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ABSTRACT

This case study introduces a staff-student partnership project about reasonable
adjustment (accommodations) policy and practice in one university in England. The
project involved interviews and focus groups with 83 members of the university
community and influenced the implementation plan for the institution’s revised
adjustment policy, including the establishment of a Disabled Student Champion role in
each department and a university-wide network to support it. The paper, written together
by staff and student leads, outlines the project findings and impact while addressing the
partners’ project reflections. These highlight the tension between partnership and
representation, suggest that project management norms need to be critically questioned,
and point to the importance of trust, reflexivity, care, and valuing different ways of
contributing to inclusive partnership work. Against a backdrop of the marginalization of
disabled students in higher education decision-making, the case study provides an
example of how a partnership approach can influence institutional change.
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This case study paper reports on a staff-student project at the University of Warwick, UK,
examining student and staff views of reasonable adjustment (reasonable accommodation) policy
and practice. The project sought to explore the possibility of including disabled students’ accounts
of their lived experiences in their reasonable adjustment (RA) plan, the formal document that
lists the measures that should be put in place to minimize barriers to academic success. As such,
the Embedding Student Voice in Reasonable Adjustments (ESRA) project aimed to foreground
students’ experience in teaching and learning environments within institution-wide discussions
of RA policy and practice. Central to addressing this aim was a partnership with students, and the
project employed two—who themselves have RAs in place—as collaborators with university staff.
The research conducted for the project gathered the views of 83 members of the university
community, of whom almost half were disabled students. The project influenced the
implementation plan for the institution’s revised RA policy, including establishing the role of
Disabled Student Champion within each academic department.
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The paper will outline the project's background, describe how it was devised and
implemented, and then provide details on its outcomes and impact. The case study will critically
reflect on this way of working and conclude with some principles and recommendations for
partnering with disabled students to drive institutional change.

PROJECT CONTEXT

The ESRA project stemmed from informal discussions with students and staff about the
sometimes-inconsistent implementation of RAs within their departments. These conversations
were catalyzed by the rising numbers of students disclosing a disability over recent years,
especially neurodivergence, specific learning difficulties, and long-term mental health conditions.
The discussions also led to questions about the wider support available to students with
disabilities, and then to further debates about the nature of higher education teaching and
assessment.

The ESRA project coincided with the establishment of the University’s RA policy working
group, and both were animated by understanding how teaching staff come to know about
students’ disabilities and their experiences of being disabled. Questions of disability inclusion
featured too, since bare compliance with RAs could be seen as performative inclusion where
accommodations become an end in themselves, as a contractual rather than relational form of
practice (following Dadvand, 2022). This can create invisible boundaries of exclusion since who is
included is shaped by students’ ability to advocate for their rights. It was in this space—shaped
by discourses of RAs as additional support for an individual’s diagnosed difference versus
inclusion as a collective concern for proactive systemic change—that the ESRA project was
located.

Disabled students often feel like they do not belong in higher education, that they cannot
be their authentic selves (Verbree et al., 2025), and they are more likely than non-disabled
students to have considered withdrawing from university (Dickinson, 2025). Disabled students’
experiences of university, including the implementation of RAs, pose challenges for universities
to address (Johnston & Anwar-Westander, 2023; Williams-Brown et al., 2023; Borkin et al., 2024).
Therefore, understanding and acting on disabled students’ views is of vital importance, yet typical
approaches tend to seek “changes that can be easily packaged and publicized rather than those
that demand time, resources, and deeper consideration” (Kinsella & Kaye, 2022, n.p.). Indeed,
scholarship in this area suggests that disabled students feel ighored and that their concerns are
sidelined (Gaunt, 2021). Bialka (2023) argues that disabled students are positioned outside of the
mainstream in a context of ableism that can delegitimize disabled students’ experiences, yet their
voices hold the potential to transform higher education because they can highlight issues that
privileged groups neither encounter nor consider.

The practice of working with disabled students as partners is pertinent in this context. It
has the potential to disrupt established power relations between staff and students (Smith et al.,
2021), support students’ sense of confidence, identity, and belonging (Healey et al., 2014), and
frames students as agentic knowledge producers rather than passive subjects (Cook-Sather,
2018)—all fundamental for enhancing disabled students’ experience and success in higher
education. Moreover, against common institutional practices that tend not to involve proactive
partnerships with disabled students—even on issues directly affecting them—a partnership
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approach is a fitting institution-wide response to the “long history of disability struggle for
recognition, involvement, and structural change” (Brown et al., 2020, p. 99); it has potential to
address systemic inequities ingrained in higher education (Mercer-Mapstone & Bovill, 2020).

PROJECT DETAILS

Internal institutional funding was used to employ two Warwick students (Heather and Emma) as
collaborators on the ESRA project, alongside the staff lead (Mark), during the 2023-2024
academic year. Having known each other prior to the project, we believe a cornerstone of its
success was the trust, respect, and confidence in each other that had developed through our
existing lecturer-student relationship.

Our first step was to find and review relevant research literature. Using library research
databases, we sought contemporary studies of a) disabled students’ higher education experience
and b) approaches to and issues in RA administration. This was supplemented by reviewing
publicly available information on how other educational institutions gather and present lived
experience information in RA and similar documentation. Examined through Heather and Emma’s
own experiences of having RAs in place, these insights informed our research approach and
shaped our research instruments (e.g., discussion guides). Given the nature of the subject matter
(lived experiences, context-dependent opinions), we decided on a qualitative approach and opted
for interviews and focus groups as the most efficient data generation methods that allowed space
for personal accounts to be heard.

We secured ethical approval via the relevant university committee, and participants were
subsequently recruited through institutional communication channels (newsletters and emails)
tailored for staff and student groups. Emails were also sent to relevant gatekeepers, such as heads
of department and the Students’ Union, inviting them to share the participation information.
Student participants were given the choice to join a focus group, small group interview or
individual interview, and Heather and Emma ran those. The staff lead—Mark—ran the focus
groups with university staff. In total, during June 2024, 83 members of the University of Warwick
community took part in the data generation activities: 40 department staff (30 academic, 10
professional services), 5 Disability Advisers, and 38 students with RAs.

PROJECT FINDINGS

Students reported mixed experiences with their RAs being implemented. Amid many positive
views, some groups of students perceived ineffective communication between their department
and Disability Services (the central University service that advises disabled students and agrees
RAs), and a lack of willingness among academic staff to make adjustments. As one student put it,
“If the lecturer doesn’t implement it properly, then it doesn't really matter” There was
disappointment from several students that they needed to self-advocate to have their agreed-
upon adjustments honored. Some students felt that the RA document was overly formulaic and
standardized, and would welcome something more personal that was able to reflect and
communicate their own experiences of being disabled. However, there was some sense of doubt
that this would change anything, based on the view that if the current RA document was not
always engaged with by academic staff, there was little reason to expect they would read a revised
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version. It is telling that a key theme in the student data was the need to create inclusive
environments, not just get better at RA implementation, for example: "[The lecturer's] role isn't
to become an expert . . .. It's more to be open and willing to read and engage”, and “I think it's
also just about attitudes, feeling welcomed, feeling accepted for who you are”.

Reflecting on the depth and detail of the student views collected in the research, we
recognized how important it was that the focus groups/interviews were devised and run by peers
with similar lived experiences as the student participants. This certainly seemed to help
participants be open and candid, and to trust their experiences would be acknowledged as valid.

Staff views provided important context to students’ experiences. Some staff found the
current RA process bureaucratic and clunky, and the document too templated and generic. It was
often felt that the adjustments were difficult to relate to specific department contexts, and this
meant there was inconsistency in their application, for example, “in the case where students are
getting generic recommendations [to use computers in exams], but it's not actually useful in [our
subject] context” (Sciences lecturer).

Overall, there was agreement that a better understanding of disabled students’ lived
experience would benefit all parties. However, the format and current uses of the RA document
by teaching staff and in departmental administration, along with the resources available in
Disability Services to capture and articulate the qualitative elements of disabled students’
experience, were seen as limitations that precluded the inclusion of student-centered
perspectives in the RA document itself. Nevertheless, the project has led to several important
developments, and the implications of these for students-as-partners work are discussed in the
final section of this paper. First, we consider our critical reflections on the ESRA project itself.

CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON THE PROJECT AS PARTNERSHIP

It is important to outline several important issues that emerged from the post-hoc reflections of
the ESRA team and, in turn, relate them to the ongoing impact of the project. These reflections
revolve around the nature of project-based approaches to student partnership and highlight the
need for reflexive engagement during such work to challenge habitual approaches and
assumptions.

Reflecting on the way we devised the ESRA research project led us to consider what Young
and Jerome (2020) refer to as the dividing practice inherent in student involvement, where
student partners are positioned as separate from their peers and that an us and them problem-
framing is established between staff and students. We reflect on the fact that opportunities for
wider-scale dialogue between staff and student participants (Kinsella & Kaye, 2022) were
designed out of the ESRA data collection stage. Although that was for good reasons (such as
student researchers building rapport with student participants and knowing that combining
students and staff would probably not reveal the depths of feeling or range of perspectives), it
did reduce the potential of the project to explore the most complex and tricky challenges in a
genuinely collaborative and partnership-based way. To some extent, this reveals an issue with a
project-based model (Mercer-Mapstone & Bovill, 2020), in which the partnership between staff
and student project members cannot be replicated in their work across the institution more
broadly.
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The question of how student partners are positioned in such projects emerged in Heather
and Emma’s sense of responsibility to represent their disabled peers. Here, we consider the issue
raised by Matthews and Dollinger (2023), as the students were staff-selected (despite being
recruited via an open process) rather than democratically elected student representatives. The
conflation of partnership and representation is important to note in this form of staff-student
collaboration, where students must navigate being both employees of an institutionally funded
project and part of a student demographic with reason to critique the institution. Although this
did not manifest as a significant problem in the ESRA project, the students did feel the weight of
“getting it right” on behalf of their peers, while also “not getting it wrong” for the project.

The final concern to raise here is that, within the efforts to gain legitimacy as paid
researchers, the students felt they needed to minimize their disabled identity at times. While
recognizing the value of their experiences and perspectives, and relishing the opportunity to
inhabit an aspirational role, the perceived need to establish themselves as credible paid
researchers led to a sense that typical research practices must be adhered to, even when this felt
uncomfortable. This was cemented during institutional training on leading research interviews
and focus groups, taken as part of the role's induction. This session indicated the importance of
maintaining eye contact, controlling facial expressions in reaction to participants’ responses, and
tracking the varied discussion points being raised. These can, however, be draining to sustain for
neurodivergent students with limited research experience. This example highlights the ableism
embedded in the fabric of institutional practice and research norms, and that—despite the best
of intentions—staff partners can miss opportunities to challenge conventions. It reflects Taneja-
Johansson and Pesonen’s (2025) view that access to such opportunities for disabled students falls
short without care and recognition of the possibility of alternative approaches and ways of
contributing.

These concerns resonate in de Bie’s (2022) concept of respectful distrust for students-as-
partners work. de Bie outlines important challenges to the normative ideals of partnership
working, such as taken-for-granted notions of dialogue and consensus, and the potential to re-
marginalize students through typical practices. Such points are pertinent to Steckley, Fortin, and
Minic’s (2024) recommendation that disabled students may need more time and flexibility to
work on projects, an approach exemplified in Smith et al.’s (2023) guide to collaborative working.
Fisher, Piper, and Werthman (2021), in aiming to expand the discussion of inclusive partnership
working, highlight that intentional investment in Universal Design for Learning principles is
important to enable disabled students to contribute to the success of partnership working
through finding forms of participation and collaboration that suit all partners. In ESRA, we
developed a way of working that recognized our strengths, such as leading literature reviews
rather than giving presentations. In developing a reflexive awareness of the nature of the working
relationship (Goh, 2025), notions of interdependence and care emerge where the people and
process matter as much as the outcome (Mercer-Mapstone & Bovill, 2020).

IMPACT AND ONGOING PARTNERSHIP WORK

Despite the points raised above, the ESRA project was successful in gathering an institution-wide
view of disability and RA-related issues, doing so from a perspective grounded in disabled
students’ lived experience. As the project researchers were themselves students, this aided
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recruitment of student participants and encouraged their openness during interviews and focus
groups. More than that, though, partnering with students afforded the project a unique
legitimacy among stakeholders and decision-makers. When contributing to events as project
leaders or advocating for action with gatekeepers, student leads could speak with authenticity in
spaces they might not otherwise have access to. Their voices influenced committee decisions on
policy change and the agreement of an implementation plan, not least by generating support
from the University’s student representative body, the Students’ Union. The partnership
challenged the relative absence of disability in institutional culture, which can become hidden in
an overarching commitment to equality and inclusion (Koutsouris et al., 2025).

A significant impact of the ESRA project is that it influenced the creation of a Disabled
Student Champion role in each department to implement the institution’s revised RA policy and
build bridges between students, departments, and Disability Services. This has been supported
by the launch of a university-wide Disabled Student Champions Network during the second half
of 2024-2025. This network includes department staff in their role as Champions, Disability
Advisers from the Disability Services team, members of the library’s learning and accessibility
team, and students—namely, Students’ Union Disability Officers and members of student
societies that organize around a range of disability categories. This institutional initiative responds
to the ESRA project’s central finding that communication between those groups is fundamental
to understanding and effectively implementing RAs, not just as an end in itself but as an
underpinning to disabled students’ sense of belonging and likelihood of success.

The early experience of this network suggests that it can become a form of student-staff
partnership that extends across the institution, bringing together groups to work in a less
hierarchical, more collaborative way. As such, it represents an opportunity to address some of the
challenges posed in our reflections about the ESRA project: it is an initiative that spans
departments and central services, that includes elected student representatives, and which is less
focused on a particular project outcome in favor of iteratively moving towards inclusive practices
for student and staff development. At the time of writing, the network is expanding in
membership, and termly meetings have raised issues and aired solutions. The network has
enabled Champions to receive training on mental health awareness and supporting
neurodivergent students. Anecdotal feedback from disabled students suggests that having a
named member of department staff as their Champion makes them feel supported and that their
experiences matter.

CONCLUSION

This paper describes a students-as-partners project that examined reasonable adjustment (RA)
policy and practice at one university in England. The project influenced the implementation plan
for the institution’s revised RA policy, leading to the successful introduction of a Disabled Student
Champion role in each department and an institution-wide network to support it. The paper has
sought to outline the potentially unusual impact of such a project and raise critical, constructive
issues about partnership work in this space to support other staff-student collaborations.

Our reflections on the project point to the principle of trust as a foundation for successful
(disabled) students-as-partners work. This takes time to build, and imperatives for rapid project
turnaround times should therefore be resisted; ideally, if partnership is designed in, both trust
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and impact are ongoing and self-sustaining achievements, rather than project deliverables.
Reflexivity is a related principle, since habitual institutional practices and project management
norms can be ableist and often quietly marginalize disabled students. Taking time to surface and
unravel those is a relational process of care, which is a further core principle. A final principle
should be a commitment to recognizing, facilitating and valuing different ways of contributing. If
we see inclusion as an iterative process to develop institutional culture, policies and practices for
the benefit of all, then those principles are useful guides for working in partnership to achieve
this.

The ESRA project received funding from the University of Warwick Inclusive Education Fund. It
was successfully reviewed by the University of Warwick’s Humanities and Social Sciences
Research Ethics Committee.
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