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Disabled students at Cambridge 
There are currently over 3,000 disabled undergraduate and graduate students registered with the Disability 

Resource Centre at Cambridge University, almost 200 of which are students with autism (132 undergraduates and 65 

graduate students).   

Support for disabled students in HE post 2016 
The UK funding model for disabled students is currently undergoing a 

process of modernisation. This process stresses more strongly the 

responsibilities of higher education institutions. This graphic represents 

the new model, with institutions required to develop inclusive teaching 

and learning practice and to take more responsibility for the provision 

of reasonable adjustments (such as many human support tasks). Only 

the more specialist support will be continued to be funded by DSAs 

(government funding). This modernisation process has been very 

contentious as the time given for universities to respond has been very 

limited.  

Medical v Social & Affirmative Models of Disability 
This table further explores the differences between the two models. The Medical model focusses on what is ‘wrong’ 

with the individual and uses language which can represent the individual in a negative or passive light . The Social 

model, takes a more positive, active approach and looks at how the barriers to access can be removed or overcome. 

Medical model – assessment of disabled person’s 

functionality  
 

• The person is the problem 

• Needing ‘care’ and ‘treatment’ 

• ‘suffering from’ 

• ‘The disabled’ 

• ‘Wheelchair-bound’ 

• ‘Handicapped’ 

• Disability as ‘other’ 

• ‘Special’ 

Social model – realisation that societal/environmental 

barriers need tackling. Reasonable adjustments 
 

• A person with …(name of impairment) 

Affirmative model – normalise disability – barrier free   

• Inclusive design and practice 

• Assistive technology/software 

• Positive and non-discriminatory attitudes 

• Accessible environments 

 



Inclusive Learning and Teaching 
In response to these changes the DRC is working closely with the university to ensure our teaching and learning 

practices are as inclusive as possible. We are working with the following three principles in mind: 

Good teaching practice for disabled students is good practice for all … 

… for example, in the provision of electronic copies of lecture materials, availability of handouts. 

Developing inclusive practice is easier than just amending to fit students… 

… it’s proactive not reactive -  it is easier to anticipate and plan ahead that make changes during a course in reaction 

to emerging needs. 

… and cheaper - most ‘reasonable adjustments’ cost less than £100 – not all ramps and lifts and other major physical 

adjustments to buildings (Disability Rights Commission research). 

Students disclose at different points along the course of their degrees .. 

… so, it’s important to think about inclusive practice even if there are no ‘disclosed disabled students’. It may well be 

that there are students with unseen and undeclared disabilities. 

 

“Inclusive learning and teaching in higher education refers to the ways in which pedagogy, curricula and assessment are 

designed and delivered to engage students in learning that is meaningful, relevant and accessible to all. It embraces a 

view of the individual and individual difference as the source of diversity that can enrich the lives and learning of others.” 

(Hockings, 2010, p.1) 

The Department for Education defines inclusive learning as “an approach which recognises the diversity of students, 

enabling all students to access course content, fully participate in learning activities and demonstrate their knowledge 

and strengths at assessment.” (DfE, 2017, p.32). 

Difference not Deficit: Approaches to Inclusion 
So how does this guide our approach to inclusion? 

“The contingent approach is one in which students are expected to assimilate into the university’s existing learning, 

teaching and assessment practices, but where special arrangements may be made for particular students. The 

alternative approach is one where certain groups of students may be offered different learning, teaching or assessment 

arrangements. Neither of them requires any re-organisation at the level of curriculum design to proactively anticipate 

diversity in the student body, which…would constitute a truly inclusive HE culture.” (O’Donnell, 2016, p.102) 

“Compensatory arrangements, as a contingent approach, continue to bracket disabled students into a “special” category. 

In this way they are both marginalised and held in a medical model of response by institutions.” (Waterfield & West, 

2006, p.16) 

“An inclusive approach necessitates a shift away from supporting specific student groups through a discrete set of 

policies or time-bound interventions, towards equity considerations being embedded within all functions of the institution 

and treated as an ongoing process of quality enhancement. Making a shift of such magnitude requires cultural and 

systemic change at both the policy and practice levels.” (May & Bridger, 2010, p.2) 

  



Universal Design 
This comparison of the process for students to access lecture recordings before and after the introduction of lecture 

capture provides a powerful reminder of the potential for inclusive design to reduce the burden on disabled 

students. 

          

Flexible, adaptive approaches can meet a much fuller range of needs of learners as seen is this graphic from CAST 

(http://www.cast.org/) 

 

Models of Inclusion 
Inclusion involves anticipating students’ 

diverse needs, removing potential 

barriers to learning and setting suitable 

learning outcomes and assessment 

criteria. 
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