been quite an ambitious person and didn’t want to 
let my deafness stop me doing things like everybody else can 
do. I wanted to work independently as a student. 

The questions of whether current access strategies within HE enable deaf 
students to work independently and to make the most of their university 
experience are explored further in the following chapters. This chapter has 
given a hint of the reality of university life for many deaf students. The 
picture is not totally bleak, but there is a strong sense that many deaf 
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students are succeeding ‘against the odds’. The following chapters focus 
on some of the specific access issues and suggest possible solutions. 
These are based primarily on the contributions of students and staff, but 
also take into account experiences of students and staff in other HEIs in 
the UK.  

Key points 

• Students’ perceptions of the level and quality of support may not 
accord with those of access and support staff. 

• Comments from students suggest that levels of access and support 
vary across institutions, and this is a factor for students deciding 
where to study. 

• Both awareness and attitudes are variable among staff, according to 
students. Lack of awareness, and the need for self-notification, may 
cause delays in the organisation of access arrangements. 

• A number of students felt that they needed to work harder than 
peers to achieve the same goals. 

• Students report that group tutorials and seminars are most 
challenging, accepting as ‘inevitable’ that it is difficult to devise 
effective access and support strategies for those situations. 

• Although some deaf students in the sample report a positive social 
experience at their HE institution, the majority find social 
participation difficult and unrewarding. 

• As expected, some students are uncomfortable being identified as 
deaf by way of the high visibility of access and support arranged for 
them, while others accept it as part of a Deaf identity. 

Recommendations 

10.1  The experiences and perspectives of deaf students and ex-
students should play a key role in developing policy and practice 
in providing access to HE for deaf students. 

10.2  Deaf people remain an under-represented group within the 
student body and amongst academic staff and support staff. 
Action plans should include explicit targets with respect to the 
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inclusion of deaf people. There should be a major initiative to 
involve deaf people in all aspects of provision, including as 
advisors.  

10.3  Deaf role models should be employed so that deaf students can 
learn from others: for example within student services as liaison 
workers with deaf students. A network of support to new students 
from former students should be facilitated by the proposed Centre 
for Linguistic Access. 
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Chapter Eleven: 
Deaf Awareness 

Many respondents (deaf students as well as access and support staff) 
mentioned the importance of deaf awareness. One deaf student 
commented: 

The University was not deaf aware at all. There should be an 
inclusive approach. All the main staff should get deaf 
awareness training … so that they will know how to work with 
them [deaf students] properly. Some staff were ignorant about 
my needs so it was often difficult for me to get the right 
support. 

Sometimes deaf students have to deal with a lack of awareness and 
understanding from individual members of teaching staff:  

I remember one man in first year, one of my lecturers, he’d 
been at the meeting where it was explained that I was coming 
into the class and to be aware, you know. So people would 
know there would be a microphone on the desk and stuff like 
that. But one day, he pointed at the microphone and said 
‘What’s that?’ (Disparaging tone) and then said ‘Oh, it’s for the 
girl with the problem.’ and I was like ‘Oh!’ cringe. That’s about 
the only bad experience. 

This student mentioned that this was her only bad experience, and this is 
important to note since she was an experienced student undertaking a 
PhD at the time of interview. 
 
One theme which comes through the responses of a subset of students 
can be summed up in the emphasised element of the following comment: 

My lecturers sometimes do not take my hearing impairment 
into consideration when preparing lectures with music or video 
sections to them. On the other hand [...] I am reluctant to 
complain. 

Students may feel uncomfortable about being placed in the position of 
having to draw attention to themselves: 
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I never asked for the questions [before the seminars] because 
the lecturers wouldn’t have understood. I had a good rapport 
with some lecturers, but not all of them. Some of them just 
didn’t know how to deal with a deaf person. I’d rather have a 
lecturer that’s direct with me in the same way. But some 
lecturers were just unsure how to cope with me. 

One student had such a negative experience that he commented: “For the 
moment, I’d just like to forget about university”. However, some students 
viewed the situation more positively and recognise their own potential role 
in undertaking (informal) Deaf Awareness training of teaching staff:  

In the last year, I think because everybody knows me quite 
well, I’ve had so much encouragement from the lecturers and 
they’re always checking, ‘Did you hear that?’ or ‘Do you need 
some help with that?’ 

[Q: So the attitudes of the lecturers made quite a difference?] 

I would say it’s got better as I’ve been there—I think I’ve 
taught them. 

Sometimes the difficulties students experience relate to what they 
perceive as non-collaboration from both staff and students. One student 
approached her peers and asked them to put their hands up if they were 
going to speak, as otherwise she had no idea who was speaking. She 
describes her interaction with the students: 

I thought right if you could stand at the front if you want to ask 
a question so that I could see your face clearly. And then they 
came back and said ‘Why don’t you stand out at the front to 
save us having to go up there all the time”, I said ‘Well if I 
stand out at the front, how can I see the lecturer’s face?’ So 
they weren’t very happy about me and they didn’t want to do 
that. There’s all problems with confidentiality, well they thought 
there were problems of confidentiality due to the nature of the 
training…lecturers were a bit unsettled about having someone 
else in the room taking notes. 
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In this particular case, there appeared to be a particular issue concerning 
confidentiality. Individuals were clearly sharing information that they 
would not wish to be reproduced outside of the session: 

And I stressed to them, I said ‘it’s okay, ***** ****** code of 
practice, confidentiality. No-one’s going to see those notes 
apart from me. I bring the disk back and they wipe the disk 
and then they can use the disk again’. I said, ‘No-one else can 
see what’s written on here’. Well, they said I can’t divulge 
anything at all, it made them unsettled and they said, ‘We’re 
not having it, I’m afraid’. And that went on and on and I’ve just 
about finished this course. 

Students can gain the impression that staff are labelling or making 
assumptions about them: 

You know they said to me at the interview…’We have questions 
about your stamina on this course’. Stamina, I thought! It’s all 
to do with the disability. It’s all to do with…the fact of it is they 
don’t understand the disability, that’s what this is. 

Staff may also have conceptualisations of the requirements of deaf 
students which do not match the deaf students’ own perceptions. One FE 
Disability Advisor commented: 

A lecturer was saying this—saying they had to spend a 
disproportionate amount of time with deaf students. We have 
signers in the classroom, but not for all practicals, but most of 
the instruction is done by us without signers. Many students 
just want to get on and do it and do not want lots of 
instructions and deaf students are just the same. They say 
‘Yes, Yes, Yes’, and then you realise that they haven’t got all 
the information. Then you have to get into their sight line and 
tell them that they are doing something wrong. 

This situation comprises three distinct issues, one of access and two more 
of support. A ‘signer’ is present to provide access to classroom 
communication, but only for some of the time; this leaves the student 
without access to language interpretation when the signer is not there. 
Secondly, there is a perception on the part of the lecturer that deaf 
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students require a disproportionate amount of the lecturer’s time. But 
equally, deaf students (like other students), may well prefer to ‘just get 
on’ with a task without wishing further instruction or clarification. 
Especially when the student is then ‘doing something wrong’, there is a 
danger that the problem is judged to lie with the student’s deafness.  
 
There can also be a sense of exasperation from staff relating to the 
demands and costs of access for deaf people: 

Working with deaf students is a small part of my job, but takes 
up an inordinate amount of my time. 

It’s not a bottomless pit and you can’t expect staff to keep 
forking out. 

However, this same staff member also comments: 

If you want staff, you have to pay for quality people – it’s a 
drain on finances and I see that as short-sighted of the Scottish 
Office [sic], because the better educated or qualified the 
student is, then they can get a job, earn and pay tax. If the 
money is not put in at this level, where do the students go? 
And they don’t get the same chances as other students. 

Staff therefore often know a great deal about the real challenges in trying 
to arrange appropriate access. There is a danger, however, that students 
may perceive themselves to be ‘problematic’, and it can be the goodwill 
and positive attitude of staff that prevents this from happening.  
 
Even in universities where there is a strong base of support for deaf 
students, there may be problems in ensuring that academic staff have an 
appropriate awareness and understanding of the linguistic requirements of 
deaf people. One way of trying to rectify this is by ensuring that staff have 
access to appropriate training: 

Through SENDA, every faculty has a  Disability Officer who is 
responsible for all students and every department has a 
disability contact. But there is no-one saying that they have to 
go for training—there is no incentive for this. They do not get 
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time off and it’s not seen as staff development. Through the 
legislation it should be compulsory. If you have a deaf person, 
you should go to training—and people have no time. I’m not 
blaming the lecturers, but it is a problem. 

A number of Disability Staff commented that even where training is 
offered, it is poorly attended. University of Central Lancashire (UCLAN) 
includes Deaf Awareness training within induction courses for staff, 
although this is only a thirty-minute session which those delivering the 
training found inadequate. A number of access staff also pointed out that 
many teaching staff are simply unaware of the language issues. There was 
also evidence that some teaching staff do not know how to use access 
staff:  

We still have academic staff who are so nervous about having a 
deaf student in their class that they go round everybody asking 
a question, but stop at the deaf students, because they still 
don’t realise that they can ask a question through the 
interpreter and they can answer. 

Alan McClure, of RNID, commented that, in his experience, lecturing staff 
sometimes have the expectation that interpreters are 'helpers' who will 
assist the student with their academic work.  
 
Several staff commented on the need for closer collaboration amongst all 
those involved, including between support staff and teaching staff: 

Closer collaboration/more access to info about courses would 
be very helpful. It’s not possible to be one hundred per cent 
accurate, but it should be possible to identify main elements for 
the programme so that strategies can be built upon as the 
course develops. 

One student described how staff in a specific HEI had become very ‘deaf 
aware’: 

One example was that if the interpreters were late, the lecturer 
would refuse to start because he said I had a right to have full 
access. It really gave me confidence and made me feel a part 
of the university. 
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The same student also described the process involved in undertaking 
assignments. He was allowed to produce a version in BSL and then have 
that translated into English by a BSL/English interpreter. The spoken 
version was typed up and he could then alter and correct it. The student 
himself was responsible for organising this. However, the whole process 
meant that staff became much more aware and there was genuine 
dialogue about the demands of assignment.  
 
One university had the option of submitting in BSL built into the 
regulations of one course: this is also the case in a number of UK 
universities. However, this practice is not widespread and there needs to 
be more sharing of information on the mechanics involved. Students need 
the opportunity to develop strategies for organising assignments 
presented in BSL and universities need strategies to ensure that such 
work is adequately translated and evaluated.  
 
As we have already seen, there are some examples of lecturing staff not 
even following basic rules of access. However, there are other examples of 
lecturers being very creative. In the following case, the lecturer seems to 
have taken on board what is sometimes termed ‘deaf visuality’ 
(Thoutenhoofd, 1997 and 2003): 

We actually have one lecturer who now visualises the concepts 
he is trying to get across and will actually do that in class. I 
don’t know much about computing, so don't know what the 
course is or what it was that students were having difficulty 
understanding, but he actually had the students out on the 
floor explaining to them 'You are this part and this part and this 
part and this is what happens' and was moving them about the 
floor so they understood how that process worked in the 
computer. And primarily that was for the deaf students, but all 
the other students in the class who were a bit struggling with 
this abstract concept, it clicked. It is a great example of how a 
lecturer, with a wee bit of thought, can transfer information 
into an example which all students could understand. 

[Q: They were actually being the computer?] 
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That’s right. They didn’t understand how these bits interacted 
and this showed how they interact. And it is just a great 
example, you know, the way it just clicked. 

As this Advisor points out, what worked for the deaf student, also worked 
for the rest of the group. This is very typical of many of the examples of 
good practice.  

Some of the communication lecturers genuinely give them the 
material in advance of the class, looking at the examples they 
are going to be using and say 'No that is not deaf-friendly 
…Here are some examples that are deaf-friendly.’ They then 
use those examples and start to include them in their material. 
So that is progress. 

The most impressive examples of good practice were those which were 
part of a holistic provision, where appropriate infrastructure had been 
established. In other cases, good practice was a result of the particular 
efforts of individuals. 
 
One aspect of good practice involves providing an appropriate lead-in to 
university life and gradually familiarising the students with potential 
means of access:  

In the summer before [starting at University], my teacher of 
the deaf and the university  Disability Officer arranged for us to 
go to a public lecture with a notetaker…it was just to show 
what it would be like. At that lecture—I think it was 
postgraduate, so it was quite difficult—it made me realise that I 
couldn’t follow it without a notetaker. 

Clearly in the case of this student there was considerable collaboration 
between staff within the different institutions:  

I didn’t have to do anything. My teacher of the deaf got in 
touch with the  Disability Office and she took it on from then. 
They also arranged a meeting with the fire officer to get a 
pager system installed. 
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[Q: So you had the X service and the Disability Office and the 
teacher of the deaf and yourself all working together? Would 
you say that was a good experience?] 

Yeah, it went so smoothly. 

Another student comments: 

I think the fact that the Disability Office was contacted as soon 
as I was nearing the end of my sixth year and the fact that 
they acted immediately—they started arranging everything. 
Like getting me a computer so that I could keep in touch by 
email and arranging visits and things. They were just really 
organised, and they kept me involved. I was really surprised 
how easy I found it. Moving from school to university was no 
problem to me. 

There is plenty of goodwill, especially amongst access and support staff. 
However, many teaching staff remain unaware of the linguistic 
requirements of deaf students. HEIs are complex organisations and 
goodwill alone is insufficient to meet the needs of deaf students. 
Appropriate infrastructure needs to be in place across the system. Such 
infrastructure must include appropriate training opportunities, indeed 
required training, for all staff working with deaf students. Otherwise it is 
difficult to see how the current legal requirements of SENDA can be 
fulfilled.  

Key points 

• Both staff and students demonstrate a range of concerns in relation 
to deaf awareness. Students’ experiences range from good to bad, 
depending on individual staff, other students, the institution, and 
their own ability to assert themselves. 

• One theme that emerges from the sample of responses is a 
reluctance to complain, or to draw attention to an unsatisfactory 
situation. 

• Lack of awareness can be related to availability of suitable training 
and levels of attendance at Deaf Awareness courses. 
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• Deaf awareness of student peers is a relatively unexplored yet 
important issue, particularly in the light of negative social 
experiences reported in Chapter Ten. 

• Most impressive examples of good practice were part of holistic 
provision, where appropriate infrastructure had been established.  

• One aspect of good practice is familiarising new students with 
potential means of access and support at their new institution.  

Recommendations 

11.1 The access infrastructure of institutions should include regularly 
scheduled Deaf Awareness training opportunities for staff 
(academic and non-academic).  

11.2 Nationally recognised Deaf Awareness courses, such as those 
examined by CACDP, can provide a basic introduction for all staff. 
The proposed Centre for Linguistic Access should take on the role 
of developing new Deaf Awareness curricula and materials which 
are specifically geared to FE and HE situations. 

11.3 The Centre for Linguistic Access should provide a resource base 
for Deaf Awareness training. A ‘training the trainers’ programme 
could be delivered to build local capacities, particularly focusing 
on deaf trainers. 

11.4 Training geared to the specific linguistic access requirements of a 
new student should be compulsory for staff who will come into 
contact with that student (including clerical, catering staff etc). 
Key lecturing staff should also be made aware of any need for 
additional tutorial support relating to subject-specific vocabulary 
and English language generally. Where possible, this will be done 
in collaboration with the new student him/herself. 

11.5 Opportunities should be provided for new students to familiarise 
themselves with access/support arrangements at the institution 
before starting their course. 
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Chapter Twelve: 
Linguistic Access 

What follows in this chapter is a detailed assessment of what emerged, 
among our study sample, as the single most critical element in providing 
quality support for deaf students (regardless of whether they use English 
or BSL): linguistic access. What, according to our data, is required to 
provide linguistic access for deaf students? The general principles and key 
types of access are set out in some detail in Brennan et al, 2002.  
 
However, this chapter will provide a basis around which an evidence-base 
can be constructed. A brief summary of types of access strategies is 
followed by an assessment of key linguistic access issues that are 
outstanding in Scotland, according to our data. Each type of strategy is 
taken in turn: for each type, a description of key aspects is followed by a 
summary of issues reported by informants about that strategy.  
 
Linguistic access can be provided by means of people and resources. The 
people include specialist access personnel, as well as teaching staff. It is 
probably easiest to think of the requirements in terms of the two language 
groups, while recognising that these groups are not completely discrete. 
 

Types of linguistic access strategies 

Those whose preferred language is English or another spoken language 
such as Gaelic or Hindi may require the following: 
 
• good quality amplification; 
• staff/fellow student awareness of optimum conditions for lipreading; 
• lipspeakers; 
• tutors of lipreading. 
 
Deaf people whose first or preferred language is BSL may require the 
services of the following: 
 
• BSL/English interpreters; 
• bilingual professionals. 
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Both English and BSL users may require the services of: 
 
• manual notetakers; 
• electronic notetakers; 
• speech to text reporters. 
 
Additionally, FECs and HEIs may make use of personnel called 
‘Communicators’ or ‘Communication Support Workers’. 

Deaf students whose first/preferred language is spoken English 

Those deaf students accessing primarily through English are likely to use a 
combination of amplification (hearing aids, radio aids etc) and lipreading, 
the proportion of each varying among students.  
 
Those who make use of amplification will require good quality audiological 
services, as recommended in Chapter Eight.  
 
Although none of the deaf student respondents within this group made 
reference to access issues related to their own speech, it is important to 
remember that contributions to question and answer sessions – and to all 
group discussion situations – are a vital aspect of their access to higher 
education. It may be the case that some of the lack of confidence relating 
to group situations may relate to concerns over speech intelligibility. 
There is therefore a need to consider making available adult speech 
therapy services to students who may find this beneficial.  
 
Those who use lipreading will benefit from staff and fellow students being 
aware of ways in which they can optimise conditions for the deaf student 
to lipread them directly. Deaf awareness training, as recommended in 
Chapter Eleven, would provide guidance this area. Some students may 
also make use of lipspeakers. 

Lipspeakers 

A lipspeaker is someone who reproduces the spoken message without 
voicing the words, while articulating in such a way that the deaf person 
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can recognise the English words more easily. According to the description 
on the Association of Lipspeakers website:  

…the lipspeaker uses the flow, rhythm and phrasing of natural 
speech and repeats the stress as used by the speaker but 
without voice. Messages that are too fast for lipreading may 
have to be pared down by the lipspeaker. The lipspeaker will 
use some fingerspelling if the lipreader requests this. 
(http://www.lipspeaking.co.uk) 

The issue of how much ‘paring down’ occurs or is acceptable remains a 
matter of debate. There are very few qualified lipspeakers in Scotland: the 
Association of Lipspeakers lists only three lipspeakers for the whole of 
Scotland, with two of these having the highest level of qualification (Level 
Three). However, several deaf organisations report that once it becomes 
known that lipspeakers are available, requests for bookings rise. One 
organisation (Deaf Action) which employed a full-time lipspeaker within 
their agency found that bookings for lipspeaking services went up four 
hundred and thirty percent in one year, once this service became known 
(Brennan et al, 2002). 

Reported issues concerning lipspeakers  

The research revealed very few examples of deaf students making use of 
lipspeakers on a regular basis. This is not surprising, since there are only 
three qualified lipspeakers in Scotland. Because of this, students are less 
likely to have seen a lipspeaker being used and therefore may be unaware 
that such provision might suit them. However, some deaf people whose 
first and preferred language is English appear to prefer to access English 
visually through electronic notetaking services. This is shown by the rare 
comments from deaf people themselves on their wish for lipspeaking 
services—as compared, for example, to their frequent comments in 
relation to notetaking. It is likely that some deaf people will benefit from 
lipspeaking services, but the numbers are likely to be much smaller than 
for either notetaking or BSL/English interpreting. If lipspeakers are used, 
then they should have appropriate qualifications. Lipspeaking courses are 
currently not offered in Scotland. Therefore, it would be appropriate to 
establish such courses. 
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Tutors of lipreading 

It is often assumed that deaf people have high level skills in lipreading. 
However, this assumption is not borne out by the evidence. Certainly 
some deaf people do become highly skilled, but others are less so. Those 
who have been deaf since childhood and, therefore, have not heard 
English, can find it extremely difficult. Perhaps surprisingly, this skill is 
typically not taught to deaf children. People who acquire deafness could 
benefit from learning the techniques of lipreading. Offering lipreading 
classes to deaf students would help many of them either access spoken 
communication directly or access this via a lipspeaker. However, as with 
other key areas, there is a shortage of lipreading tutors. It should be 
noted that tutors of lipreading do not provide direct access provision in 
the way that lipspeakers do: rather they could enable students to develop 
skills which would, in turn, allow them to access English more fully.  

Deaf students whose first/preferred language is BSL 

BSL/English interpreters 

BSL/English interpreters should not only be fluent in both BSL and 
English, but also highly skilled in taking the source message in one 
language and transferring it into the target language, without any loss of 
propositional content or pragmatic effect. They also need to be able to 
match the register and style of the target language with that of the source 
language. There is plenty of evidence from linguistic research to 
demonstrate that this task is highly complex (Napier, 2002; Harrington 
and Turner, 2001; Brennan and Brown, 1997). BSL/English interpreters 
are normally required to produce simultaneous interpreting: a task which 
has rather different demands than consecutive interpreting. As with 
spoken language interpreters, BSL/English interpreters also need a high 
level of general education since they may be required to interpret a wide 
range of different types of content. They also need to develop professional 
competence, which involves being sensitive to the needs of clients, acting 
impartially, working within ethical and professional guidelines and 
collaborating appropriately with other professionals.  
 
It is quite clear from the SASLI report (Brennan et al, 2002) and evidence 
provided to the BSL and Linguistic Access Working Party, that there is a 
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considerable shortage of trained, qualified and registered BSL/English 
interpreters. This shortage was also addressed in the detailed Department 
of Work and Pensions report on The Organisation and Provision of British 
Sign Language Interpreters in England, Scotland and Wales (Brien, Brown 
and Collins, 2002). SASLI is the body in Scotland which provides 
accreditation of interpreters and keeps and monitors the Register of 
BSL/English interpreters in Scotland. At the time of writing there are 
forty-two fully registered and eleven associate members of SASLI. 
However, this number gives a rosier picture of availability than is the case 
in practice. Many of these interpreters hold other jobs where they do not 
use their interpreting skills. Some are in full time employment where their 
interpreting skills are used for a specific group or individual. None of these 
registered, qualified interpreters is employed on a sessional or full-time 
basis within an HEI. Some may work on an ad hoc freelance basis. As we 
shall see below, this shortage of BSL/English interpreters causes 
considerable difficulties for those trying to arrange access and for those 
seeking access.  
 
A further problem is that interpreting is sometimes seen as a one-way 
process. This is a notion suggested in some discussions and accounts by 
the use of the term ‘signer’ (cf Riddell et al, 2004). The outsider’s 
perception is that the interpreter is ‘signing for the deaf person’. This may 
indicate the low level of contribution from the students, which may in turn 
link to a low level of opportunity to contribute. The intermediary should in 
fact be a BSL/English interpreter, working between two languages and 
thus speaking an interpretation of the sign language user’s BSL, as well as 
signing an interpretation of the hearing person’s English. This delineation 
also helps to focus on the high level of skill needed by such a person. 
Some BSL users suggest that they do not feel comfortable in contributing 
within lectures or seminars (see Chapter Ten). Logically, other students 
and staff easily overlook the time lag associated with interpreting. Even 
though this may be very short, it places the deaf person at a 
disadvantage. Only one person reported the opposite situation, i.e. where 
a university course actually had deaf BSL users presenting. This meant 
that the deaf BSL user could access directly, but the hearing people 
experienced the situation of accessing the information via an interpreter. 
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Such a situation clearly occurs very rarely, and indeed never occurs in 
most HEIs. 

Educational interpreters 

It might be expected that the interpreters used within HE and FE would be 
specially trained ‘educational interpreters’. In some other countries, 
particularly in the Scandinavian countries and in the USA, there are 
specific courses for educational interpreters and the term itself is used. 
Within the UK, there is some, but limited, use of the term and indeed 
none of those interviewed for this project explicitly used the term. A 
number of research studies have examined the roles and responsibilities 
of educational interpreters, including those working in HE and FE settings. 
Napier (2002) provides a useful summary of some of the key issues 
(pp.95-114). Indeed, her own research focuses directly on interpreting 
within a university setting, in this case in Australia with interpreters 
working between Auslan (Australian Sign Language) and English. Napier 
draws attention to the differing views and perceptions of educational 
interpreters in terms of their roles and responsibilities. As she points out, 
a number of writers have suggested that the roles and responsibilities of 
educational interpreters may be, or seem to be, in contradiction to the 
conventional role of interpreters in other settings (2002, p.96). However, 
at least some of the same issues – for example, the effect on the 
dynamics of the context, the expectation that the interpreter will take on 
other ‘support’ roles in terms of explanation and clarification and the 
different conceptualisations of interpreter role by the Deaf and hearing 
consumers – have their counterpart in other interpreting settings, such as 
court interpreting (Brennan and Brown, 1997). Nevertheless, these 
remain issues that are largely not addressed within the educational 
situation. Indeed, as already noted in Chapter Eleven, there is evidence 
that lecturers can wrongly assume that the role of the interpreter extends 
to that of a tutor. 
 
Napier (2002) also noted in her account that many of the ‘interpreters’ 
working within HE settings in Australia have not had a university 
education, have not undergone any interpreter training and, because they 
are not qualified and registered, are not subject to the codes of practice or 
codes of ethics required by professional interpreting organisations. She 
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comments that the situation in the UK is comparable (Napier, 2002, 
p.xiii), and this is confirmed by details provided below.  

Bilingual professionals 

A bilingual professional in the context of HE would be a member of the 
teaching or support staff who was bilingual in BSL and English. Certainly 
there is evidence of some staff learning BSL. This is often appreciated by 
students. However, there are very few HEI academic staff with high level 
BSL skills. There is one Disability Advisor who is also a fully qualified and 
registered BSL/English interpreter. She is therefore able to interview BSL 
users directly without bringing in another interpreter. Her specialised 
knowledge is also helpful in relation to clarifying the requirements of BSL 
users. There was at least one example of a member of staff in FE who was 
both teaching and attempting to provide access provision to a mixed 
group of deaf and visually impaired students: some of the teaching was 
done in BSL. The students’ accounts of their experience of working with 
this member of staff demonstrates that they appreciate her skills. 
However, it is also clear that this member of staff is attempting the 
impossible: it is simply not possible to deliver the type of teaching and 
support required by such a diverse group simultaneously. 

Reported issues in interpreting 

Both the testimony of deaf students and information from Disability 
Advisors and lecturers indicates that many, probably the majority, of 
those acting as BSL/English interpreters within both HE and FE are not 
qualified. While the evidence we have relating to FE is limited in terms of 
the number of colleges visited, these do include four institutions which 
were well versed in the needs of deaf students, with two colleges having 
probably the highest numbers of deaf students within FE in Scotland. The 
interpreting situation is variable and may indeed change from one 
situation to another, even for an individual student. Thus, institutions 
using freelance personnel may be able to hire a qualified person on one 
occasion and not on another. 

Qualifications 

In order to qualify and become fully registered with SASLI, BSL/English 
interpreters need to complete an approved training course and then 
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undertake a period of monitored associate membership of SASLI. There is 
currently only one training course in Scotland—at Heriot-Watt University. 
This course provides advanced training in both BSL and English, as well as 
specific training in interpreting and translating and professional practice. 
Having reasonable skills in BSL does not in itself mean that an individual 
would be capable of working as an interpreter.  
 
People learning BSL have traditionally taken what are called Stage One, 
Stage Two and Stage Three CACDP courses. Stage One is a very basic 
level, enabling the beginnings of conversation with deaf people; Stage 
Two is an intermediate level—estimated as at or somewhat below 
Standard Grade level; Stage Three requires a good level of fluency in the 
language. There are quite large steps between each stage. In Scotland, 
these courses were originally validated jointly by the then Moray House 
College of Education and the Scottish Association of Interpreters for the 
Deaf (the precursor of SASLI). When this arrangement ended, there was a 
range of alternative provision, but eventually most people undertook 
these qualifications within the framework established by CACDP for the 
whole of the UK. During the 1990s, there was a move to develop 
vocational qualifications, leading to a new set of S/NVQs in BSL at four 
different S/NVQ levels. SQA also developed BSL Units: these have recently 
been revised and the new units have not yet been linked to particular 
levels within the National Qualifications Framework. However, it is 
expected that these will be at Access and Intermediate One level, thus 
well below the level required for working as an interpreter. However, such 
courses are appropriate for those wishing to begin the process of BSL 
language learning. Currently CACDP is developing a new Stage Three level 
Certificate in BSL outside of the S/NVQ process, so that those who wish to 
study for non-vocational purposes can do so at a higher level. References 
to Stage Two are usually to the CACDP Level Two Certificate in BSL, 
rather than the S/NVQ. Not surprisingly, there can be some confusion 
about the status and value of different qualifications amongst those 
unfamiliar with the qualifications and the organisations which accredit 
them. 
 
There has been a shortage of trained deaf tutors to teach BSL over the 
last few decades. Important initiatives, such as the British Sign Language 
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Training Agency at the University of Durham, focused on training deaf 
people to teach Stage One level or ‘foundation level’ courses. There was 
some training for tutors to teach at higher levels, for example at the 
University of Durham, but relatively small numbers went through this 
training and very few deaf people involved were from Scotland. This 
shortage of tutors has adversely affected the training of both interpreters 
and bilingual professionals, such as teachers and social workers who work 
with deaf people. 
 
The evidence from both HEIs and FE colleges is that the majority of 
people working within these institutions as BSL/English interpreters 
typically have either BSL Stage Two (CACDP) or the equivalent of this 
level of skill. As suggested above, while it is difficult to characterise this 
level accurately, it would be no higher than a Standard Grade in a spoken 
language such as French. It would obviously be completely unacceptable 
for someone with this level of skill in French to be seen as appropriate to 
work as an interpreter between French and English in Higher or Further 
Education. However, this is typically what happens in relation to 
BSL/English interpretation. 
 
There sometimes appears to be an acceptance that Stage Two is an 
appropriate level of skill. One FE Disability Advisor commented that: 

We ask up to Stage Two, but with background experiences 
doing interpreting situations or schools or education or possibly 
interpreting for family members or whatever—but some 
experience. 
[emphasis added] 

Another commented: 

We advertise for a minimum of Stage Two, plus we are looking 
at general background… But a lot is to do with personality—
having to deal with lecturers and students etc. 

Again and again, Stage Two is quoted as if it were an acceptable 
standard. Similarly, mere attendance at the Heriot-Watt University 
BSL/English interpreting course is seen as indicating an appropriate level 
of skill. However, discussions with the Director of SASLI, Doreen Mair, 
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have made it clear that individuals may gain entry onto this course with 
Stage Two BSL skills and indeed, some students may not actually have 
this qualification on entry. Thus there should be no expectation that 
someone who is simply on the Heriot-Watt course will have the level of 
skill necessary to undertake educational interpreting. Even students who 
complete the course have in the past had to apply to SASLI for trainee 
status with the expectation of undertaking monitored work and further 
training before applying for full registration. Under a new arrangement, 
students completing certain elements of the course at a high enough level 
can apply for direct trainee membership without undertaking a skills test.  
 
It is worth noting that those institutions which employed ‘interpreters’ on 
a sessional basis did not typically employ fully qualified BSL/English 
interpreters. However, this was not because they did not wish to do so, 
but because qualified interpreters were not available. There were even 
examples of individuals who had not yet attained Level Two being 
employed to provide ‘communication support’. It should be stressed that 
Stage One is a very basic conversational level: indeed many people have 
passed Level One who would be quite unable to carry on a sustained 
conversation with a deaf person. For such a person to have any role in 
providing bilingual access to deaf students in HE is completely 
inappropriate. While the use of individuals with Stage One only may be 
rare, the use of individuals with Stage Two appears to be very common 
indeed. 
 
One FE Disability Advisor interviewee mentioned that all communicators 
were booked through a specific agency based in England: all staff with a 
temporary contract had to be registered through this agency. She then 
went on to say that all communicators had Level Two BSL. There 
appeared to be no other monitoring of the quality of these 
communicators.  
 
Sometimes, as in the quotations from the interviews above, personal 
characteristics are seen by support staff as being just as important as 
linguistic and professional skills: “The sign language interpreter has to be 
someone that they [the deaf students] can work with”. This can contrast 
with the views of deaf students on the need to have interpreters with 
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high-level skills (see Chapter Ten). Some interviewees also stressed the 
importance of using interpreters who were familiar with the subject being 
studied: 

It has to be someone that has that subject specialism. If an 
interpreter doesn’t understand computing, then going into a 
computing course is really difficult because you have a lot of 
learning to do in terms of the subject matter. 

However, there was no explicit mention of the use of educational 
interpreters. For most staff, obtaining interpreting services was 
problematic and there was little likelihood of specialist provision: “And 
there are not a lot of experienced interpreters out there—they are in very 
short supply. And they can be difficult to find”. 

The interpreter role 

Evidence from the interviews with both staff and students suggests that 
there continues to be uncertainty and lack of agreement on the role of the 
interpreter within HE. It should be said that this uncertainty does not only 
occur within educational contexts. Several studies of sign 
language/spoken language interpreters in recent years have focused on 
the different conceptualisations of the interpreter and interpreting 
(Brennan and Brown, 1997; Harrington and Turner, 2001, Roy, 1992). 
The most traditional view sees the interpreter as essentially a robot or 
machine: you put one language in and you get another one out. Of 
course, such a model ignores crucial information both about the nature of 
language and the nature of human beings. There is no simple one-to-one 
equivalence between one language and another: even two spoken 
languages will have different grammatical systems, different vocabulary 
sets, different semantic organisation and so on. This is even more so in 
relation to bimodal interpreting which involves working between spoken 
and signed language and vice versa. There are many similarities between 
the grammatical organisation of, for example, BSL and English, but there 
are also some key differences. These differences are explored in relation 
to legal contexts in Brennan and Brown, 1997, and in several articles in 
Harrington and Turner, 2001. These accounts show that the interpreter is 
always having to make linguistic decisions which require complex 
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cognitive processing skills, as well as high levels of fluency in each 
language.  
 
However, the machine model ignores something else—that we are dealing 
with people. As soon as an interpreter is involved in an interaction, there 
are subtle changes. The others involved in the interaction, as well as the 
interpreter, may have different internalised models of the interpreter’s 
role. Note the following exchange between an FE Disability Advisor and a 
researcher on the HE project: 

I feel particularly in a college situation, university is probably 
different, but in a college situation you need something more 
than … you need someone who will work with that student over 
and beyond straightforward interpreting because they have to 
… in class they have to match the student’s language with what 
the lecturer is saying, to whatever the … whatever vocabulary 
is appropriate. If the student doesn’t understand anything, they 
will say to the student 'Are you sure you understood that?' and 
if the student says 'Yes that is fine' that is as much as they do. 
But if the student is not really sure [they will ask] ‘Do you want 
me to feed that back to the lecturer?' and they will act as an 
intermediary. Because many of the students don’t have the 
confidence to be able to do that on their own. 

[Q: A kind of advocacy…] 

Yes I think a kind of advocacy. Whereas in university I am not 
so sure that that is required. I might be wrong there. That may 
be … I think we need to provide that in college. Certainly a lot 
of our younger students who are unused to dealing with adults 
on an equal basis need that particular support to be able to ask 
the questions. Because lecturers are like teachers—you've got 
to stand back from them and you don’t question what is being 
asked of you, and if you don’t understand you don’t say 
anything because you’ve got another twenty odd people in here 
that understand it. 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 160–204 

So, even within this short exchange we have two different 
conceptualisations: the interpreter as an intermediary and the interpreter 
as an advocate: these may or may not be identical. This is already some 
distance from the machine model. The interpreter is being expected to 
take some responsibility for the deaf person’s comprehension and 
ultimately, their learning. 
 
However, it is worth thinking through some of the implications of this 
approach. Firstly, if the interpreter and deaf person are engaging in 
interaction about the presentation or discussion, then they are taking time 
out from participating in that learning event. When they re-enter, they will 
have missed part of the process. If this happens regularly within a single 
learning activity, then the student will have only partial and intermittent 
access. The Disability Advisor and interpreter may believe that what the 
deaf person is gaining access to is a fuller and more accurate component, 
but it is only one part of the activity. Work by Sheenagh Hull (Hull, 1993) 
demonstrated some of the issues. Hull videotaped and analysed her own 
interpreting within an FE context. Her account revealed a range of actions 
on her part, e.g. deliberate omissions, clarifications, repair strategies and 
additional explanations, which were well outside the traditional view of 
what the interpreter should be doing. Yet it was clear that such practice 
was common at the time. The Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education 
project team did not observe in situ, although this would certainly be a 
valuable exercise. However, it is clear that the types of interaction 
between interpreter and deaf person described by Hull are commonplace 
and indeed expected in some situations.  
 
Traynor and Harrington comment on the fact that in the interpreting 
contexts they observed that:  

Deaf students stop interpreters to seek clarification or 
confirmation that they have understood correctly. In many 
cases, rather than stop the lecturer and voice the student’s 
question, the project team observed interpreters, perhaps due 
to lack of confidence, carry on interpreting and, in addition, 
attempt to incorporate an explanation, rather than interrupt the 
flow of the lecturer. The Project Officers also observed a 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 161–204 

number of occasions where interpreters overstepped the limits 
of their role by offering an explanation of what a teacher was 
saying, instead of facilitating the students by voicing a question 
to the teacher. As a result, the teacher continued, unaware that 
the students had a question or that the interpreter was no 
longer interpreting. 
(Traynor and Harrington, 2003, p.216) 

Again we can see that these researchers have a model of the interpreter: 
a model which sees the interpreter as a facilitator, but not an advocate or 
ally. The researchers suggest that the actions of the interpreter are 
motivated by lack of confidence. Certainly this may be the case. There is 
evidence that highly skilled interpreters are more likely to stop the flow of 
interaction to seek clarification than the low-skilled interpreter. However, 
it may be that the interpreter thought it was part of their role ‘to support 
the student’s learning’ by engaging in clarifications and explanations 
themselves. It is also interesting to note that the Project Officers describe 
the deaf students as stopping ‘interpreters to seek clarification’ rather 
than stopping the lecturers. 
 
One of the authors of this report, Marian Grimes, in her work on the 
experiences of Deaf pupils and deaf students within FE (Grimes, 2003), 
has commented on the way that certain staff act as ‘gatekeepers’: choices 
are made for deaf students by others who believe they have the interests 
of the deaf students at heart and who think they have more complete 
information on which to base a decision. The above scenario suggests that 
interpreters may sometimes be acting as gatekeepers: they provide 
answers or clarifications, rather than allowing the lecturer to become 
aware that the deaf person has a query. This can compound the 
aforementioned expectation of some lecturers that the interpreter role 
includes tuition. What is more, the people who are offering the 
explanation, the ‘interpreters’, are most typically untrained as far as 
BSL/English interpreting is concerned, with probably Stage Two level BSL 
skills. Additionally, they are unlikely to have any particular expertise in 
the subject area and will probably not have had educational training.  
 
Higher Education expects students to be independent learners, while 
obviously benefiting from collaboration with peers. Much has been written 
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about the disempowering practices of professionals working with deaf 
people (Branson and Miller, 2002; Lane et al, 1996). We can see that 
there are dangers of applying what Lane (Lane, 1999) has described as 
the ‘mask of benevolence’: hearing people think they are ‘helping’ deaf 
people; in fact, they are in danger of removing their independence and 
their rights. These rights include the right to fail and the right not to 
understand.  
 
Brennan and Brown (1997) provide the following example from the legal 
context: 

I interpreted in a case once where the judge and the clerk went 
into a heated exchange on some technical detail. As I tried to 
convey something of it to the Deaf defendant, his counsel said 
to me, ‘Don’t bother! It’s too technical. He won’t understand it.’ 
To which I replied, ‘That’s okay: he has a right not to 
understand’. 
(Brennan and Brown, 1997, p.57) 

As Brennan and Brown comment: 

This interpreter summed up the essence of the Deaf person’s 
rights: to be the same as anyone else, equal before the law, 
subject both to the transparency of the law and its obfuscation. 
(Brennan and Brown, 1997, p.57) 

We might argue that part of the equality of being a student is going 
through experiences of not understanding and partial understanding 
before grasping a concept or theory. Interpreters and support workers 
may place themselves in ‘repair mode’; always seeking to protect the deaf 
students from misunderstanding by repairing problems that they 
anticipate for the students. One of the main values of electronic 
notetaking is that it allows the bilingual deaf student to compare what 
s/he has gained from the live interaction through interpreting with the 
typed record from the notetaker. Just as the student interviewees in this 
project were able to be reassured about the quality of the interpreting 
(Chapter Two), deaf students in HE should be able to make their own 
judgements.  
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Traynor and Harrington suggest several principles based on their research 
into HE: 

• The need for students to be clear about the role of the 
interpreter and of the teacher in the classroom 

• The need for the students to be more assertive in using the 
interpreter (stopping the interpreter for clarification, 
ensuring that they themselves have equal participation in 
and access to discussions and debates etc) 

• The need to develop an appropriate and mutually useful 
working relationship with the interpreter and how to move 
towards this. 

(Traynor and Harrington, pp.214-215) 

These guidelines would appear to be relevant in the case of HE students in 
Scotland, although, as suggested above, deaf people should be 
encouraged to stop the lecturer, through the interpreter, for clarifications 
etc. All of the participants, teaching staff, deaf students, fellow students 
and interpreter need to be clear about the interpreting role. 

All deaf students 

Notetaking, electronic notetaking and speech to text provision 

Hearing staff within HE and FE are often unaware of the difficulties which 
arise for deaf people in taking notes. The problem arises whether the 
person is gaining their primary access through English or BSL. In both 
cases, it is necessary to look at the person speaking (English) or the 
person signing (BSL). As soon as the student looks down at their paper or 
computer to write or type what has been said, they miss the next chunk 
of information. Contrary to what many people think, the deaf person using 
hearing aids will also typically gain a lot of information through lipreading 
and other contextual clues: accessing this information requires looking at 
the presenter.  

Manual notetakers 

Manual notetaking is probably the main type of access support provided 
both within FE and HE. It is very often assumed that anyone can take 
notes. However, as will be seen from the students’ comments, not all 
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notetaking is effective. Training courses and qualifications have been 
established by the Council for the Advancement of Communication with 
Deaf People (CACDP). However, the evidence from this project suggests 
that only a small percentage of people undertaking notetaking in HE in 
Scotland have attended such a course. The professional notetaker will 
have been taught different conventions and techniques for organising 
information in ways which are more accessible to the user. They may, for 
example, exploit diagrammatic techniques, mind-maps and the like, as 
well as providing summarised content. As with other access workers, it is 
important that the notetaker has an appropriate level of subject 
knowledge. 

Electronic notetakers 

A number of services have become available which make use of electronic 
notetaking. Essentially this involves an electronic notetaker using a laptop 
computer plus specialised software and typing notes directly into the 
computer. A fully-qualified electronic notetaker would have familiarity with 
the software as well as notetaking techniques. There are several different 
types of software on the market. Mostly, the service operates laptop to 
laptop: the operator would sit next to the deaf person and the deaf person 
would read their own laptop. Wireless technology should mean that if 
buildings were appropriately set up for wireless communications, the text 
operator would not need to be beside the deaf person.  
 
More recently, note-taking software has been used in such a way that the 
text is projected, via a data projector, onto a screen or whiteboard. This 
has several major advantages: the deaf person can scan the text and 
watch the presenter, i.e. skip between the two. The deaf person is likely 
to feel much more a part of the group and benefit from other visual 
information, including co-verbal gesture, demonstrations and other visual 
information. The deaf person does not need to feel that the service is just 
for them. Such text provision may help other types of students, indeed 
possibly all students. 
 
Most of the electronic systems allow the text to be easily copied onto a 
disc, or more likely a CD—or located on a web for students to download. 
Currently some systems do not allow visual materials such as diagrams, 
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maps or graphs to be incorporated into the notetaking: this can cause 
difficulties for the students. However, newer forms of electronic 
notetaking should also make it easier for deaf people to access PowerPoint 
presentations and visual materials such as graphs and maps. It is worth 
noting that this will also require teaching staff to provide materials in 
advance. Currently, this does not seem to happen very often, but with the 
increased use of web-based materials and e-learning initiatives, it is likely 
to become more and more possible. 
 
Some externally contracted services have been considered expensive by 
users.  

Automated speech to text 

Probably the ideal scenario for deaf students would be the use of 
automated speech to text software which was able to handle the wide 
diversity of spoken presentations. Currently, software has to ‘learn’ the 
specific voice characteristics of individuals and would not be able to deal 
with the diversity of teaching staff. However, this is a technology which is 
worth watching and worth investing in since it would not require a 
separate additional person keying in the information, although 
consequently the text would be verbatim, without the notetaking 
conventions, such as bullet points, flow charts etc that an experienced 
notetaker might use.  

Evaluation of notetaking systems 

A research project carried out by Rachel O’Neill and Ailsa Laidler (2003) 
with a small number of deaf FE students found considerable variation in 
the rating of the different types of notetaking. The project covered two 
types of electronic notetaking, SpeedText and Palantype and manual 
notetaking. Interestingly, the authors point out that characteristics which 
one student might see as advantageous were sometimes regarded as 
disadvantageous by others. The O’Neill and Laidler research provides 
useful details of different types of speech to text systems as well as 
guidelines for training both users and clients. They provide information on 
the various systems available, as well as suggestions for training. These 
researchers suggest that manual notetaking be seen as providing back-up 
after a class, rather than for direct reference within the class. They also 
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present several key indicators for successful use of electronic notetaking. 
They suggest that deaf users should have: 
 

• a reading level above 12 years (or success with Key Skills 
Communication Level 1 tests); 

• a positive attitude towards English; 
• confidence in their own reading skills. 
(O’Neill and Laidler, 2003 p.198) 

 

It might be assumed that all students enrolled in HE level courses would 
have such skills. However, it would appear from the feedback from HE and 
FE staff that this is not the case. 

Reported Notetaking Issues 

One of the issues relating to notetaking is the need for trained notetakers 
to have a satisfactory level of subject knowledge. When asked what the 
difference was between the notetakers, one student commented: 

Well at the beginning of the year I had my friend’s sister doing 
it. She had done ******* before and she’s done a Masters in 
it. So she had actually done some of the work I’ve done, so she 
could understand it more. And it’s pretty obvious that she’s 
going to know what she’s writing about, whereas the other 
ones were just writing what they heard. So X, who was my 
notetaker this year, she was making more sense to me I think, 
because she knew what they were talking about…I would have 
her all the time—it’s only one notetaker a year. But at the 
beginning of the year, I didn’t get a choice. But I knew that 
they were short of notetakers and I knew that X was looking 
for work. So I said X was available and they said ‘You can have 
her if you want’. So I said, ‘Cool’. 

While for some students notetaking is an isolating experience, making 
them ‘reliant’ on the individual, for others, there is no problem:  

[Q: Did you get a chance to negotiate with them how you 
wanted the notes taken?] 
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Yes. I know that there are people who say they want the 
notetakers at the back or whatever, but I always have mine sat 
beside me and I keep in touch with all the ones I’ve had, you 
know like, become friendly, so that I feel OK about saying 
‘Could you do this or could you do that?’ So I could write down 
what’s on the overhead projector, while they write down what 
they (the lecturers) are saying. 

It is interesting that this student feels able to accept what others saw as 
bad practice (i.e. lecturers talking over the visual presentations and not 
providing in handouts what is on overheads) because she has found a 
strategy for overcoming the problem. The same student was prepared to 
ask the notetakers for additional informal support. She explains how 
certain types of vocabulary and technical language have caused her 
difficulty:  

I’ve always been the same—at school as well, you know I used 
to miss out on certain things—so my vocabulary had gaps. I’m 
sure it’s the same for all deaf people. I suppose that kind of 
holds me back a bit, but my notetakers do say ‘Let me know if 
you don’t understand a word’ and they’ll explain it to me. So 
that’s been quite good. 

[Q: So you’ve had time out of class to talk to notetakers about 
that?] 

Yes, all of them that I’ve had—I’ve said to them, ‘Come and 
have lunch with me’. 

[Q: Sounds like you’re very good at setting up informal 
systems that are going to work for you?] 

Yes, some of the notetakers were quite surprised. They were 
used to being asked to sit as far away from the person they 
were notetaking for as possible. But, I’m, like, ‘No, it’s fine, it’s 
fine’—and they find that quite weird. I’m, like, ‘Sorry, I don’t 
like being unfriendly’. We just got on well. 
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On the whole, it seems that students do not expect the notetaker to have 
a notetaking qualification. However, when they do have, they can 
recognise the difference. Access staff also commented on the fact that 
when student notetakers received training, the service improved: 

Certainly from the deaf students point of view they found that 
the note takers they had trained through the deaf organisations 
were … met their needs far better. 

They also pointed out that the fact that this provision was new for many 
students: 

…realistically there has to be a process of getting used to that 
and how that works and how that operates. Especially with 
note takers. I think that function is new for students. 

Thus, even where the skills of the notetaker are not fully adequate, the 
deaf student may find the service essential. There can also be frustrations 
if an electronic notetaker is booked, but does not turn up:  

So I went up to the Special Needs people and they asked me 
what I wanted and I said ‘SpeedText’, because that’s what I 
prefer. I like to get the CD to look at it afterwards. So anyway, 
that was fine and the first week was great—support everyday. 
And then after that, I would come in on Monday, every Monday 
after the first week, and the SpeedText operator wasn’t there. 
They would say things like ‘Oh sorry, I forgot to book the 
operator for you’. It was too late and they didn’t have anyone 
there. But they’ve got the timetable: they know I need to use 
an operator and I was just quite angry. I used to get really 
stressed …and I was straining my eyes and some of the 
lecturers don’t have a clue. Some I could hear, I mean some I 
could listen to all day and it was fine. But X himself had a 
moustache and he would… he mumbled… so it was a real 
struggle. 

Students who have already been through specific courses attended by 
deaf students are a rich potential source of electronic note-takers. Most 
importantly, they will have the specific subject knowledge which 
respondents have valued so highly. Also, increasingly large numbers of 
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the general student population have their own laptops (for example, 
seventy per cent of those in Year One of undergraduate courses in the 
School of Education at the University of Edinburgh) or have access to 
laptops. The opportunity to easily access note-taker training would enable 
such students to develop their own earning potential, while at the same 
time allowing them to improve the service to deaf students.  

Communicators and Communication Support Workers 

Some HEIs and FECs make use of personnel who are referred to either as 
Communicators or Communication Support Workers (CSWs). 
Unfortunately, these terms are used in different ways by different 
individuals and institutions. The following description of the work of 
communicators is taken from an English FE college and is fairly typical of 
the way the role of the communicator is envisaged: 

We have a number of full-time and part-time communicators. A 
communicator's role is slightly different from that of an 
interpreter. A communicator is not only there to translate into 
your preferred method of communication but to guide and 
encourage you with your work. The role of the communicator 
varies (see below)  
• In-class support 
• Support at break-times 
• Enrichment / outings 
• 1 to 1 support (out of class) 
• Modifying worksheets / change the English to suit you 
• Creating resources that will assist you in your learning 
• College appointments  
• Tutorials 
(Preston College Website http://www.preston.ac.uk) 

It is worth noting the comment that “A communicator is not only there to 
translate into your preferred method of communication, but to guide and 
encourage you with your work”. This would seem to assume that the 
communicator has skills as an interpreter and additional skills in relation 
to different types of educational support, including creating educational 
resources. A very similar account is given by the City Literary Institute 
(‘The City Lit’) in London, an institution well-known for supporting deaf 
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students. Their account of the role of communicators includes the 
following: 

• Communicators sit with students in class and convey the 
content of any lecture or discussion in a meaningful form 

• This role may involve the use of sign language (minimum 
BSL Stage 2), lipspeaking or written notes 

• The role also involves taking time after class to clarify any 
notes taken (but communicators are not expected to teach 
or explain the subject) 

(The City Literary Institute: http://cfdp.citylit.ac.uk) 

The final point suggests a rather fine line between tutorial support and 
‘clarification’ of notes. An RNID Factsheet on CSWs describes their role in 
the following way:  

A CSW supports deaf students in different ways to enable them 
to access information, and communicate with hearing people. 
They do this in a range of ways, for example by taking notes, 
lipspeaking, using British Sign Language (BSL) or Sign 
Supported English. CSWs are not usually qualified BSL/English 
interpreters, though more are now training at this level. They 
provide educational and communication support, for example, 
they: 
• Help deaf students understand and produce written 

material.  
• Adapt the language of learning materials to help a deaf 

student understand more easily.  
• Suggest improvements to the physical environment at 

college to make it easier for the student to lipread or use 
hearing aids. 

(RNID 2004) 

The RNID leaflet then goes on to suggest limitations to the role of CSWs: 

If a deaf student needs other support at college, such as extra 
tutorials to discuss the English language content of their 
course, or to go over new ideas, then a tutor for deaf students 
should do this work instead of, and in addition to, a CSW.  
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• CSWs should not be asked to act as a tutor. For example, 
they should not be asked to create handouts or information 
sheets for overhead projectors or to go through work 
outside of class.  

• If a deaf student needs access to information and not 
support, then they should be provided with that. For 
example, it may be better to get a BSL/English interpreter 
or a lipspeaker. 

(RNID 2004)  

In practice, there is considerable variation in how both Communicators 
and CSWs are viewed. There is also variation in their qualifications and 
experience. Interestingly, the City Lit mentions CACDP Level Two in 
relation to BSL skills—well below the level required by BSL/English 
interpreters.  
 
Specific awards do exist in relation to CSWs. At the UK level, there exists 
the Edexcel Level 3 BTEC Award Certificate and Diploma in Support for 
Deaf Learners.  Currently neither this nor any other course is being 
offered within Scotland, although some organisations are presently 
examining the possibilities of delivering such a course.  
 
The term ‘communicator’ is frequently used for an individual who is 
primarily attempting to provide access through BSL/English interpreting 
without having the skills, training or qualifications to carry out such work 
(cf Harrington 2001). Individual institutions sometimes advertise for 
communicators or communication support workers and explicitly indicate 
that a CACDP Level Two BSL qualification is required. Sometimes this is 
seen as a minimal qualification. However, SASLI has made it quite clear 
that such a level is completely inadequate for someone taking on an 
interpreting role. The fact that communicators and CSWs often do more 
than interpreting, simply compounds the problem. 

Access and support 

The above account of communicators and CSWs draws attention to one of 
the key issues in relation to deaf students: there is a tension in both 
policy and practice between the notion of ‘support’ on the one hand, and 
‘access’ on the other. The two are not synonymous. Most services, in fact, 
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exploit a ‘support’ model and indeed the title of this research project is 
‘Supporting Deaf Students in Higher Education’. However, one 
conceptualisation of deaf people and their requirements focuses on the 
provision of access, specifically linguistic access. The argument is that 
once this access is in place, the deaf student is the same as any other 
student. Deaf students can, thereby, engage in the same types of learning 
activities as their peers. What is more, if the student has problems with 
any part of the course and needs particular tutorial support, for example, 
this can be provided—so long as the linguistic access arrangements are in 
place. It is clear that while some deaf students within this research would 
like such arrangements to be in place, this was often not the case.  
 
The support model sees particular personnel as being required actively to 
support the deaf student’s learning and access to learning. The linguistic 
access arrangements are still in place, but other types of support are 
specifically needed. It sometimes appears that such support is trying to 
‘make up’ for limitations of opportunity within the deaf person’s 
experience. Thus the linguistic situation of deaf children described earlier 
does mean that some deaf young people will have lower level linguistic 
skills than their peers, either in English or BSL or both.  

I think the people who have issues around English language 
development really need to have support…to get to the level 
they need to operate in HE. (Disability Officer, HE) 

Most of the problems are linked to language. 
(Disability Officer, FE) 

There would be few who would argue against the provision of educational 
support which deals with gaps in knowledge or experience. However, at 
issue is who should provide such support. Within the access model, the 
support would be provided by qualified professionals in the subject area—
exploiting access arrangements as required. As already recommended in 
Chapter Six, where a student requires development of their English 
literacy skills, specialist support tutors would offer tutorial support, in 
collaboration with the student—and with relevant subject specialists as 
appropriate. 
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In what might be termed the support model or the mixed model, an 
individual who is involved in providing linguistic access may also be 
involved in providing access to learning. As we have seen in the above 
discussion, Communicators or Communication Support Worker are often 
seen as fulfilling both roles, without adequate training in either role. Brien 
et al (2004) argue that there needs to be a clear distinction between 
these two roles: 

It is necessary to distinguish clearly between professionals who 
provide ‘communication support’ for deaf students (e.g. 
Communication Support Workers) and those who provide 
language services based on the deaf student’s competence in a 
particular language (eg BSL/English interpreters, lipspeakers 
etc). It should be noted that the need for ‘communication 
support’ arises from the failure of the school system to provide 
deaf students with the ability to communicate fluently in a 
signed or spoken language. 
(Brien, Brown and Collins 2004, p.27) 

It appears from some of the interviews reported that these roles are often 
confused by both staff and students. 

Working conditions of access staff 

Key staff in HEIs in both Scotland and England stressed the importance of 
developing attractive ‘employment packages’ for access staff. UCLAN, for 
example, had developed particular strategies to ensure that BSL/English 
interpreters were well qualified: 

We are quite lucky at getting qualified interpreters who have 
degrees themselves. We have eight in-house and so we try to 
match them [with students]… they are qualified interpreters 
and they work hard at getting information beforehand. It was a 
big problem when we had to bring in interpreters who weren’t 
properly qualified and without academic ability and skills to 
cope. 
(UCLAN Interviews) 

They achieved this in part by creating an attractive employment ‘package’ 
for interpreters which included:  
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• co-working (i.e. two interpreters in one context); 
• compulsory breaks; 
• access to training (on site Interpreting diploma);  
• training in assertiveness for interpreters. 

 
For their part: 

• all interpreters are graduates; 
• all interpreters are at Junior Trainee level or above; 
• all interpreters agree to undertake appropriate professional 

training. 

 
However, the University provides additional financial support to facilitate 
this access provision, so that while two interpreters are typically provided 
for any interpreting assignment, only one of those would be paid directly 
out of DSA.  
 
Most universities contacted agreed that they had a major problem with 
the recruitment and retention of interpreters. Typically individuals could 
earn more as freelance workers than they could employed directly by 
HEIs. For the most part, those employed by HEIs are employed on a 
sessional basis and therefore lose out on many of the advantages of being 
full-time employees of the HEI. 
 
Similar issues extend to other access personnel such as notetakers and 
lipspeakers. 

Key points 

• Linguistic access can be provided by means of both people and 
resources. The people include specialist access personnel as well as 
teaching staff. 

• Good quality audiology services, as recommended in chapter eight, 
will help to optimise access for students whose access is dependent 
on amplification. 

• Good quality Deaf Awareness training (as recommended in chapter 
eleven) and the availability of professional lipspeakers and of 
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lipreading training will help to optimise conditions for those whose 
access is dependent on lipreading. 

• Availability of speech therapy services may be beneficial for some 
students.  

• There are only 3 lipspeakers on the register in Scotland. This may 
explain why there are few example of deaf students using this 
support on a regular basis in our data. However, greater numbers of 
deaf students are likely to benefit from either BSL/English 
interpreters, or electronic notetakers. 

• There is a shortage of tutors of lipreading. 

• Qualified, registered BSL/English interpreters are required for 
simultaneous interpreting in contact situations with BSL users. There 
is a shortage of such interpreters in Scotland, where often people 
with intermediate signing skills (and no interpreter training) are 
used instead. This naturally damages the quality of provision. 

• Notetaking is probably the main type of access support provided 
within both FE and HE. There is a national shortage of notetakers, 
and it would appear that by no means all of the notetakers currently 
used in HE are qualified to CACDP standards. 

• Newer forms of electronic notetaking (such as projecting notes on a 
presentation screen or whiteboard) may become popular. This 
support contains elements of good practice that can be extended to 
all teaching and learning: this service has the potential to offer 
benefits to all students, since an accurate record of the lecture can 
be shared by all electronically following the lecture. 

• The status and nature of Communication Support Workers (CSWs) is 
currently greatly confused. In particular, the role confuses the 
practical distinction between providing support and providing access 
(Brien et al. 2004). What seems clear from the data is that 
‘communicators’ are also used to provide BSL/English interpretation, 
with unacceptably low levels of qualification.  
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Recommendations  

12.1 There should be further research into the potential demand for 
lipspeakers and for lipreading tuition among deaf students. 

12.2 Speech therapy services should be made available for students 
who would find this beneficial.  

12.3 The Scottish Executive should set new student-number targets for 
sharply increasing national uptake on BSL/English interpreting 
courses. This should also include the embedding of HE-level 
courses for the training of BSL tutors—who are required for the 
training of interpreters—such as the Graduate Diploma in 
Teaching British Sign Language Tutors at Heriot Watt University 

12.4 The Scottish Executive and SHEFC (now SFHEFC) should consult 
on the establishment of HE degree programmes in BSL and/or 
Deaf Studies in Scotland (as have been established in England) to 
greatly expand the future availability of suitably trained access 
and support staff, including interpreters, bilingual professionals, 
and note-takers. 

12.5 There should be clear clarification of the roles of all access staff: 
training and qualifications should fit these roles. In particular, this 
report reiterates Recommendation 11.4 of Brien, Brown and 
Collins (2004) that:  

It is necessary to distinguish clearly between 
professionals who provide ‘communication support’ for 
deaf students, eg Communication Support Workers) 
and those who provide language services based on the 
deaf student’s competence in a particular language (eg 
BSL/English interpreters, lipspeakers etc).  
(Brien, Brown and Collins 2004, p.27) 

12.6 There should be wider use of electronic notetaking. More creative 
approaches to electronic notetaking should be adopted, for 
example, notes could be projected for the whole class, thus 
removing the ‘special needs’ connotations linked with individual 
students. It might also be possible to make CDs of the notes 
available for purchase: these can currently be supplied to 
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participants who use electronic note-taking provision. These 
proposals might raise issues for lecturing staff, but guidelines 
could be developed for use and exchange of the notes: individuals 
may need to sign up to a contract of use.  

12.7 More training in professional notetaking (both electronic and 
manual) should be made available. Past students of specific 
subject areas should be targeted for recruitment to training 
courses.  

12.8 The use of support staff trained to ‘Communication Support Work’ 
standards for providing BSL/English interpretation should be 
discouraged, in favour of qualified and registered BSL/English 
interpreters. 

12.9 The Centre for Linguisitic Access should provide core training for 
some access staff (eg notetakers, lip-reading tutors etc) and 
additional training and educational opportunities for others (eg 
BSL/English interpreters). Such opportunities might include 
specialist courses in educational interpreting.  

12.10 There is a need for specialist tutorial support to be available to 
deaf students who wish to improve their skills in English literacy. 
Suitably qualified staff should provide such support in 
collaboration with the student and with relevant subject 
specialists. Tutors should possess: a teaching qualification; 
subject knowledge; a high level of English grammar; fluent BSL 
(where a student’s first language is BSL); knowledge of language 
development and knowledge of the educational experiences of 
deaf learners. See also recommendations 5.8 and 8.3 above. 

12.11 The Centre for Linguistic Access should provide training and 
accreditation for Support Tutors as described in 12.10 above.  
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Chapter Thirteen: 
Conclusions and Recommendations 

Models of provision 

The generic versus specific model 

The overall approach to participation of deaf students within HE in 
Scotland is a generic one: in other words, deaf students are seen as 
belonging to an over-arching category of students, variously labelled as 
having a ‘disability’; ‘additional needs’ (in the parlance of the new Act 
relating to school pupils); ‘extended learning needs’ or ‘special educational 
needs’. Deaf students’ requirements are rarely directly framed in terms of 
‘rights’ or ‘entitlement’, although individual HEIs may use these terms in 
some of their literature. Indeed, the broader policy framework, while 
predominantly adopting a special needs approach, does also refer to the 
individual’s right to participate in education and lifelong learning:  

The Executive is committed to securing equal opportunities for 
all and eliminating discrimination and prejudice in our society. 
Uneven access to lifelong learning can entrench inequality. We 
are promoting the mainstreaming of equality in the 
development of policy and the shaping of legislation. Our 
approach to lifelong learning is no exception in this regard. 
(Scottish Executive 2003a) 

However, the funding which deaf students make use of to enable them to 
access HE fully is presented within a disability framework, i.e. explicitly 
the Disabled Student’s Allowance. There are even issues about what 
constitutes ‘disability’ or ‘additional needs’ in the assessment of an 
individual’s eligibility for DSA. The Scottish Executive, SHEFC (now 
SFHEFC) and individual HEIs all use these labels. Thus, even though the 
recent ASL Act (Scottish Executive, 2004a) explicitly moves away from 
SEN within the context of school pupils, the term continues to be used 
within HE. 
 

It should be noted that research on disabled students in HE within the UK 
has also drawn attention to the problem of labeling: 
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The label ‘disabled’ which students must adopt to qualify for 
the Disabled Students Allowance, and the protection of the law, 
did not sit easily with many students’ self concept. This may 
prove a barrier to equality legislation in this area.  
(Tinklin et al 2004, p.3) 

The argument here is not about labelling in a superficial sense. Rather it is 
suggested that exploiting such labels can mask the essentially linguistic 
nature of appropriate access provision. It is therefore suggested that 
HEIs—and SHEFC (now SFHEFC)—should consider separating out the 
requirements of different categories of students. The evidence from UK 
universities, and from abroad, suggests that an approach which is more 
directly focused on deaf students in HEIs is required. The model of the 
University of Wolverhampton, which has established a Student Enabling 
Centre for three clearly identified groups: Deaf Students, Dyslexic 
Students and Disabled Students, is one which could usefully be considered 
by Scottish HEIs.  

The ‘support’ model versus the ‘access’ model 

In Chapter Four, attention was drawn to the tension between the notions 
of ‘support’ and ‘access’. The conceptualising of deaf students in terms of 
‘support needs’ is encouraged by the discourse of some policy frameworks 
and guidelines. Indeed, this tension can be seen as part of the generic 
versus specific approach discussed above.  
 
The proposal here is that a critical distinction is made between the two. If 
appropriate linguistic access is in place, then educational support can 
be provided in the same way as for any other student. It is not suggested 
that individual deaf people may not require particular approaches to 
teaching and learning: just like other students they will have varying 
strengths and weaknesses. 

Model of participation 

The evidence within this report also reveals a basic tension between 
choice and equality of opportunity in relation to delivery. It could be 
argued that deaf students should have the same range of choice with 
respect to courses and institutions as any other students. However, it is 
also the case that where institutions have a policy of encouraging deaf 
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students as a coherent student group, or even community, there can be 
major advantages for the students. These include: 
 

• better social integration; 
• support from deaf as well as hearing peers; 
• deaf role-models; 
• more integrated and effective access provision; 
• more likelihood of access staff being employed full time and 

therefore having or developing appropriate qualifications;  
• economies of scale. 

 
The evidence from the testimonies of deaf students and insights from UK 
institutions suggests that deaf students are able to integrate more fully, 
not only with other deaf students but also with hearing students, if they 
have deaf peers. The research team themselves were able to bring 
together individual deaf people and witness the enthusiasm with which 
they shared information about their experiences. These advantages point, 
then, to a more specialist provision for deaf students. However, this report 
does not recommend that all students should attend the same HEI: this 
would be inequitable and remove choice too drastically. Nevertheless, the 
initiatives in England, funded by HEFCE, encouraging the development of 
Deaf Studies and BSL courses have clearly worked to attract deaf students 
into the system and into particular institutions. It is worth stressing that it 
is not only BSL-using deaf people who are recruited, although their 
numbers have certainly increased. Rather, the whole spectrum of deaf 
people is attracted to universities where deaf interests and culture have a 
visibility and status and where there is accompanying good access 
provision. It is therefore proposed that specific funding be made available 
to support such developments. This would also have a positive effect in 
terms of developing courses of study which are, in any case, much needed 
if both deaf and hearing people are to be attracted to deaf-related 
professions such as teaching deaf children and BSL/English interpreting. 
This type of approach would still leave the choice to the individual 
student: in England, there are higher numbers of deaf students at all of 
the universities offering deaf-related courses. However, individual deaf 
students do still choose to attend other HEIs; the choice is theirs.  
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National versus local provision 

Part of the remit of this project was to recommend what central 
support/resource could be most usefully provided for institutions. Any 
centralised development will need to build on and link in with existing 
localised provision within HEIs. However, a more strategic, national 
approach is also required. There has been plenty of evidence within this 
report that despite much individual effort and some good practice, the 
overall situation of deaf people within HE does not match either their 
rights or expectations, while provision of both access and support is highly 
variable across, and even within, institutions. Nor does the overall 
situation match the requirements of recent legislation. The major initiative 
suggested with the establishment of a national Centre for Linguistic 
Access, along with the additional specific recommendations, could 
transform the HE experience for deaf students and bring many more into 
the system. Those considering these recommendations are asked to keep 
in mind the testimonies of deaf people themselves, as documented 
throughout this report.  
 
Many of the specific recommendations in this report complement those of 
other projects, particularly the Teachability, Head Start and JUDE projects 
as well as the recommendations in the SASLI document Creating 
Linguistic Access for Deaf and Deafblind People: A Strategy for Scotland 
(Brennan et al, 2002). Regrettably, as can be seen from the preceding 
pages, the data collected by the Deaf Students in Scottish Higher 
Education project reveal that while there has been some progress in some 
HEIs, the general picture in terms of the participation of deaf students 
within HE remains problematic. The lack of a coherent, unified Scottish 
programme to ensure access for deaf people means that the recruitment 
and participation of deaf students relies on the hard work and goodwill of 
individuals. In this respect, there are clear examples of individuals 
‘making a difference’ and putting in place systems aimed at enabling more 
adequate access. However, in almost all cases such attempts are 
undermined by realities at a broader, national level, particularly in terms 
of shortages of key access staff and resources. 
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List of Recommendations 

Part 1. Summary of recommendations as listed in individual chapters  

The study 

Chapter 1. Deaf Student Numbers and Study Sample 

Analysing Error in the Calculated Participation Rates of Deaf Students 

1.1  Further study should aim to identify error in the relationship 
between prevalence of deafness and the incidence of deaf 
students among the HE student population, in order to arrive at a 
reliable estimate of an equitable rate of participation. 

1.2  Closer liaison between schools/services for deaf pupils and HEIs 
will assist in enabling ongoing estimation of future numbers of 
applications from deaf students. 

1.3 It would be of interest to study access figures for FE as well as 
HE. 

1.4 The interaction between HE participation and prior placement in 
compulsory education should be investigated further lest 
inappropriate conclusions be drawn, for example in relation to the 
effects of educational inclusion on HE participation rates.  

The policy and practice 

Chapter 4. Policy, Legislation and Initiatives 

The Establishment of a Centre for Linguistic Access 

4.1 The Scottish Parliament and Scottish Executive should work 
towards integration of linguistic rights for deaf people within a 
linguistic framework of access arrangements, moving away from 
a disability framework of special educational needs and extended 
learning. 

4.2 A nationally consistent infrastructure of HE access arrangements 
for deaf students should be based on ‘top-down’ longer term 
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strategic commitments, rather than be based on ‘bottom-up’ 
short term project-based solutions. 

4.3 There is a need to bring together certain core activities, which can 
help to provide a stronger infrastructure to support deaf students 
in particular institutions. A single central resource and training 
centre, the Centre for Linguistic Access should be established. 
Ideally this would be part of the Centre for Deaf Studies as 
recommended by the SASLI Working Party (Brennan et al, 2002), 
although it could have a separate existence. However, given the 
links between the different types of initiative required, it would be 
better for this work to be fully integrated into a Centre for Deaf 
Studies. The Centre for Linguistic Access would act as a 
‘powerhouse’ for creating and supporting a radical shift in the 
access systems in place for deaf students in tertiary education. It 
may well be appropriate for such a Centre to have a dual FE/HE 
focus, given the overlap recognised within this report: this would 
also involve collaboration with existing groups, such as the BRITE 
Centre. Given that there is a parallel need for such resources 
within primary, secondary and FE as well as in HE, combined 
funding should be made available for the development of the 
Centre for Linguistic Access to service access requirements at all 
of these levels. The establishment of a Centre for Linguistic 
Access would enable the requirements of deaf students to be 
conceptualised in terms of linguistic choice and preferences, 
rather than in terms of ‘special needs’. 

4.4 Specific core funding should be allocated for the establishment of 
such a Centre and for running costs. There are precedents for 
making focused funding available for such a Centre. The BRITE 
Centre initiative, for example, received specific funding three 
years after the publication of the Beattie report (1999). This 
Centre is playing an important role in making FE accessible to a 
range of students in FE. At the opening of the Centre in 2002, 
Iain Gray, the then Minister for Enterprise, Transport and Lifelong 
Learning, announced that £22.6 million had been allocated from 
April 2001 to March 2004 to implement the recommendations of 
the Beattie report: “£4.5 million of that funding was allocated 
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specifically to support students in further education and a 
significant proportion of that has been used to establish the 
Centre” (Iain Gray, Minister of Enterprise, Transport and Lifelong 
Learning, September, 2002). It is suggested here that a similar 
injection of capital funding is required to ensure full participation 
of deaf students in HE. The SASLI report (Brennan et al, 2002) 
recommended the establishment of a Centre for Deaf Studies to 
take forward a range of initiatives which could contribute towards 
genuine linguistic access for deaf people in a range of contexts. 
HE is only one of these contexts, but if the same kind of funding 
were to be made available in relation to deaf people as has been 
made available for the BRITE Centre initiative, then the situation 
of deaf students could be transformed. 

4.5 The Centre for Linguistic Access should be responsible for the 
development and application of agreed Quality Indicators (QIs) 
for the whole ‘assessment’ process and in relation to access 
provision (e.g. interpreters, notetakers etc). These would be 
supplementary to the generic ‘Toolkit’ for DSA-related 
assessments (see chapter 7). There should be regular auditing of 
provision. 

4.6 Residential one-week summer courses for aspiring and first year 
deaf HE students should be hosted within Scotland, to aid 
networking and level students’ awareness of support and access 
arrangements. 

 

Chapter 5. Funding 

5.1 SAAS should widen the eligibility for DSA to include all those 
groups who have access requirements, but are presently excluded. 

5.2 Information on eligibility for DSA should be provided in clear, 
accessible formats, and made available to all applicants. 

5.3 SHEFC (now SFHEFC) should introduce a system of calculating 
Disabled Students Premium which takes into account the larger 
group of students who would benefit from specific access 
arrangements. 
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5.4 HEIs should be encouraged to devolve decisions on Disabled 
Students Premium spending priorities to their Disability Offices 

5.9 DSA funding should be made available for support during 
vacations. 

5.10 Instead of the current DSA ceiling, the allowance should cover the 
costs appropriate to the provision of access to individual deaf 
students. 

5.11 The recently-established working group ‘Working towards Best 
Practice in Linguistic Access for Deaf Students’ should be 
encouraged to consider creative solutions to the pan-Scottish 
funding challenges involved, pending the establishment of the 
proposed Centre for Linguistic Access.  

5.12 DSA funding should specifically be made available for subject-
specific linguistic support for students whose English is an 
additional or late acquired language. 

Chapter 6. Admissions and professional training courses 

6.1  HEIs should accept deaf students on an equal basis to other 
students and in line with SENDA legislation. This is likely to 
increase the level of access/support services required within 
individual institutions, and thus have knock-on implications for DSA 
funding at a national level and for the need to train more access 
personnel.  

6.2 HEIs should liaise with organisations most involved with deaf 
people when making decisions about whether deafness would 
prevent a deaf student from fulfilling professional ‘fitness for 
practice’. 

6.3 All postgraduate students should be eligible for DSA, including 
those on part-time modular courses, such as those which train 
teachers to become specialised teachers of deaf children.  

6.4 Where courses require placements or traineeships, the HEI 
Disability Office should liaise with the placement/traineeship 
provider and the deaf student about the level of support to be 
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provided for this, and consider whether local Deaf Awareness 
training should be offered in advance. 

Chapter 7. The assessment process 

7.1 Clarification of access requirements should be made as early as 
possible and initial provision established by the beginning of the 
course.  

7.2 A supplementary set of quality indicators and exemplars needs to 
be developed for DSA assessment of deaf students, in co-operation 
with BRITE, and a procedure established for their implementation. 
The format would include adequate reference to language choices 
and the broad range of linguistic access strategies available. The 
NATED pack could be used as a starting point for development, and 
the NATED network fully exploited. 

7.3 Clarification of access requirements should be seen as an ongoing 
process and individuals should have the right to opt in and out of 
different types of access depending on their experiences of the 
usefulness of the provision. The assessment stages built into the 
NATED pack could be exploited, in addition to examples of good 
practice identified in some institutions. 

7.4 Assessors for deaf people should be appropriately trained and 
accredited, co-ordinated centrally by a Centre for Linguistic Access. 
This training/accreditation process would be progressive and 
ongoing. The Centre would also provide a focal networking point 
for all stakeholders with an interest in assessment of deaf 
students, including deaf students themselves. 

7.5 In the meanwhile, the ‘Working Towards Best Practice in Linguistic 
Access for d/Deaf Students’ group should be consulted about 
developing the supplementary indicators and exemplars, in co-
operation with NATED and BRITE. It is understood that the group is 
interested in expanding NATED membership in Scotland. 

7.6 Students should never have to pay for assessments themselves. 
The Scottish Executive should consider establishing a system for 
bearing costs where they are not already met, so that students are 
not financially deterred from applying. 
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Chapter 8. Transitions 

8.1 A national audiological resource centre (ideally incorporated into 
the proposed Centre for Linguistic Access) should be established—
as was recommended by SCoD to the Cross Party Group on 
Deafness—in order to provide/loan equipment, carry out 
assessments and provide consultancy to all relevant individuals, 
agencies and institutions. 

8.2 This centre should also complement national developments in the 
transition between paediatric and adult audiology services, by 
delivering expertise and practical support in advance of transitions 
between school, FE and HE.  

8.3 Tutorial support in English language skills should be available to 
deaf students (see recommendations 3.8 and 12.10 below).  

8.4 A centralised, integrated Access Course should be designed which 
could partly be delivered in the student’s own FE/HE context, but 
which would also have components delivered to all deaf students in 
a single location at one time. This would allow peer support, access 
to deaf role models, provision of a good practice model of access, 
opportunities for students to familiarise themselves with different 
strategies, to try out new technology etc. Given that the UCLAN 
initiative was funded by HEFCE, it would be appropriate for 
targeted SHEFC (now SFHEFC) funding to be used to establish an 
equivalent course within Scotland. The proposed Centre should 
work with FE and HE institutions, Deaf organisations (such as 
SCoD, NDCS and BDA) and those who have expertise in working 
with deaf people (such as SSC, Deaf Action, Deaf Connections etc) 
to make this course as effective as possible. Courses in other HEIs 
in the UK, such as the Year Zero for Deaf Students at UCLAN, 
should be seen as providing insights into these developments. 

8.5 There should be an annual a residential week for deaf and hard of 
hearing students. The students would include both those who are 
already at an HEI, those who have been accepted and those who 
are thinking of applying. This would enable deaf young people to 
act as role models and mentors. The residential week would 
include presentations from HEI teaching and access staff, as well 
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as presentations from students on areas of interest chosen by 
them. This could also include non-academic interests, such as 
sports clubs etc. Deaf students should be given a key role in the 
organisation, but with financial and administrative support. This 
could link in with part of the Access Course mentioned above. The 
residential weeks offered through the second phase of the 
HeadStart programme in England could be used as a model and 
links made with the HeadStart initiative (See Chapter Three). 

8.6 The Centre for Linguistic Access should coordinate links between 
HEIs, FECs and schools and educational services for deaf children 
and young people with a view to establishing more adequate 
preparation of deaf young people for participating in tertiary 
education. Some very good examples of links already exist and 
these should be highlighted and built on. However, the evidence of 
this report is that many young deaf people enter tertiary education 
with limited knowledge and information about the access provision 
which might be available. A national Scottish approach to this issue 
needs to be encouraged. 

  

See also recommendations 1.1 and 11.5 which aim at, respectively, 
closer liaison between schools and HEIs and the need for new students, 
in advance of the start of their course, to have opportunities to familiarise 
themselves with access and support services which will potentially be 
available to them. 

Chapter 9. Health and Safety 

9.3 HE institutions should formulate explicit strategies for including the 
access deaf students have to alarm systems and signals; they 
should consult with deaf students as part of their regular 
monitoring of processes and systems, and address concerns that 
may be outstanding among their deaf students within a stated 
time-frame. These issues should also be addressed where a course 
includes field trips, residentials etc. 
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9.4 Steps should be taken to ensure that every deaf student has 
access to a personal pager which will operate as a fire-alarm. 
Flashing lights should also be used in key areas. 

9.3 In order to ensure the individual’s own safety as well as improving 
working conditions and independence, other appropriate 
equipment, such as video phones and text telephones should be 
made available to deaf students, such as PhD students, who have 
room allocations within HEIs.  

9.4 Video entry systems should be used for key buildings which have 
intercom entry systems. 

The experience 

Chapter 10. Deaf perspectives 

10.1  The experiences and perspectives of deaf students and ex-
students should play a key role in developing policy and practice 
in providing access to HE for deaf students. 

10.2  Deaf people remain an under-represented group within the 
student body and amongst academic staff and support staff. 
Action plans should include explicit targets with respect to the 
inclusion of deaf people. There should be a major initiative to 
involve deaf people in all aspects of provision, including as 
advisors.  

10.3  Deaf role models should be employed so that deaf students can 
learn from others: for example within student services as liaison 
workers with deaf students. A network of support to new students 
from former students should be facilitated by the proposed Centre 
for Linguistic Access. 

Chapter 11. Deaf Awareness 

11.1  The access infrastructure of institutions should include regularly 
scheduled Deaf Awareness training opportunities for staff 
(academic and non-academic).  
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11.2  Nationally recognised Deaf Awareness courses, such as those 
examined by CACDP, can provide a basic introduction for all staff. 
The proposed Centre for Linguistic Access should take on the role 
of developing new Deaf Awareness curricula and materials which 
are specifically geared to FE and HE situations. 

11.3 The Centre for Linguistic Access should provide a resource base 
for Deaf Awareness training. A ‘training the trainers’ programme 
could be delivered to build local capacities, particularly focusing 
on deaf trainers. 

11.4 Training geared to the specific linguistic access requirements of a 
new student should be compulsory for staff who will come into 
contact with that student (including clerical, catering staff etc). 
Key lecturing staff should also be made aware of any need for 
additional tutorial support relating to subject-specific vocabulary 
and English language generally. Where possible, this will be done 
in collaboration with the new student him/herself. 

11.5 Opportunities should be provided for new students to familiarise 
themselves with access/support arrangements at the institution 
before starting their course. 

Chapter 12. Linguistic Access 

12.1  There should be further research into the potential demand for 
lipspeakers and for lipreading tuition among deaf students. 

12.2  Speech therapy services should be made available for students 
who would find this beneficial.  

12.3 The Scottish Executive should set new student-number targets for 
sharply increasing national uptake on BSL/English interpreting 
courses. This should also include the embedding of HE-level 
courses for the training of BSL tutors—who are required for the 
training of interpreters—such as the Graduate Diploma in 
Teaching British Sign Language Tutors starting at Heriot Watt 
University. 

12.4 The Scottish Executive and SHEFC (now SFHEFC) should consult 
on the establishment of HE degree programmes in BSL and/or 
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Deaf Studies in Scotland (as have been established in England) to 
greatly expand the future availability of suitably trained access 
and support staff, including interpreters, bilingual professionals, 
and note-takers. 

12.5 There should be clear clarification of the roles of all access staff: 
training and qualifications should fit these roles. In particular, this 
report reiterates Recommendation 11.4 of Brien, Brown and 
Collins (2004) that:  

It is necessary to distinguish clearly between 
professionals who provide ‘communication support’ for 
deaf students, eg Communication Support Workers) 
and those who provide language services based on the 
deaf student’s competence in a particular language (eg 
BSL/English interpreters, lipspeakers etc).  
(Brien, Brown and Collins 2004, p.27) 

12.6 There should be wider use of electronic notetaking. More creative 
approaches to electronic notetaking should be adopted, for 
example, notes could be projected for the whole class, thus 
removing the ‘special needs’ connotations linked with individual 
students. It might also be possible to make CDs of the notes 
available for purchase: these can currently be supplied to 
participants who use electronic note-taking provision. These 
proposals might raise issues for lecturing staff, but guidelines 
could be developed for use and exchange of the notes: individuals 
may need to sign up to a contract of use.  

12.7 More training in professional notetaking (both electronic and 
manual) should be made available. Past students of specific 
subject areas should be targeted for recruitment to training 
courses.  

12.8 The use of support staff trained to ‘Communication Support Work’ 
standards for providing BSL/English interpretation should be 
discouraged, in favour of qualified and registered BSL/English 
interpreters. 

12.9 The Centre for Linguisitic Access should provide core training for 
some access staff (eg notetakers, lip-reading tutors etc) and 
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additional training and educational opportunities for others (eg 
BSL/English interpreters). Such opportunities might include 
specialist courses in educational interpreting.  

12.10 There is a need for specialist tutorial support to be available to 
deaf students who wish to improve their skills in English literacy. 
Suitably qualified staff should provide such support in 
collaboration with the student and with relevant subject 
specialists. Tutors should possess: a teaching qualification; 
subject knowledge; a high level of English grammar; fluent BSL 
(where a student’s first language is BSL); knowledge of language 
development and knowledge of the educational experiences of 
deaf learners. See also recommendations 5.8 and 8.3 above. 

12.11 The Centre for Linguistic Access should provide training and 
accreditation for Support Tutors as described in 12.10 above.  

Part 2. Additional recommendations  

Training and qualifications 

13.1 There should be a clear distinction between linguistic access 
arrangements and strategies to support teaching and learning 
more generally. These latter should be undertaken by educational 
staff, who themselves have appropriate education and 
qualifications.  
(see recommendations 5.8; 8.3; 12.9 for specific details) 

13.2 In order to nurture the continuing professional development 
(CPD) of staff, opportunities should be made available to access 
professionals, and expectations of completed CPD and targets 
built into contracts. Such a strategy can enable those who are 
currently not qualified to the appropriate standards to be assisted 
in achieving such standards within a set time. Insights from the 
UCLAN developments should be recognised and appropriate 
employment packages developed for notetakers, BSL/English 
interpreters, lipspeakers etc.  

13.3 A clear target date should be set for ensuring that all access staff 
in HE have appropriate qualifications. There should be a rapid 
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phasing out of acceptance of low-level skills, particularly the BSL 
Stage Two skills for ‘BSL/English interpreters’. SHEFC (now 
SFHEFC) should work with the Scottish Executive and the Scottish 
Council on Deafness to develop specific pathways for key access 
staff: this cannot be achieved without funding.  

13.4 A rolling programme of staff monitoring and continuing 
professional development should be available for qualified staff. 
This will enable them to up-date their skills and develop their 
careers.  

See also the following list of recommendations, which fall under 
the heading of training and qualifications: 
 
Training of assessors/facilitators: 7.2 
Training of access personnel: 12.9 
Training of Support Tutors: 12.10 
Deaf Awareness training of trainers: 11.3 

Information and guidance 

14.1  The Centre for Linguistic Access should operate as a centralised 
resource unit for developing practical resources and providing 
easily accessible information and guidance, including a deaf 
student website.  

14.2  The Centre for Linguistic Access should be responsible for co-
ordinating the provisions of key information to deaf students. 

14.3  All information directed at deaf students from individual HEIs – 
for example, relating to admissions, funding and access provision, 
as well as course information – should be made available in BSL 
as well as in clear English. Information will include a clear flow 
chart and BSL explanation to illustrate the process of applying to 
HEIs and ensuring access mechanisms are in place. 

14.4 A specific FE/HE website should be developed to encourage 
participation of deaf students in Scotland. This website would 
include information in BSL and English and would have 
contributions from deaf students and staff. Exemplars might 
include the Deakin University website on Deaf Role Models for 
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Deaf Students (www.deakin.edu.au) and the Deaf and Creative 
website maintained by Direct Learn Services Ltd in the UK 
(www.deafandcreative.ac.uk) which includes information on the 
process of applying to university, different types of funding and 
support, and case studies of individual deaf people who have 
been through HE. Currently this website does not include BSL. 
Exemplars of websites using BSL include SCoD, ADPS and the 
BDA websites. The proposed website would relate to Scottish 
HEIs. 

Audiological support 

15.1 There is variable knowledge about and availability of audiological 
equipment in HEIs. Up to date information should be more easily 
available to staff and students. Therefore, the Centre for 
Linguistic Access should act as resource centre and focus of 
expertise for specialist audiological equipment, environmental 
aids and ICT.  
(see also recommendations 8.1 and 8.2) 

15.2  The Centre should operate as a lending unit for some types of 
equipment, eg radio aids, as well as co-ordinating a network of 
lending throughout Scotland. This can be done in collaboration 
with existing organisations. The Centre would also provide advice 
and information on new audiological and technical developments. 
(see also recommendations 8.1 and 8.2) 

15.3  HEIs should be moving to installation of loop systems, infrared 
systems and radio microphones. Where only certain rooms are 
fully equipped, every effort should be made to timetable these 
rooms for classes which involve deaf people. 

15.4  HEI staff should be fully informed that they are required by 
SENDA to make use of such equipment if the student requests 
such use. They cannot, for example, as described by some 
interviewees, simply choose not to wear a radio microphone.  

15.5  Recommendation 10 of the Needs Assessment Report on NHS 
Audiology Services in Scotland (PHIS, 2003) should be acted 
upon urgently. This recommendation proposes that: 
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Audiology services should ensure that there is a phased 
transition to the adult environment from the extensive 
support in a paediatric service. The transition should be 
tailored to the special needs of individual young people 
and should include liaison with education, social work 
and employment services. 
(PHIS, 2003) 
(see also recommendation 8.2) 

15.6 There should be a co-ordinated initiative led by the Centre for 
Linguistic Access to establish appropriate links between HEIs and 
Audiology Clinics. 

Bilingual provision 

16.1  There should be increasing development of BSL/English bilingual 
materials. This has already begun to some extent in relation to 
primary and secondary education (University of Edinburgh) and in 
relation to Biotechnology within HE (University of Edinburgh).  

16.2  In order to provide deaf BSL-using students with an adequate 
record of tutorials, the tutorials should be recorded and 
transcribed. This can give the student a basis on which to work 
and confidence in the process.  

16.3  Information and advice should be available in both BSL and 
English.  

16.4 Course materials on the web and e-learning should be available in 
BSL and English. 

16.5 Similarly, the potential for ‘remote tutoring’ should be explored in 
this context. Developments such as video interpreting could be 
exploited where appropriate.  

ICT 

17.1  The use of laptops by deaf students is reasonably widespread. 
Training should be given to enable students and staff to make 
more adequate use of this resource.  
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17.2  The use of digital videotaping of BSL/English interpreters and/or 
practical presentations should be encouraged (at least one FE 
college is already doing this): provision for capturing and 
compressing key sign texts should be developed locally and within 
the Centre for Linguistic Access. 

17.3  HEIs are already making some use of web delivery of course 
support materials and even components integral to a course. This 
should become the norm: it is good practice for all students but 
can have very positive effects for deaf students. This would allow 
them to access some information prior to courses and prepare 
more adequately, especially where the material is not in their first 
language. However, HEI staff should recognise that if all material 
is only available in English, this may place some deaf students at 
a disadvantage: therefore, there should be gradual inclusion of 
BSL material within courses. 

17.4  As suggested by the SDT, students should have access to 
appropriate equipment as soon as possible, and with certain 
technology well before the course starts, so that they can 
familiarise themselves with the equipment. 

17.5 The Centre for Linguistic Access should also undertake subtitling 
of videotapes, subtitling of digitised sign movies and the creation 
of bilingual (BSL and English) resources. Again this will require a 
specific funding allocation. 

Teaching materials 

18.1 Academic staff should be encouraged to make greater use of 
deaf-friendly support materials, including more visually-based 
handouts, illustrated PowerPoint presentations etc.  

18.2  Materials should normally be made available to students and 
access staff prior to teaching sessions. While this is demanding 
initially, experience suggests that the whole information culture of 
an institution can change.  

18.3 Subtitling of videos should be the norm. Staff should be made 
aware that if videotapes are not subtitled then this could lead to 
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discriminatory practice. The proposed Centre could become a 
resource for such videos. 

Staff costs 

19.1 The use of qualified personnel means that providers should 
expect to pay appropriate rates. SHEFC (now SFHEFC) should be 
informed by recent initiatives in the FE sector (and, in particular, 
the ‘Working Towards Best Practice in Linguistic Access for d/Deaf 
Students’ group) which are seeking to establish good practice in 
respect of payment and employment of access staff.  

19.2 HEIs should follow the guidelines provided by professional and 
accrediting organisations such as the Scottish Association of Sign 
Language Interpreters (SASLI) and the Council for Advancement 
of Communication with Deaf People (CACDP) with respect to 
appropriate rates of pay. Payment of the same rates for non-
qualified staff removes the incentive to train. 

19.3 Given that there are several different agencies engaged in 
providing notetaking, interpreting and lipspeaking services, it may 
be appropriate either to put access provision out to tender or 
negotiate packages. However, there should be recognition that 
while exorbitant rates can be avoided, qualified access personnel 
cannot be provided cheaply. 

Creating a critical mass 

20.1  Funding should be made available to develop Deaf Studies, Sign 
Linguistics and other deaf-related courses within HEIs. Such 
courses do not only contribute to the education and professional 
development of access professionals, they also encourage 
‘communities of deaf students’ to develop in HEIs.  

20.2  Support should be available to enable the development of 
undergraduate courses in BSL and Deaf Studies. Focused funding 
for this should be made available, either directly from SEED or 
through SHEFC (now SFHEFC). A precedent for such support can 
be seen in the commitment of special funding to train audiologists 
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through the additional funding released following the PHIS review 
of audiology services in Scotland (PHIS, 2003).  

20.3  Focused BSL courses for deaf students entering HEI and FE 
should be developed and delivered. 
(See also recommendation 8.4) 

20.4  BSL and Deaf Studies should be included in training for academic 
and support staff. 

20.5  Deaf Awareness should be included in induction programmes for 
deaf students. These Deaf Awareness sessions should be 
delivered by deaf people. 

National conference 

21.1  A national Scottish conference on access for deaf students within 
HE should be held to discuss the basis of the above 
recommendations (i.e. this report) and the recommendations 
themselves. Presenters at this conference should include key 
individuals who have already established good practice, as 
reported within this account, members of the research team and 
deaf students and ex-students. This conference should be placed 
within the SENDA legislation and HEIs and FECs with HE level 
courses which may attract deaf students should send 
representatives from all levels. A national conference is seen as 
essential in bringing together key players, although this does not 
prevent regional or local seminars also taking place.  



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 199–204 

References 
ADPS (2004) Conference report. ADPS Website: 

http://www.education.ed.ac.uk/adps/events/conference_2004/index
.shtml 

ADPS (2003) ‘Achievements of Deaf People in Scotland’ BATOD Magazine 
20–21. 

Albrecht, G.L., Seelman, K.D. and Bury, M. (2001) Handbook of Disability 
Studies. London: Sage Publications. 

Branson, J. and Miller, D. (2002) Damned for Their Difference: The 
Cultural Construction of Deaf People as Disabled. Washington, DC: 
Gallaudet University Press. 

Brennan, M (2003) ‘Deafness, Disability and Inclusion: the Gap between 
Rhetoric and Practice.’ Policy Futures in Education. 1:4 668–685. 

Brennan, M. (2000) Fair Assessments for Deaf Pupils. report to the 
Scottish Qualifications Authority.  

Brennan, M. (1999) ‘Linguistic Exclusion in Deaf Education’ Deaf Worlds. 
15:1 2–10. 

Brennan, M. (1975) ‘Can deaf children acquire language?’ American 
Annals of the Deaf. October, 1975 (Reprinted as a supplement to 
the British Deaf News, February, 1976). 

Brennan, M., Irvine, A., Mair, D. and Scott Gibson, E. (2002) Linguistic 
Access for Deaf and Deafblind People: A Strategy for Scotland. 
Edinburgh: Scottish Association of Sign Language Interpreters.  

Brennan, M. and Brown, R. (1997) Equality Before the Law: Deaf People’s 
Access to Justice. Coleford, England: Douglas McLean (This reprint, 
2004). 

Brien, D., Brown, R. and Collins, J. (2004) ‘Some recommendations 
regarding the provision and organisation of British Sign 
Language/English interpreters in England, Scotland and Wales.’ Deaf 
Worlds. 20:1 6–60. 

Brien, D., Brown, R. and Collins, J. (2002) The Organisation and Provision 
of British Sign Language Interpreters in England, Scotland and 
Wales. In-House report 102. London: Department of Work and 
Pensions. 

BDA (2003) Sign Language Policy Statement. London: British Deaf 
Association. 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 200–204 

Corker, M. (1998) Deaf and disabled, or deafness disabled? Buckingham, 
England: Open University Press. 

Cox, A. (2003) The Future of ACCESS Centres in Scotland: A Discussion 
Paper. Unpublished Paper. 

Disabled Students Stakeholder Group (2004) Toolkit of Quality Indicators 
for Needs Assessments. Edinburgh, Students Awards Agency for 
Scotland. 

Fortnum, H.M., Summerfield, A.Q., Marshall, D.H., Davis, A.C. and 
Bamford, J.M. (2001) ‘Prevalence of permanent childhood hearing 
impairment in the United Kingdom and implications for universal 
neonatal hearing screening: Questionnaire based ascertainment 
study’, in British Medical Journal. 323:1–6. 

Great Britain (1995) The Disability Discrimination Act. London: The 
Stationery Office. 

Great Britain (2001) The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act. 
London: The Stationery Office. 

Gregory, S., and Hartley, G.M. eds. (1991) Constructing Deafness. 
London, England: Open University and Pinter Publications. 

Grimes, M. (2003) ‘Student perspectives.’ Internal unpublished paper. 
Edinburgh: Achievements of Deaf Pupils in Scotland Project.  

Harrington, F.J. (2001) ‘The rise, fall and re-invention of the 
communicator: Re-defining roles and responsibilities in educational 
interpreting’, in Harrington, F.J. and Turner, G.H. Interpreting 
Interpreting: Studies and Reflections on Sign Language Interpreting. 
Coleford, England: Douglas McLean. pp.89–101. 

Harrington, F.J. and Turner, G.H. (2001) Interpreting Interpreting: 
Studies and Reflections on Sign Language Interpreting. Coleford, 
England: Douglas McLean. 

Hull, S. (1993) Paper presented at the Second Sign Language 
Interpreting Conference, University of Durham. 

Ladd, P. (2002) Understanding Deaf culture: In search of Deafhood. 
Clevedon, England: Multilingual Matters. 

Lane, H. (1999) The Mask of Benevolence: Disabling the Deaf 
Community. San Diego, CA: Dawn Sign Press. 

Lane, H., Hoffmeister, R. and Bahan, R. (1996) A Journey into the Deaf 
World. San Diego, CA: Dawn Sign Press. 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 201–204 

Leiper, C. (2003) Internal unpublished paper. Edinburgh: Achievements 
of Deaf Pupils in Scotland Project. 

Lo Bianco, J. (2001) Language and Literacy Policy in Scotland. Stirling: 
Scottish CILT. 

McDonnell, P. (2004) Deaf Studies in Ireland: An introduction. Coleford, 
England: Douglas McLean. 

McGilp, H. (1999) ‘No one forgets a deaf teacher.’ Talk Magazine. 
McLure, A. (2003) Internal report on JUDE project for Supporting Deaf 

Students in Higher Education Consultation Group. 
Mirzoeff, N. (1995) Silent poetry: deafness, sign, and visual culture in 

Modern France. Princeton, New Jersey, USA: Princeton University 
Press. 

Napier, J. (2002). Sign Language Interpreting: Linguistic Coping 
Strategies. Coleford, England: Douglas McLean.  

Napier, J. (2002). ‘University interpreting: Linguistic issues for 
consideration.’ Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education. 7:4 
281–301. 

National Deaf Children’s Society (2001) My School in Scotland: A Review 
of Deaf Pupils’ Experiences at Mainstream Schools. London: NDCS. 

NATED (2002) Assessment Pack London: National Association for Tertiary 
Education for Deaf People. (For use only by recognised NATED 
Assessors). 

Newton, N. (2003) ‘Audiology Services in Scotland.’ Paper to the Scottish 
Parliament Cross-Party Group on Deafness (CPGD Minutes 26.02.03: 
SCoD  
Website:http://www.scod.org.uk/cpgdminutes/cpgd11.htm 

Oliver, M. (1996) Understanding Disability: From Theory to Practice. New 
York: St.Martin’s Press. 

O’Neill, R. and Laidler, A. (2003) ‘Investigating Text Support for Deaf 
Students.’ in Gallaway, C. and Young, A. (eds) Deafness and 
Education in the UK: Research Perspectives. London: Whurr 
Publications. 

Padden C., and Humphries, T., eds. (1995) Deaf in America: Voices from 
a Culture. Cambridge, USA: Harvard University Press. 

Padden, C. and Humphries, T. (2005) Inside Deaf culture. Massachusetts, 
USA: Harvard University Press. 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 202–204 

PHIS (2003) The Needs Assessment Report on NHS Audiology Services in 
Scotland. Edinburgh: Public Health Institute of Scotland. 

Powers, S., Gregory, S. and Thoutenhoofd, E.D. (1998) The educational 
achievements of deaf children: a literature review. Research Report 
65. London, England: Department of Education and Employment. 

Riddell, S., Tinklin T. and Wilson, A. (2004) ‘Disabled students and 
multiple policy innovations in higher education.’ Final report to 
ESRC, Edinburgh: Centre for Educational Sociology, University of 
Edinburgh. 

RNID (2004) Working with a communication support worker in education. 
Factsheet. Available at www.rnid.org.uk 

Roy, C. (1992) ‘A sociolinguistic analysis of the interpreter’s role in 
simultaneous talk in a face-to-face interpreted dialogue.’ Sign 
Language Studies. 74: 21–61. 

Scottish Council on Deafness (2004) Position Statement on Education. 
Glasgow: SCoD. 

Scottish Council on Deafness (2003) Newsletter. Spring 2003 Glasgow: 
SCoD. 

Scottish Disability Team (2003) Submission to the Funding for Learners 
Review.  

Scottish Executive (2004a) Education (Additional Support for Learning) 
(Scotland) Act. Edinburgh: The Stationery Office. 

Scottish Executive (2004b) The Teachers Registration (Scotland) 
Amendment Regulations. Edinburgh: The Stationery Office. 

Scottish Executive (2003a) Life through Learning: Learning through Life: 
The Lifelong Learning Strategy for Scotland. Edinburgh: The 
Stationery Office. 

Scottish Executive (2003b) Review of Funding for Learners: Position 
Paper Scottish Executive: Funding for Learners Division. 

Scottish Executive (2002) ‘Disability Strategies and Pupils’ Educational 
Records (Scotland) Act’. Edinburgh: The Stationery Office. 

Scottish Executive (2000a) Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Act. 
Edinburgh: The Stationery Office. 

Scottish Executive (2000b) The Human Rights Act 1998 (Jurisdiction) 
(Scotland) Rules 2000’. Edinburgh: The Stationery Office. 

Scottish Executive (1999) Implementing Inclusiveness: Realising 
Potential [The Beattie Report] Edinburgh: The Stationery Office. 



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 203–204 

Scottish Parliament (2003) report on the Inquiry into the role of 
educational and cultural policy in supporting and developing Gaelic, 
Scots and minority languages in Scotland. Scottish Parliament’s 
Education, Culture and Sport Committee, Edinburgh: The Scottish 
Parliament. 

Scottish Sensory Centre (2004) Response to Consultation on The 
Teachers Registration (Scotland) Amendment Regulations. 
Edinburgh: SSC 

Shakespeare, T. (1994) ‘Cultural representation of disabled people: 
dustbins for disavowal?’ Disability, Handicap and Society 9:3 283–
301. 

Shakespeare, T. (1992) ‘A Response to Liz Crow.’ Coalition September 
40–42. 

SHEFC (2002) Teachability: Access to the Curriculum for Students with 
Disabilities: Disability Needs Analysis. Edinburgh: Scottish Higher 
Education Funding Council. 

Skill Scotland (2003) Submission to the Funding for Learners Review. 
Taylor G. and Darby A. (2003) Deaf identities. Coleford, England: 

Douglas McLean.  
Thoutenhoofd, E.D. (2003) ‘Inclusion of deaf pupils in standardised 

educational assessments: Potential sources of differential item 
functioning (DIF).’ Deaf Worlds 19:3 49–78. 

Thoutenhoofd, E.D. (1997) ‘Vision/Deaf: Vision as a constitutive element 
of 'Deaf communities’.’ Deaf Worlds 13:1 19–28. 

Tinklin, T., Riddell, S. and Wilson, A. (2004) Disabled Students in Higher 
Education. CES Briefings 32 Edinburgh: Centre for Educational 
Sociology, University of Edinburgh. 

Traynor, N. and Harrington, F. (2003) ‘BSL/English Interpreting in higher 
education: is access to the university curriculum a reality for deaf 
students?’ in Gallaway, C. and Young, A. (eds) Deafness and 
Education in the UK: Research Perspectives. London: Whurr 
Publications. 

Wilcox, S. ed. (1989) American Deaf culture: An anthology. Silver Spring, 
Maryland, USA: Linstok Press.  



Deaf Students in Scottish Higher Education | page 204–204 

Appendix 

TABLE 1  Deaf Students in Scottish HEIs by Undergraduate and 
Postgraduate Status 2002-03     

     
HEI Undergraduate Postgraduate  
 exact estimate exact estimate 

1* 48  48  
2 2  0  
3 34  17  
4 1  0  
5 10  1  
6  20 2  
7 50  2  
8 15  0  
9 1  0  
10 14  2  
11  9 0  
12** 18  0  
13 1  0  
14 7  0  
15  29  5 
16  21  3 
17 3  0  
18 10  2  
19 3  0  
20 2  0  
21 20  1  
22 1  1  
 

total 240 79 76 8 
     
*(disclosing a hearing impairment)—exact breakdown of UG/PG unknown.
    

**plus 8 part-time category—exact breakdown of UG/PG unknown. 


