
Exposing inequalities: The impact of the coronavirus on disabled students

Description

WhileÂ someÂ higher education students with disabilities welcomed the shift to online 
learning,Â othersÂ found that the coronavirusÂ crisisÂ exacerbated the issues theyÂ were 
alreadyÂ facing.Â Â 

TheÂ coronavirusÂ crisisÂ has had aÂ significant impactÂ on the lives ofÂ disabled individuals.Â 

Delays to healthcare and restrictions toÂ criticalÂ assistanceÂ have been common challenges for
Â disabled individualsÂ during the crisis,Â as well asÂ the usual anxieties that come with living through 
a pandemic,Â such as concerns for friends and familiesÂ andÂ economic security.Â Â 

In SeptemberÂ 2020, theÂ Office for National StatisticsÂ revealed thatÂ in the UK,Â around 50% of 
disabled people who were receiving medical care before the coronavirus pandemic had their treatment 
reduced (29%) or cancelledÂ orÂ not started altogether (22%)Â during the crisis.Â 

The statistics alsoÂ exposedÂ theÂ disproportionateÂ impactÂ of the coronavirus pandemic onÂ theÂ 
mental healthÂ ofÂ disabled individuals, withÂ 41%Â ofÂ those with disabilities declaringÂ their mental 
healthÂ to be worseÂ than before the crisis,Â compared withÂ 20%Â ofÂ non-disabledÂ individuals.Â 

Higher education students faced the additional challenge ofÂ having to continue theirÂ education while 
campuses remained closed and nearly all in-person teachingÂ wasÂ cancelled.Â Â 

As a result of not having to be physically present during teaching,Â some students with disabilities 
found that remote learning optimised the learning experience.Â 

ChallengesÂ that used to be a common feature of university lifeÂ were no longer present,Â such as 
travelling to and from campus,Â on-campus accessibilityÂ andÂ social anxiety.Â Â 

While the move to online learningÂ wasÂ seen asÂ an improvedÂ experienceÂ for some, many have
Â also drawn attention to the fact thatÂ greater access toÂ remote learningÂ hadÂ been a common 
and unanswered request by many disabled students for years.Â 

According toÂ Universities UK: â??Lecturers that had hitherto been firmly against recording lectures, 
setting inclusive assessments or using online tools are now embracing them due to the lockdownâ?•.
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https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/disabled-people-impact-of-covid19/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/disability/articles/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsondisabledpeopleingreatbritain/september2020#:~:text=Disabled people reported more frequently,too much time alone (40%
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/blog/Pages/covid-19-disabled-students-increased-opportunities.aspx


Â 

The response to the coronavirusÂ crisisÂ has not beenÂ universal forÂ disabled students, withÂ 
othersÂ highlighting the challenges they have faced this past year.Â Â Â 

According to anÂ articleÂ byÂ theÂ Huffington Post,Â theÂ supportÂ received byÂ someÂ disabled 
studentsÂ has been erraticÂ and inconsistentÂ with studentsÂ having â??toÂ reconcile workload and 
health needs in a short time and with little support“.Â 

The accelerated shift to digital learning has been one of the main hurdles for many disabled students.Â 
Â 

AÂ Pew Research Center surveyÂ found thatÂ â??disabled AmericansÂ agedÂ 18 and older are less 
likely to feel confident when using the internet and other electronic communication toolsâ?•.Â 

Given that each studentâ??s experience of their disability is unique, the challengesÂ they face range 
dramatically.Â Â 

For example, those with a visual impairment will likelyÂ needÂ audio descriptions alongside any visual 
elements to online lectures.Â Â 

Equally, a report by theÂ NationalÂ Association ofÂ DisabilityÂ PractitionersÂ found that â??manyÂ d
eaf and hearing-impaired students are struggling with poor captioningâ?•.Â 

Other reports show a â??lack of alternative teaching materialsâ?• andÂ difficulty dealingÂ with the â??
high degree of multi-tasking involved”Â with online learning.Â 

Itâ??s important toÂ acknowledgeÂ that, as the coronavirus pandemic subsides for some,Â â??many 
people will have as much of a struggle coming back out of lockdown as they did in adapting to its 
constraints in the first placeâ?•.Â 

AsÂ variousÂ countries begin to reopen campuses,Â disabled studentsÂ mayÂ continue toÂ face 
healthÂ worriesÂ surroundingÂ coronavirus exposure, or if online learning remains an option, thatÂ 
the issuesÂ they facedÂ during the coronavirusÂ crisisÂ may notÂ beÂ resolved.Â Â 

ForÂ greater insightsÂ into the experiences of disabled staff and studentsÂ in higher education, both 
before and during the pandemic,Â please download our full report:Â How higher education institutions 
can support their disabled staff and students.
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https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/disabled-students-university-home-learning_uk_5f522ba8c5b62b3add3f39f1
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/04/23/as-schools-shift-to-online-learning-amid-pandemic-heres-what-we-know-about-disabled-students-in-the-u-s/
https://edtechmagazine.com/higher/article/2020/09/how-can-universities-help-disabled-students-remote-learning-perfcon
https://edtechmagazine.com/higher/article/2020/09/how-can-universities-help-disabled-students-remote-learning-perfcon
https://nadp-uk.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/NADP-Report-Covid-19-Disabled-Students-in-Higher-Education-Student-Concerns-and-Institutional-Challenges.docx
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/blog/Pages/covid-19-disabled-students-increased-opportunities.aspx
https://www.qs.com/portfolio-items/how-higher-education-institutions-can-support-their-disabled-staff-and-students/

