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Colleges and authorities in England and Wales
must make public what support is available for
disabled students through the publication of
disability statements. Although the DfEE has
provided guidance on the content of disability
statements, their style and format varies 
from college to college.

This book contains the results of an 
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statements. Chapter 1 looks at the content 
of the disability statements while Chapter 2
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practice are given in both chapters. 
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dissemination and suggests ways in 
which colleges can distribute disability
statements to staff and students effectively.
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1

The Disability Discrimination Act (1995) addresses discrimination in:

● Employment
● Goods, facilities and services
● Sales and letting of premises.

Education provided in an establishment funded by (among others) the funding
councils (FEFC or FEFCW) or local authorities is exempt from the Act. However,
colleges and authorities in England and Wales must make public what support is
available for disabled students through the publication of disability statements.

Disability statements must be reviewed and updated by October every year and
colleges are now onto their third round of statements. The FEFC has commissioned
FEDA, working in partnership with Skill (National Bureau for Students with Dis-
abilities), to evaluate and improve the effectiveness of the 1998/99 statements from
colleges in England. The following publication is the result of this evaluation.

Methodology
FEDA evaluated 432 English FE college disability statements. Each statement was
examined according to the criteria specified by DfEE in The education (disability
statements for further education institutions) regulations 1996. Guidance for colleges
in the FE sector in England (see Appendix 1). In addition, the statements were
examined to assess the accessibility of their style and format. The individual
analyses of disability statements were then entered in to a database to provide
quantitative data.

Because the data analysis gave no insight into how far college disability statements
were reaching potential students or what students themselves felt about them,
FEDA also organised focus groups in two colleges. This was recognisably only a
small sample, but it did allow the researchers to gain first-hand information from
students. Each student focus group consisted of a cross-section of students with a
variety of disabilities and learning difficulties. Staff, including the college coordi-
nator for this area of work, were also interviewed in a separate group. The interview
schedules are provided in Appendix 3.

Who this publication is for
This publication is of relevance to anyone who is involved with the writing and
reviewing of college disability statements. This could include inclusive learning
coordinators, coordinators for students with learning difficulties and/or disabil-
ities, staff responsible for facilities, information services, admissions, examinations
and estates and also lecturers, support workers and disabled students. In addition,
the document may be of interest to other providers of education and training for
example, local education authorities (LEAs), training and enterprise councils (TECs)
and training providers.

Introduction



The data analysis is available in a database, which will enable FEFC regional officers
to search by region and may be useful for providing information to inform the
fulfilment of the duty to secure adequate and sufficient provision. It may also be
used to contribute to decisions about out-of-sector placements.

What it covers
This publication summarises the main findings of the evaluation. Chapter 1 looks
at the content of the statements evaluated and examines the extent to which they
adhere to guidance issued by the DfEE and the Welsh Office (see Appendix 1).
Chapter 2 evaluates the disability statements in terms of style, format and acces-
sibility. In both instances, examples of good practice are given for each category
analysed. Examples used to illustrate the text are drawn from a wide range of
statements. The intention is to show a variety of interesting approaches. The examples
included in this publication have been scanned in from the original statements and
illustrate the range of styles, formats and illustrations used. They are not neces-
sarily reproduced in full size. Inclusion in this document does not imply that any
individual statement is a model of good practice.

In terms of content and style, the evaluation reveals an improving picture of
college disability statements. However, information obtained from the student
focus groups revealed that there are problems with appropriate dissemination of
disability statements. This is concerning as the major purpose of the statement, in
the words of the DfEE guidance, is:

… to provide helpful information to prospective students on the facilities 
for education available at the college, together with ancillary facilities and
support arrangements without which students with disabilities would not
be able to benefit from the educational provision on offer.

In response to this, the document specifically addresses issues of dissemination 
and suggests practical ways in which colleges might improve their dissemination.

FE college disability statements: an evaluation
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D
etails of the framework used to evaluate disability statements are listed
in Appendix 2. The areas covered are all taken from the DfEE’s Guidance
for colleges in the FE sector in England (1996). This chapter summarises
the findings of the evaluation of the content of the disability statements.

It is divided into eight sections:

● Overall policy
● Admissions arrangements
● Education facilities and support
● Other support 
● Examination arrangements
● Physical access
● Complaints and appeals procedures
● Other areas.

Issues concerning style, format and accessibility of the statements will be discussed
in the next chapter.

Each section in this chapter will:

● Give information on the results of the survey
● Identify areas not well covered
● Give suggestions as to how these areas might be improved in future statements
● Give examples of good practice
● Make recommendations.

This is an evaluation of the disability statements and not of provision. What is
important is that the prospective student receives a clear message about what
facilities and support are available in any one institution.

Overall policy
The issues looked at in this section were:

● Whether there is a responsibility to respond flexibly to 
the individual needs of prospective students

● Whether there are clear and explicit details about how to 
contact a named member of staff.

It was encouraging to see that 423 out of 432 disability statements (98%) indicated
the institution’s commitment to respond flexibly to all students including those
with disabilities. In some statements this takes the form of a general welcoming
introduction (see Example 1). Others start with a specific message from the college
principal, thus enforcing a sense that this positive response is extended throughout
the institution (see Examples 2 and 3).

Evaluation of 
the content of the 
disability statements

1



One statement also names, at the end, two governors who have a particular interest
in disability. Other statements indicate their willingness to support students at the
beginning of the statement and follow this up by a finishing comment that re-
inforces the positive message. Colchester Institute provides a good example of this
(see Example 4).

However, 67 statements representing 15% of the total did not give explicit details
on how prospective students might make their first contact with the college. It is
essential that anyone wanting further information about college provision for
disabled students should be given clear indicators about how to initiate this first
response and to whom it should be addressed. It is far easier for prospective
students to make an initial phone call if they have a named person who is clearly
stated as being the contact for a particular area of work (see Example 5).

At times of high staff turnover, colleges may be apprehensive about naming
individual members of staff, but there are ways of overcoming this. For example,
one college included a pull-out insert with the names of relevant staff members,
which could easily be updated without affecting the rest of the statement. Some
statements also included photographs of relevant staff.

Many statements list the staff concerned directly with provision for disabled
students, but some include a wider range of contacts. Solihull College includes 
in the list of contacts the examination’s officer and the site managers, who can give
further information on physical access and related premises matters. East Birmingham
College (now City College Birmingham) also lists the cafeteria, admissions and
registrations officers and the health and safety officer.

Recommendations for improvement

● Students need to have explicit details on how to make their first contact with
the college, so statements need to include the name of the appropriate person
and where and how they may be contacted.

You might also wish to consider:

● Having an insert with names that can be regularly updated
● Including photos of relevant staff.

Admissions arrangements
Admissions arrangements covered:

● Specific admission arrangements including assessment
● Availability of support during admissions
● Pre-entry guidance prior to enrolment
● Sources of advice at application stage
● Details of what the application process will entail
● Any special arrangements for early assessment for students 

who may proceed to a specialist college.

Over 95% of statements mentioned the availability of specific admission arrange-
ments for disabled students and over 94% mentioned the availability of support
during the admissions process. However, 64 statements (15%) gave no details of
pre-entry guidance and assistance before enrolment.

An example of good practice in this area is Basingstoke College of Technology,
whose disability statement provides a comprehensive list of the sources of advice
for students (see Example 6).

FE college disability statements: an evaluation
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Moving on to the application process itself, 88 statements (20%) did not mention
useful sources of advice at application stage and, significantly, over half of the
statements, 286 (66%) gave no details of what the application process would entail.
This is a requirement in the DfEE guidance and, although it may be difficult to
spell out in precise detail, it is important for prospective students to have some idea
of what happens during the application process. An example of good practice in
both these areas is seen in Milton Keynes College’s disability statement, which
describes the application process for a range of different learning programmes (see
Example 7).

A further example is to be found in South Thames College’s and King George V
College’s disability statements (see Examples 8 and 9).

Equally concerning is the fact that 399 (92%) of statements did not give details
about early assessment procedures for students who may be placed in a specialist
residential college. It is very likely that colleges are in fact arranging these early
assessments but it is important that students and parents are clear about the
college’s procedures. This is increasingly important in the light of recent FEFC guide-
lines stating that recommendations for student placements outside the FE sector
need to be forwarded before the end of December (FEFC Circular 99/40, 1999).

In addition, FEDA and Skill have undertaken research to offer guidance on the
college’s role in the process of placing students at specialist residential colleges.

Recommendations for improvement
At the application and admission stage, students need:

● Details of the pre-entry guidance available
● Sources of advice about how to apply
● Details of what the application process will entail
● Details about early assessment procedures for students who 

may be placed in specialist residential colleges.

Education facilities and support
This includes details of:

● Curriculum support available
● Equipment and technical support
● Specialist staff expertise
● Other support; for example, interpreter/communicator, reader, 

large-print notes, classroom assistant, student support worker.

Of the statements evaluated, 383 (89%) give details of curriculum support, 399 (92%)
give details of equipment and technical support, and 369 (85%) mention specialist
staff expertise. Many statements give clear and comprehensive descriptions of the
wide range of support offered by their college (see Example 10).

Other statements give a clear indication, not only of what equipment is available
but of what it does (see Examples 11 and 12).

Fewer statements refer to classroom assistants – 203 (47%) – although a further
69 (16%) mention support workers. However, these statistics may be affected by
the fact that the two job titles can be used interchangeably in different institutions.

Recommendation for improvement

● Statements need to state clearly the function of any support staff 
and the roles that they can fulfil.
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Example 1. York College of Further and Higher Education

Example 2. Barnsley College
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Example 3. Milton Keynes College

Example 4. Colchester Institute
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Example 7. Milton Keynes College
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Example 8. South Thames College
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Example 9. King George V College



Example 10. Telford College of Arts and Technology
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Example 11. Harlow College



Example 12. Stroud College
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Other support
Other support mentioned in the DfEE guidelines and listed in this section includes:

● Welfare and advice services
● Links with external organisations
● Careers guidance
● Personal care support
● Medical support
● Catering facilities for students with special dietary requirements.

Welfare and advice services, links with 
external organisations and careers guidance
A very high proportion of statements refer to welfare and advice services (371;
86%), links with external organisations (392; 91%) and links with careers service
(327; 76%).

Personal care support
A smaller proportion (only 201; 47%) mention that they provide personal care
support. Yet only nine specifically state that they do not provide it. It may be that
colleges are in fact providing this but have not mentioned it in their disability
statements. Skill is planning to produce an information sheet on providing personal
care support in colleges. An example of a clear list of general support services is
provided by City College Manchester (see Example 13).

Medical support
Only 48% of statements refer to medical support. It is likely that over the years
many colleges have lost direct access to trained medical staff. However, through
the additional support mechanism of the FEFC funding methodology, colleges can
claim for medical support (e.g. physiotherapy), if it can be demonstrated that this
support is directly necessary for the student to achieve their primary learning goal.
Three examples of statements that present information in a way which enables 
the student to be completely clear of what a college can and cannot offer are
Handsworth College (see Example 14), Tile Hill College (see Example 15) and
King George V College (see Example 16).

Colchester Institute (see Example 17) provides detailed information on what
medical and first aid facilities are available, where they are provided, and whether
they are accessible.

Catering facilities for students with special dietary requirements
One interesting fact in this section is that over a half of all statements, 258 (60%),
make no mention of special catering facilities. With the cafeteria system offered by
most colleges it is likely that they are in fact catering for a variety of special dietary
needs. Many students, whether or not they are disabled, may have an ongoing
health problem which may require a special diet. Inclusion of catering facilities for
students with special dietary requirements in the statement might be as simple as
shown in Example 18.

Recommendations for improvement

● Specify the extent to which you can provide personal care and medical support.
● Specify the dietary needs for which the college can cater.
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Example 13. City College Manchester

Example 14. Handsworth College
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Example 15. Tile Hill College

Example 16. King George V College



Example 17. Colchester Institute
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Example 18. Handsworth College

Example 19. Weymouth College



Example 20. Stourbridge College
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Examination arrangements
The overwhelming majority of statements indicate that support can be given to
disabled students during the examination process. A concise example is Weymouth
College’s statement (see Example 19). Another comprehensive list is in the Stourbridge
statement (see Example 20).

Physical access
This part of the evaluation examined ways in which disability statements described
the physical accessibility of various parts of the college building. This included the
accessibility of:

● Libraries
● Learning support workshops
● Other academic facilities
● Catering facilities
● Sports and leisure facilities.

It covered information given on:

● Ramps, hoists and lifts
● Car parking arrangements
● Accessible toilet facilities.

It also asked whether there were any site plans or maps displayed with the statement
and whether there was a willingness to relocate classes in the interests of a disabled
student. Statements vary considerably in how they deal with this issue. A worry-
ingly high proportion of statements do not mention access in sufficient detail which
means that a potential student will be unclear as to whether there is access to other
parts of the college, for example learning centre or canteen. Of those responding,
236 (55%) fail to mention whether or not the library is accessible, 80 (19%) state
it is fully accessible, 106 (25%) state that it is partially accessible and 10 (2%) not at
all accessible (see Figure 1). 204 (47%) and 198 (46%) do not mention the accessi-
bility of learning support workshops or other academic facilities (see Figures 2–8).

Figure 1. Physical access: libraries
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Figure 2. Physical access: learning support workshops

Figure 3. Physical access: other academic facilities
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Figure 4. Physical access: catering facilities

Figure 5. Physical access: sports and leisure facilities

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Not

m
en

tio
ne

d

Not
 at

 al
l 

ac
ce

ss
ibl

e

Pa
rti

all
y 

ac
ce

ss
ibl

e
Fu

lly
 

ac
ce

ss
ibl

e

Not

m
en

tio
ne

d

Not
 at

 al
l 

ac
ce

ss
ibl

e

Pa
rti

all
y 

ac
ce

ss
ibl

e
Fu

lly
 

ac
ce

ss
ibl

e



Figure 6. Physical access: ramps, hoists and lifts

Figure 7. Physical access: car parking arrangements
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Figure 8. Physical access: toilet facilities

Very few statements mention access outside or between buildings, yet steep slopes
and unmade paths can present formidable barriers to some people.

Other statements may mention all the aspects of access mentioned above, but
the information is sometimes displayed in a way that is difficult to understand.
There are, however, some very good examples of ways of displaying this material
which give a simple and clear picture of accessibility (see Examples 21 and 22).
Hopwood Hall and Northampton College use access symbols in their statements
(see Examples 23 and 24).

It can be as helpful to prospective students to indicate what is not accessible.
Solihull College gives a clear indication of what is inaccessible (see Example 25).
It also indicates that accessibility varies in outreach centres and that building work
is scheduled at the main site for the forthcoming session.

Recommendations for improvement

● Ensure that you provide sufficient detail on access to all parts of the college,
including what is not accessible, and access outside or between buildings.

● Where the college is willing to relocate classes to accessible locations, 
you need to ensure that this is stated.
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Example 21. Rotherham College of Arts and Technology
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Example 22. Blackpool and Fylde College
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Example 23. Hopwood Hall College
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Example 24. Northampton College
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Example 25. Solihull College

Example 26. Telford College of Arts and Technology
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Complaints and appeals procedures
This section covers an analysis of whether:

● There are any special arrangements in place to assist students 
with disabilities in accessing the appeals process

● There is a link with other documents which contain 
details of complaints procedures

● There are grounds on which the students may complain 
about the disability statement itself.

383 (89%) of colleges referred in their disability statement to other documents
which contain details of the complaints procedure.

However, 169 (39%) made no mention of specific arrangements to assist dis-
abled students in gaining access to the complaints procedure. An example of a clear
description of how a disabled student can be assisted in making a complaint is
provided by Telford College (see Example 26).

Oaklands College includes a statement which indicates its willingness to be
responsive to those complaining. ‘As a complaint is processed, we will seek to adapt
our system in order to meet your personal needs.’ Somerset College of Arts and
Technology provides the name of the student advocate who can support and rep-
resent students wishing to complain.

North Lincolnshire College also provides a clear and concise description of how
to complain (see Example 27).

296 (69%) of statements do not mention the grounds on which a complaint can
be made against the disability statement. This is a DfEE requirement and so must
be referred to in the statement. If support for FEFC-funded provision described in
the disability statement is not available then students can complain.

Some 35% of statements however do include a general statement about the fact
that it is possible to make a complaint about the disability statement (see Example 28).

Recommendations for improvement
You need to:

● Mention any specific arrangements to assist disabled students 
in gaining access to the complaints procedure

● Specify the grounds on which a complaint can be made 
against the disability statement.

Other areas
This section includes other areas mentioned in the DfEE guidance which do not
fit neatly into any of the above headings. They are:

● Reference to other college documents
● Proposed developments
● The inclusion of all aspects of education including HE collaborative work
● Disclaimers.

Reference to other college documents
Over 90% of statements refer to other documents, for example, equal opportu-
nities policy and learning support policy, yet only some state clearly where these
can be obtained (see Examples 29 and 30).

Oaklands College (see Example 31) provides a helpful list of all the documents
available from the helpline service.

Tower Hamlets College (see Example 32) provides a guide to college infor-
mation in a table which gives the title of the document, describes what it contains
and where it is available from.
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Example 27. North Lincolnshire College

Example 28. Basingstoke College of Technology
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Example 29. Bromley College of Further and Higher Education

Example 30. Macclesfield College
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Example 31. Oaklands College

Example 32. Tower Hamlets College
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Example 33. Strode College

Example 34. Shirebrook College
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Example 35. Peterborough Regional College
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Proposed developments
Just under one-quarter, 95 (22%) of statements mention proposed developments.
It is understandable that this is a sensitive area as institutions may feel wary that
they are committing themselves to plans which they may not be able to realise.
However, there are some very positive examples of colleges which feel confident
in stating that an awareness of the needs of disabled students will inform their
future development plans (see Example 33). Shirebrook College lists a range of planned
future improvements (see Example 34). Peterborough Regional College identifies
detailed plans to improve the accessibility of college sites (see Example 35).

HE collaborative work
FE college disability statements apply only to educational provision which is funded
by FEFC. When an institution does collaborative work e.g. with higher education
and adult education, different support arrangements may apply. The statement
needs to make this clear. Although an increasing number of FE colleges make HE
provision, this is mentioned by only 49 (11%) of institutions. There should be a
simple statement as to whether this is an aspect of the college’s work and if so, what
different arrangements may apply (see Example 36).

Disclaimers
It is intended that disability statements should provide an accurate description of
the facilities and support disabled people can expect at college. Therefore, it is inap-
propriate to include disclaimers. It is usually possible to construct the statement to
remove disclaimers. For example, ‘The following equipment is available for loan,
subject to availability’, may be rewritten as ‘There are six laptop computers available
for loan’.

Disclaimers are mentioned by only 17 (4%) of statements. It is a welcome fact
that so few colleges feel the need to be cautious about describing their support for
disabled students.

Recommendations for improvement
You need to:

● Mention proposed developments wherever possible
● State clearly which areas of the college’s work the 

disability statement applies to.

Example 36. Macclesfield College
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T
his chapter is divided into two parts. The first looks at those issues of style
and accessibility which have been analysed in the evaluation of all the
disability statements. The second part gives feedback from the targeted
work carried out with a small sample of disabled students currently

attending college.
The DfEE regulations are not prescriptive about the format of disability state-

ments. Consequently they vary greatly in style, content and length. In this chapter
we are not in any way attempting to suggest a prescribed format for a disability
statement as we see that as a matter for an individual college. Our concern is that
the statements should present information in a way that is clear and accessible to
disabled students. We also wish to give colleagues an idea of the variety of ways in
which the disability statement information can be presented.

Evaluation of the style of disability statements
Specific aspects analysed in the survey included:

● Title of the disability statement
● Length and size
● Presentation – i.e. word processed or printed
● Availability in alternative formats.

In addition the survey covered three areas which focused on the extent to which
the disability statement is an accessible and student-friendly document:

● Accessibility of language – student-centred, neutral or policy-oriented
● Willingness to respond flexibly to the individual needs of 

prospective students (already mentioned in Chapter 1)
● Emphasis on student discussing needs on an individual basis.

Title of the disability statement
Approximately 361 (84%) of documents are titled Disability statement. Other titles
include:

● Able to learn: information for students with 
learning difficulties and/or disabilities (York College)

● Support for students: the disability statement for Sandwell College
● Welcoming you: information about support in college for people 

with disabilities (Blackpool and the Fylde College)
● Colchester Institute and disability: a guide on how 

we can help disabled students to succeed
● Extra help: your guide to our services (Macclesfield College)
● Guide to support services (East Birmingham College).

Style and accessibility 
of the disability statements2



Colleges may prefer Disability statement but there is no obligation to use that title.
An alternative title may be more informative to a prospective student. However,
even if the document does have a different title it must still meet the requirements
of the disability statement.

Length and size
The majority of statements, 322 (75%) are A4 documents. There is no right answer
to the question of what length or size a disability statement should take (see Figure 9).

To some extent length will be determined by the amount of specific support
which a particular institution offers. It is also important to remember that students
may be receiving the disability statement along with a lot of other college infor-
mation and so will be looking for a document which gives sufficient, relevant
information as concisely and clearly as possible.

Figure 9. Size of disability statements

In terms of length, statements vary from one sheet of A4 to 50 pages, including
other attached documents. 166 (38%) are between two and four pages long and
90% are 13 or fewer pages. The most common length is three pages. 64 (15%) are
three pages long.

Presentation
71 (16%) of statements were professionally printed, in several instances with photo-
graphs, while the rest 361 (84%) were word-processed (Figure 10).

To a large extent this reflects the resources the institution chooses to allocate to
such a document. Glossy presentation does not necessarily imply good content –
in fact there can be a danger of a glossy format covering up inadequate information.
However, a properly presented document which is packaged in the same way as
other official college documentation, does help to suggest an institution which
takes the issue of support for disabled students seriously.

Some colleges had innovative ways of presenting their information – for
example a question and answer format. Several livened up their text with pictures

FE college disability statements: an evaluation

40

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

A4 A5
Oth

er



FE college disability statements: an evaluation

41

or cartoons although it is important to ensure that the illustrations are pertinent
to the text. In their enthusiasm to illustrate the text, colleges can in fact detract
from it by using symbols that do not relate to it.

With increasing emphasis on partnership and collaboration it is good to see a
disability statement which reflects this. Milton Keynes has produced a joint state-
ment in which the college and local authority statements are placed back to back
in the same binding. Another college has produced a single document including
both the disability statement and student charter.

Figure 10. Presentation of disability statements

Alternative formats
133 (31%) of all statements mentioned availability in alternative formats. In most
cases these included large print, Braille and tape. There is an irony in the fact that
in so many instances a statement specifically dealing with issues of support for
disabled students fails to mention its own accessibility to students with particular
disabilities. In a few cases a much shortened disability statement has been created
for students with learning difficulties using Widgit, Makaton or other symbols.
While this is to be welcomed it is important to ascertain that the symbols used in
the statement are consistent with those used by students with learning difficulties
in the local area.

For students at Newbury College, Widgit software is used (see Example 37). 
At Solihull College, students are familiar with Makaton symbols (see Example 38).

Accessibility of language
Language was defined as being ‘friendly and student-centred’, ‘neutral’ or ‘policy-
oriented’. Such a classification is to some extent dependent on the individual inter-
pretation of the researcher. However, allowing for this, the evaluation found that
259 (60%) of the statements were written in friendly and student-centred language;
151 (35%) in language which could be described as neutral and only 22 (5%) in
policy-oriented language (see Figure 11).

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Wor
d 

pr
oc

es
se

d

Pr
int

ed



FE college disability statements: an evaluation

42

Example 37. Newbury College

Example 38. Solihull College
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Figure 11. Disability statements: accessibility of language

There are no similar evaluations of earlier disability statements against which to
make direct comparisons but it is probable that these would have shown very
different percentages. It seems that over the three years there has been a significant
shift from seeing the disability statement merely as a policy document required by
the FEFC as a condition of funding, to seeing it as a valuable document which can
help to provide information and guidance for students.

Willingness to respond flexibly and emphasis on 
discussion of needs on an individual basis
As stated in Chapter 1 the majority (98%) of college statements indicated their
willingness to respond flexibly to disabled students and these initial remarks do
much to set the tone of the disability statement.

Results were slightly less positive in terms of ‘emphasis placed that students
should discuss their needs on an individual basis’. Slightly more than half (254; 59%)
made some mention of this. It is very likely that more colleges than this do in fact
discuss needs individually, but do not say so in the statement. It is worth remem-
bering that this is precisely the kind of information which is valuable in giving
confidence to a student who may be unsure of how to approach a college.

Two examples of an approach which gives prospective students a very positive
sense of their needs being catered for individually comes at the beginning of
Barnsley College’s disability statement (see Example 39) and City College Norwich’s
disability statement (see Example 40).

Focus groups
Student focus groups
Students with a diverse range of disabilities and learning difficulties were inter-
viewed in two colleges. Although the sample is small it provides a helpful indicator
of how students regard disability statements. The interview schedule is included
as Appendix 3.

Students were asked if they had seen their own college’s disability statement. 
It was revealing to find that few students remember having done so. There is clearly
an issue about dissemination and we will be addressing this at the end of this section.
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Example 39. Barnsley College

Example 40. City College Norwich
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Information requirements
The next question students were asked was: ‘How did you receive information and
what information would have been helpful?’

Students varied in the way they had received information:

● Via the careers adviser
● Via their school
● Via their parents.

Some students suggested that the information available in the disability statement
should be made available in a far wider range of places; schools, Citizens Advice
Bureaux, libraries, Internet and advertising through TV were mentioned.

While a few felt that prior access to the statement would have been very useful
many were adamant that the written word was not always the way in which they
wanted to receive information. They acknowledged that they required as much
information as possible but a proportion of them said they much preferred to receive
this orally (comments such as ‘even simple reading is difficult for me, I would much
rather someone told me about it’). Other ways of receiving information such as
shorter leaflets and video were mentioned. All students were however very keen
that anyone in a position to advise them should have access to all the information
in the statement and several of them recognised that the written statement could
provide a useful source of reference to back up information given orally.

Format, style and presentation
As would be expected, individual students held very different views on the preferred
format, style and presentation of disability statements. The differing views expressed
are represented below and a summary of the main conclusions is drawn.

One point which was unanimous among all students interviewed was that they
wanted the statement to be presented in clear and straightforward language.

One of the colleges used as a focus group had three versions of its statement:

● A full text, policy-oriented version covering all requirements
● A simplified version in large print
● A symbol version in Widget.

All of the students in this group preferred the simplified version except, interest-
ingly, the two students with severe learning difficulties who, although they were
unable to read it, stated a preference for the full version. Similarly the majority of
students in this group liked illustrations, use of colour and pictures.

In the other group there was a strong sensitivity to the fact that presentation of
the disability statement should not be different from other documents just because
it was being produced for disabled students. In contrast to the other group, there
was suspicion of anything that appeared to be ‘talking down’ and two students
described Makaton and cartoon-decorated versions which they were shown as
‘babyish’. One student in this group who was studying A-levels, said he actually
preferred a formal presentation; a chatty, informal one made him feel he was not
receiving the full content. He was also suspicious of too glossy a format and said he
would prefer the money to be spent directly on more resources for disabled students.

Title
Some of the students did not feel strongly either way about whether the statement
was called Disability statement or not. However, certain individuals in each group
did react quite strongly against the use of the word ‘disability’. Individual students
who were deaf or who had some degree of learning difficulty in both groups said
that they did not see themselves as having a disability and so did not think that the
statement referred to them. They preferred the use of the word ‘support’ in the
statement title.



Summary
The range of views expressed by students indicates the difficulty of producing a doc-
ument suitable for such a wide and varied audience. The main conclusions are that:

● The disability statement should be presented in 
clear and unambiguous language.

● The style of the statement should match other 
documentation produced for students.

● A single format is unlikely to be suitable for all prospective students.
● It is essential to consult with a range of students in 

your organisation in order to be responsive.

Staff focus groups

Development and review of statement
In both the colleges visited, the writing of the disability statement was overseen by
a group representing different areas of the college. Both colleges also made use of
FEDA/Skill guidance documents. One college said there was some tension when
drafting the document. In some cases, senior managers wanted to overstate the
college’s capacity to accommodate disabled students (e.g. ‘We’ve got all these lifts;
surely we are completely accessible?’) while practitioners have to stress that this does
not mean that the college is accessible to all students and the issue is more complex.

Internal dissemination
In both cases the statement went to the governing body to be ratified. However,
beyond this there was a concern that few staff know about the statement outside
those directly involved with learning support. In one case it did go into the induction
pack for all new staff but there was no check on whether it was actually read. In the
most effective practice reported, the disability statement was used as a resource when
briefing new staff to provide information about the facilities and support available.

Although technically available to all students, the colleges tended to wait for
students to ask for the statement but they seldom requested it. However, both
colleges did have other information in the form of advice leaflets which did go out
to all students in their induction packs. As a result of discussion, staff at both col-
leges said they would consider different ways of making the disability statement
available to current students, either by giving it out directly or by advertising it on
their existing leaflets.

External dissemination – to prospective students and other organisations
In one instance a copy of the statement was regularly sent out to the LEA, social
services and the careers service, but there was no assurance that it got passed on
to the relevant practitioners. One college sent copies to special schools but not, as
yet, to special educational needs coordinators in mainstream schools.

Both colleges saw dissemination as an area to be improved. They felt that they
did want all prospective students to have the chance to access the statement.
Although both of them had individual leaflets one college in particular felt that
these were very course specific and did not enable the student to gain the whole
picture of the college’s support for disabled students. However, they were also
aware of the danger of swamping students with yet more written information
which may be difficult for them to read. As most students are referred from other
organisations they tended to rely on them to disseminate information, but were
aware that these organisations had not themselves always got the fuller picture as
described in the disability statement.

Current impact of statement
In both colleges it was felt that, as yet, the statement itself had had little direct
impact on whether or not a disabled student chose to attend a particular college.
However, certainly in one college, there was a feeling that this would begin to change.

FE college disability statements: an evaluation

46



FE college disability statements: an evaluation

47

In both cases staff were very positive about the process of developing and reviewing
the statement in other areas. They felt that it brought staff together from a range
of different areas to put together a composite picture of the situation. Moreover,
they spoke very positively about how important it was that the statement had to
be ratified by the governing body. It was felt that this had helped immensely in
making senior managers and governors take the issue of disability seriously and in
raising awareness of what was going on in their own institution.

Recommendations for improvement of the 
style and accessibility of the statement
You may wish to consider:

● Disability statements have to be suitable for a wide and 
varied audience and one style will not suit all

● Statements may need to be produced in different formats
● Formats need to match the requirements of the different students
● How statements may be presented in clear, 

unambiguous and welcoming language
● How to ensure that statements are not patronising to prospective students
● How the style of the statement will match other college documentation
● An alternative title to Disability statement
● How you will consult with a range of students to 

ensure that the statement is responsive
● If illustrations are used, this must be done with great care
● To be accessible, statements should be clearly printed 

i.e. minimum size 12-point in a clear typeface.

Recommendations for improving the dissemination of disability statements

● The disability statement can only fulfil its purpose 
if it is effectively disseminated.

● Statements need to be sent to all relevant external organisations e.g. schools
(mainstream and special) careers, social services, voluntary organisations, etc.
along with information as to how the statements may be used.

● Consider how all college staff can be made aware of the statement 
and its contents, e.g. during induction for new staff.

● Ensure that all prospective disabled students receive a copy, e.g. 
by checking at application, at interview and when the learning support
agreement is signed.

● Ensure that the disability statement and how and where to obtain 
it is mentioned in a range of other college documents, e.g. prospectus, 
leaflets describing support, student handbook, etc.

● Consider how you can obtain feedback from students about 
the most effective forms of dissemination.
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Appendix 2

Framework for evaluation
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Appendix 3

Interview schedules

Disability statements interview schedules

Questions for coordinators

1. How did you develop your first disability statement and 
how do you review your disability statement?

2. To whom /How do you distribute your disability statements to prospective
students (primary audience) and their agents (secondary audience)?

a. Is it effective in reaching students?

3. How do you disseminate information internally about 
the disability statement?

a. How effective is the dissemination?

4. To what extent are staff:
a. Aware of the existence of the statement?
b. Familiar with the contents?

5. What feedback did you receive from students when 
developing/reviewing the statement?

6. Have you received any complaints about the disability statement?

7. To what extent do you think the statement has an impact on 
students’ decisions to come to college?

8. Does the statement help students to make decisions?

9. The statement itself: what are your views on:
a. Style of the statement?
b. Language used?
c. Format?
d. Content?
e. Order?
f. Any other comments?

Questions for students
The disability statement is provided to help you to reach a decision about whether
you want to come to college.

1. Did you see the disability statement before you came to college?

2. How and when did you receive it?

3. Did it help you to make a decision?

4. What other sources of information helped you decide?

5. What information do you need to help you decide?

6. How and when should you receive it?

7. Is the disability statement accurate?

8. What are your views on the:
a. Style?
b. Language?
c. Format and alternative formats?
d. Content?
e. Order

9. Any other comments?
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