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Fifty Years of the Integrating the Disabled Report 

 

In 1976, a parliamentary working group chaired by the first Earl of Snowdon, Anthony 
Armstrong-Jones, published Integrating the Disabled1, calling for greater public 
understanding of disabled people’s needs and equal access to the independence non-
disabled people take for granted. It departed from the status quo by treating disability 
as a social and structural issue, rather than an individual medical problem that ought to 
be treated and accommodated separately, if at all. The report led Lord Snowdon to 
found the Snowdon Trust in 1981, with the goal of removing barriers faced by disabled 
students in higher education so they can thrive academically, progress into meaningful 
careers and participate fully in society.   

Fifty years on, we are marking this anniversary by recognising the real progress the 
report helped set in motion, whilst examining where its recommendations remain 
unfulfilled. Our central concern is the continued lack of accountability and 
enforcement mechanisms, which leaves disabled students responsible for securing full 
access to education. This article revisits the original report to weigh its strengths 
against its weaknesses, and to ask what relevance it still holds for UK education policy 
today. 

In 1976, there was no legal protection against discrimination towards disabled people 
in the UK. Though the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act (1970) obligated local 
authorities to provide some services, alongside access to recreation and education, it 
did not cover discrimination in employment, housing, or services. The full inclusion of 
disabled people was an aspirational ask, rather than a baseline requirement, and 
outside of some minimal protections the support that was given was based on either 
charity or goodwill, rather than enshrined in law.  

This was the status quo that the report sought to change, by reframing access and 
inclusion as entitlements based on a fundamental right, the right of disabled people “to 
enjoy the lives of their able-bodied counterparts... to go where they want, how they 
want, and when they want.”2 The report also makes the specific recommendation that 
all disabled people should have entry as of right and at any time of their life to courses 
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of higher, further and adult education so far as possible at the institution of their 
choice, “provided only that they are judged suitable by the institution in question.”3 The 
caveat in the wording of this recommendation is significant; despite being rights-based, 
it leaves institutions with a degree of discretion over access, a tension which gives rise 
to the accountability gaps discussed later in this article. It took nineteen years for this 
recommendation to be codified, and even then, it was only partial.  

The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) of 1995 made discrimination against disabled 
people unlawful and created a duty for service providers and employers to make 
reasonable adjustments to accommodate disability; it did not cover schools or higher 
education providers (HEPs). It was a further six years before education was brought 
within scope, when the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (SENDA) 2001 
extended the DDA’s provision to education. Disabled students gained enforceable 
rights to reasonable levels of support only twenty-five years after the 1976 report first 
called for entry into higher education as a right, rather than remaining dependent on the 
goodwill of staff and institutions. In 2010, the DDA was incorporated into the Equality 
Act alongside eight other “protected characteristics,” which also extended protection 
to indirect forms of discrimination and third-party harassment.  

We recognise that this legislation, first the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 and 
subsequently strengthened by the Equality Act 2010, has been instrumental in 
improving social attitudes towards disability. The 1976 report documents a significant 
degree of intolerance or ignorance directed towards disabled people; it was a 
commonly held view that the integration of disabled people into mainstream society 
was an undesirable or impossible feat. Disabled people were routinely grouped 
together in “special” schools, residential homes, and for transport/outings, rather than 
treated as individuals. Lord Snowdon argues in the foreword to the 1976 report that “for 
most of them the mere fact of disability is seldom the single, or the most telling, reason 
for the disqualification it implies.”4 In other words, it is social attitudes that are to 
blame for the segregation and isolation of disabled people, not anything inherent to 
their condition.  

In the decades since, the designation of disability discrimination as unlawful has 
contributed to a marked cultural shift, which has made a positive difference to the 
integration of disabled people. The Annual Disabled Student Survey 2025 found that 
20% of disabled students have been made to feel unwelcome by a staff member due to 
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their disability, down from 24-25% in 2023-24.5 Reports of bullying or harassment by 
members of staff or other students have also fallen to 12%, down from 14-15% in 2023-
24.6 According to the same report, however, an increasing number of disabled students 
report fearing that they would be treated worse after raising an access issue, or that it 
would affect their academic prospects: 16% in 2023, 17% in 2024 and 21% in 2025.7 
These experiences suggest a lack of trust in institutional processes which may 
discourage reporting. In addition, several specific negative-attitude items have 
increased. For instance, 25% of disabled students reported that a staff member had 
stated or implied that their adjustments won’t work in the ‘real world,’ an increase of 
9% from the year prior.8 Similarly, 17% of disabled students reported that a staff 
member had stated or implied that they were lazy or incompetent, an increase of 4% 
from the year prior.9 Overall, this data demonstrates that whilst social barriers to the 
integration of disabled people have decreased since 1976, they have not been removed 
entirely. The meaning of the word ‘disabled’ has, itself, undergone significant change. 
Whilst Integrating the Disabled made a clear distinction between physical and mental 
disability, today there is a recognised overlap between the two. The number of students 
reporting they have a mental health condition has increased by more than 180% since 
2014/15.10 Staff members may not have sufficient understanding of how (or willingness 
to) support these students, who do not fit into the older definitions of what disability 
should ‘look like.’ Ultimately, it cannot be assumed that discrimination is a thing of the 
past for disabled students; legal rights require robust accountability and enforcement 
mechanisms to be effective. 

As Disabled Students UK state, “supportive attitudes cannot compensate for 
inaccessible design or unreliable delivery.”11 There is a widespread perception that the 
Equality Act lacks teeth, and that it is not being enforced properly when it comes to the 
rights of disabled students. The 1976 report recommends that there should be 
someone in every institution of higher and further education with responsibility for 
coordinating services and facilities and providing necessary aids/equipment for 
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disabled students.12 Despite this recommendation being strongly supported by 
subsequent research into improving the experience of disabled students, fifty years 
later it has still not been properly delivered. Whilst most HEPs today do have some kind 
of disability service or coordinator role, they are frequently under-resourced and lacking 
in the authority or monitoring capacity to compel action. Policy Connect’s “Arriving at 
Thriving” report highlights that, in order to foster the will for change and coordinate the 
necessary actions across branches of an institution, there must be a strong message 
from senior leadership that disability inclusion is a priority. Without this, change may be 
difficult to sustain long-term, and support for disabled students could vary significantly 
within an institution. The lack of a visible senior staff member with responsibility for the 
access and inclusion of disabled students can also lead to confusion and inaction, 
where disabled students are bounced between members of staff, with none accepting 
clear responsibility for delivery essential support. These failures are detrimental to the 
ability of disabled students to participate as well as to their health and wellbeing.  

A stark illustration is Dr Robert Abrahart v The University of Bristol, in which the courts 
found that the University’s failure to make reasonable adjustments amounted to 
unlawful disability discrimination. They concluded that Natasha Abrahart was caused 
serious and continuous suffering, which contributed to her death; a claim of negligence 
was considered separately and was not upheld. Natasha had a diagnosis of chronic 
Social Anxiety Disorder, which falls under the definition of disability set out in the 
Equality Act: a mental or physical impairment that has a substantial and long-term 
adverse effect on a person's ability to complete daily activities. Natasha’s lecturers 
were made aware of her disability, yet the university made no reasonable adjustments 
to how she was assessed.  

Natasha died by suicide in April 2018, on the day she was due to give a presentation to 
over 300 students and staff. Because of this, her father Dr Robert Abrahart argued that 
the university should have removed or adjusted the requirements and that therefore 
failed in its duty to take reasonable steps to avoid causing her injury. This case 
highlights the importance of HEPs ensuring appropriate support is put in place in a 
timely manner for disabled students. It also demonstrates just how much sector-wide 
change can come from true accountability; it has prompted many universities to review 
their competence standards and assessment policies. Nonetheless, the legal system 
remains complicated and expensive to navigate, meaning that few can access this sort 
of legal action. As the 1976 report argues, access should not be confined to disabled 
people who “make a fuss.”13 In other words, it should not hinge on an individual's 
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capacity to self-advocate, often at the point of crisis. Fifty years on, the persistence of 
this exact failure is a sobering indictment of just how little structural accountability has 
changed.  

Legal protections and accountability mechanisms address only part of the barrier 
disabled students face in accessing higher education. The 1976 report also draws 
attention to the fiscal barriers they experience, barriers which are still being contested 
fifty years later. Disabled students often incur higher costs for their studies compared 
to their non-disabled peers. The 1976 report cites a survey undertaken for the National 
Children’s Bureau, which found that, out of 788 disabled school leavers studied, only 8 
(1%) went on to some form of higher education, a figure well below the national 
average.14 To remedy this inequality, the report recommends that all disabled students 
should receive a basic grant linked to the cost-of-living index, together with an 
additional grant to cover the extra living costs imposed by their disability. In direct 
response to this recommendation, the Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) was 
introduced in 1993 as a non-means-tested grant covering additional study costs.  

This policy decision took seventeen years to materialise but has since aided the ability 
of disabled students to access higher education, contributing to a marked increase in 
participation over time. According to Higher Education Student Statistics (HESA), when 
DSA was first introduced, disabled students made up just 3.5% of all undergraduates, a 
proportion which doubled to 6% by 2002/03. By 2024/25, 19% of all undergraduate 
students disclosed a disability, more than a five-fold increase over thirty years.15 In 
2023/24, according to the DfE, 45.8% of SEN students in England progressed to higher 
education by age 19. Whereas 50.1% of students with no identified SEN progressed to 
higher education by age 19. Whilst there remains a gap of 4.3% in progression, this has 
narrowed considerably. In 2012/13, just 36.6% of SEN students in England progressed 
to higher education by age 19, compared to 43.6% of non-SEN students, a gap of 
7%.16This data reflects both material growth in higher education participation by 
disabled people, but also a greater willingness of students to disclose disabilities whilst 
at university. According to an article in Wonkhe from Jim Dickinson, by 2012, DSA were 
providing over £125 million of additional support for over 53,000 full-time 
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undergraduate students, illustrating the scale of support provided within two decades 
of its introduction.17 

Reforms to DSA, however, have increasingly shifted the responsibility for access 
provision onto higher education providers (HEPs), gradually eroding the settlement the 
1976 report helped secure. In 2014, the government announced planned cuts intended 
to shift cost responsibility onto HEPs via their public sector equality duty, despite the 
Equality Act lacking any enforcement mechanism to oversee change.18 The proposals 
were controversial enough that even the government’s own equality impact analysis 
admitted they could have a “negative impact” on disabled students and increase the 
potential for discrimination.  

In 2016/17, responsibility for the less specialist non-medical help (NHM) roles- Bands 1 
and 2- moved from DSA to HEPs. Band 1 covered practical assistants, scribes, readers, 
sighted guides and proofreaders; Band 2 covered study assistants, exam support 
workings and manual notetakers. Universities were required to deliver these roles, 
funded not through an individual entitlement but through a government Disability 
Premium Pot. Because that pot was not ring-fenced, funds were often misallocated by 
universities, and students lost access to support they had previously received 
automatically. 

DSA also stopped covering the additional cost of accessible accommodation were that 
accommodation was provided, managed or controlled by the HEP. Obligation was 
passed onto the HEP itself, producing the same gap as with NMH, but this time with no 
equivalent government funding attached. HEPs were expected to absorb the cost 
themselves. Nearly a decade later, HEPs have failed to deliver consistently on this 
obligation. 

In 2024, the DSA system was restructured with the aim of streamlining and improving 
access to support. Instead, according to the Thomas Pocklington Trust, HEPs reported 
that overall process times increased rather than decreased after the change, with waits 
of up to two months for a needs assessment.19 

 
17 Jim Dickinson (2024) Now DfE Proposes to Change a Huge part of Disabled Students Allowance. 
Available at: https://wonkhe.com/blogs/now-dfe-proposes-to-scrap-a-huge-part-of-disabled-students-
allowance/ (Accessed: 23 July 2026) 
 
18 legislation.gov.uk (2010) The Equality Act. Available at: 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/149 (Accessed: 29 July 2026) 
 
19 Thomas Pocklington Trust (2026) Policy Position: Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) England and 
Wales. Available at: https://www.pocklington.org.uk/education/education-policy/policy-position-dsa-
reforms/ (Accessed: 28 July 2026) 
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The erosion of responsibility has, in many cases, led to what we describe as a “poker 
game” between providers. Local authorities, HEPs, and DSA each wait for another body 
to take responsibility and absorb the cost before considering offering support. Disabled 
students are routinely bounced between agencies, with none accepting clear 
accountability for delivering essential support. As a result, many disabled students are 
forced to attempt to start or continue their studies without vital support in place.20 
Around 25% of Snowdon Trust grant applications in 2025 were for support that should 
have been covered by statutory provision, illustrating how frequently students are failed 
by statutory support providers and forced to turn to charity. 

In March 2026, the DfE launched a consultation which set out more proposed reforms 
to DSA. The central reform proposed is a revision of the provision of assistive software, 
which is currently funded as needed for eligible students. DSA would instead move to a 
position where assistive software is assumed to be readily available for free or provided 
by HEPs themselves. DSA would only fund assistive software in ‘exceptional 
circumstances’ where there is an additional disability-related need that free/built-in 
alternatives can’t meet.21 According to Disability Rights UK, the DfE’s own Equality 
Impact Assessment was poor; it acknowledges that these proposals will 
disproportionately affect neurodivergent students and disabled women.22 Women are 
more likely to be in receipt of DSA than men, making up 68.45% of all undergraduate 
students  in receipt of DSA. Also, many of the software categories under review are 
predominantly utilised by neurodiverse students as they commonly serve to address 
barriers associated with processing information. Together, the NMH and 
accommodation revisions alongside the recent proposals, suggest that DSA reform has 
consistently prioritised cost reduction over evidence of student need or HEP capacity, a 
pattern the current proposals risk repeating. 

In addition, the Snowdon Trust is concerned that rather than shifting responsibility onto 
HEPs, these reforms to DSA risk shifting more responsibility onto disabled students, 
reviving a burden the 1976 report explicitly identified fifty years ago. The report 
documents how disabled people seeking support are expected to “initiate much of the 
work themselves,”23 and face delays which result in wasted money, time and effort. 

 
20 Go Higher West Yorkshire (2025) Monitoring impact of Disabled Students Allowance changes. Available 
at: https://gohigherwestyorks.ac.uk/blog/monitoring-impact-of-disabled-students-allowance-changes/ 
(Accessed: 23 July 2026). 
 
21 Department for Education (2026) Assistive software funded through Disabled Students’ Allowance 
Government consultation. Available at: 
Assistive_software_funded_through_DSA_consultation_March_2026 
 
22 Disabled Students UK (2025) The 2025 Access Insights Report. Access Insights. 
 
23 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
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This same dynamic plays out in 2026, as disabled students are forced to chase up 
adjustments across complex administrative systems, constantly prove their needs, and 
manage breakdowns in communication in inconsistent bureaucratic systems. Michael, 
a Snowdon Trust grant recipient, is a blind PhD candidate who received funding for a 
new accessibility laptop. Michael reported that, prior to receiving his new laptop, he 
was provided one by his institution. When that laptop began to malfunction, however, 
the process to secure a new one was fraught with delays, stemming from what he 
describes as the university's “lack of urgency,”24 a modern illustration of the self-
advocacy burden the 1976 report criticised.  

Disabled Students UK’s Access Insights Report (2025) finds that most disabled 
students who disclose their disability have some form of individualised support agreed. 
However, only a minority (44%) report that all agreed adjustments have been 
implemented, showing that the gap between entitlement on paper and support in 
practice persists today.25 Beyond these individual administrative burdens, there is also 
a broader, sector-wide erosion of support to consider. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
HEPs drew heavily on remote technology, such as lecture recording. This access, 
however, is now being steadily withdrawn by many institutions. Returning to rigid, in-
person-only systems of learning has disproportionately harmed disabled students who 
had previously benefited from the more inclusive flexible learning systems.26 As 
previously discussed, when disabled students do not receive the support they need, it 
can result in missed teaching, ill health or isolation. It also places additional pressure 
on charities such as the Snowdon Trust, which are increasingly forced to turn away 
applicants with no other viable source of support because they are so heavily over-
subscribed. The 1976 report envisaged charities as a stopgap for a system that had not 
been fully realised, not as a permanent substitute for statutory provision fifty years on. 

In the Snowdon Trust’s view, this erosion of support is not, an unavoidable side effect of 
reform. Rather, it reflects an underlying pattern of cost-cutting as the primary tool. The 
1976 report concedes that “at the present time of economic stringency it is unlikely that 
a substantial increase will be made in the resources available for the disabled” but 
chooses to “broadly ignore this factor” in the hopes that the report “will still be valid by 
the time the economic situation improves.”27 Rather than the contemporary constraint 
that the authors envisaged, economic stringency has functioned over the past fifty 

 
24 Snowdon Trust (2025) Beyond Barriers: the Snowdon Trust Annual Review 2024-25, Available at: 
https://www.snowdontrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Annual-Report-2024-25.pdf (Accessed: 23 
July 2026) 
 
25 Disabled Students UK (2025) The 2025 Access Insights Report. Access Insights. 
 
26 Disabled Students UK (2025) The 2025 Access Insights Report. Access Insights. 
 
27 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
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years as a permanent rationale for not investing in disabled people's access. In 
particular, the proposed cuts to assistive software provision are driven by cost-based 
motives. For instance, the consultation proposes to limit eligibility for DSA-funded 
computers to students who require ‘demanding’ software, arguing that students who 
utilise ‘non-demanding’ software no longer require a high-specification device.28 As a 
Snowdon Trust panel member commented, “Cynically, SFE may be doing this whole 
exercise to obviate the need for a computer, which is a significant cost for them.”29 The 
Snowdon Trust recognises that as the numbers of disabled people in higher education 
grow, funding will become scarcer and thus it is inevitable that cuts will have to be 
made. It is not inevitable, however, that these cuts be made to vital forms of support. 
Rather than simply pulling the rug out from under disabled students, cuts should target 
inefficiencies in the system, making support work smarter to reduce the financial 
burden.  

Ultimately, these cost-cutting changes to DSA treat disabled students’ access as a low-
priority, adjustable expenditure item that flexes with the public finances, rather than as 
a baseline entitlement comparable to non-disabled students’ unimpeded access to 
education. To ensure that the needs of disabled students are prioritised, the 1976 
report recommends that disabled people be meaningfully represented “on the 
numerous official and private bodies who concern themselves with their welfare and 
particularly those government and local authority departments whose business 
extends beyond the affairs of the disabled.”30 Decisions should be made “in 
consultation with them, or better, by them in conjunction with the authorities.”31 This 
recommendation, however, has not been taken up, a failure which is reflected at all 
levels of government. In 2022, the Local Government’s National Census of local 
authority councillors found that only 15.5% of local councillors had a disability or a 
long-term health condition.32 In the 2019-2024 Parliamentary term, the Disability Policy 
Centre found that just 8 out of 650 Members of Parliament had declared a disability or a 

 
28 Department for Education (2026) Assistive software funded through Disabled Students’ Allowance 
Government consultation. Available at: 
Assistive_software_funded_through_DSA_consultation_March_2026 
 
29 Snowdon Trust (2026) Issues raised by panellists feeding into the Snowdon Trust response to DfE 
Assistive Technology consultation. Available at: Grant panel response to assistive software 
consultation.docx 
 
30 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
31 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
32 Local Government Association (2022) National census of local authority councillors 2022. Available at: 
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Councillors%27%20Census%202022%20-%20r
eport%20FINAL-210622.pdf (Accessed: 24 July 2026) 
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long-term health condition.33 This falls well below the national average: in 2023/24, 
disabled people accounted for 25% of the UK population. Without representation of 
disabled people in leadership roles, disabled students will continue to be sidelined by 
HEPs and by education policy. This is precisely why the Snowdon Trust created our 
Master’s Scholarship Programme. The Snowdon Master’s Scholarship aims to 
accelerate exceptional disabled students through master’s study and into becoming an 
outstanding leader, role model or pioneer in their area of expertise. We believe that the 
representation of disabled people in such roles is essential to the realisation of Lord 
Snowdon’s vision of integration.  

Beyond fiscal constraints, the Snowdon Trust is concerned by the physical and 
infrastructural barriers faced by disabled students. The 1976 report argues that many 
disabled children are segregated from mainstream primary and secondary education 
simply because the school building itself is not designed with their needs in mind. It 
recommends that it should be mandatory for all future educational buildings to be 
“totally accessible” for disabled people.34 The Snowdon Trust recognises that physical 
accessibility, for both primary/secondary educational buildings and HE buildings, has 
improved significantly since 1976, particularly due to their ‘reasonable adjustments’ 
responsibility under the Equality Act. However, as previously discussed, legal obligation 
does not always guarantee delivery. Disabled Students UK reports that, fifty years on, 
physical access remains a problem; disabled students continue to miss teaching due 
to inaccessible buildings, unsuitable teaching rooms, and timetabling that fails to 
account for their access needs. 21% of respondents to the Annual Disabled Student 
Survey 2025 say that they are not confident they could evacuate all university buildings 
safely in an emergency.35 Rebekka, a Snowdon Trust grant recipient, reported that some 
of the buildings on her university campus are inaccessible to her as a wheelchair user, 
and that the library's wheelchair lift is frequently broken. She described this as 
“isolating and exhausting.”36 Rebekka’s experience demonstrates the lack of 
accountability HEPs have to their Equality Act obligations, particularly in the case of 
physical/infrastructural accommodations, which are consistently violated; in the 

 
33 Disability Policy Centre (2022) Breaking Down Barriers: Improving Disabled Political Representation & 
Participation across the United Kingdom. Available at: 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/619e1d7a522f9748f55d6a17/t/6217a1260df6fb6a8f05dcfa/164
5715752837/Disabled+Representation+Paper+PDF.pdf (Accessed: 24 July 2026) 
 
34 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
35 Disabled Students UK (2025) The 2025 Access Insights Report. Access Insights. 
 
36 Snowdon Trust (2025) Beyond Barriers: the Snowdon Trust Annual Review 2024-25, Available at: 
https://www.snowdontrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Annual-Report-2024-25.pdf (Accessed: 23 
July 2026) 
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delays to fix broken facilities, in the failure to maintain them to a high standard, or 
simply in the failure to deliver them in the first place. Ultimately, these ongoing barriers 
demonstrate that the concerns raised in the 1976 report remain only partially resolved, 
with inaccessible environments continuing to exclude disabled students despite five 
decades of policy and legislative change. 

Education is just one sector in which the 1976 report sought to improve the integration 
of disabled people. Whilst the Snowdon Trust is concerned primarily by education, we 
recognise that without suitable housing, transport, and community, disabled students 
will struggle to thrive in their academic pursuits. As the 1976 report states, disabled 
people must receive “deliberately favoured treatment in every aspect and at every 
stage of their lives”37 in order to become fully integrated members of society, not just in 
their education. One pertinent example to illustrate the need for intersecting support 
networks for disabled students is accessible housing. Accessible housing functions as 
a precondition for participation by shaping whether a disabled student can fully engage 
with their course. If a student's accommodation does not accommodate for their 
needs, it can make basic tasks like getting to lectures on time physically and 
emotionally exhausting. For physically disabled students, for whom there is no suitable 
accommodation in proximity to their favoured institution, it can become a matter of 
considering second or third choice study options or not participate at all. Furthermore, 
inaccessible accommodation often segregates disabled students; if the standard 
accommodation is inaccessible, disabled students may be made to live apart from 
their non-disabled peers. Segregation can lead disabled students to feel isolated, 
contributing to poor mental health which can inhibit their ability to engage with their 
course. This is a key issue raised in the 1976 report, which notes the importance of 
integrated accessible housing to “help the disabled to feel part of the community.”38 
Fifty years on, it is clear that many of its recommendations for housing have not been 
seriously considered. The report found that in 1968/9, 31% of disabled people were 
considered to be in need of rehousing or substantial improvement to their existing 
accommodation.39 There was, however, no legislation at that time to “compel 
corporations to provide sufficient housing for the disabled and to prevent the 
construction...of any environment from which they are excluded.”40 

 
37 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
38 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
39 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
40 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
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Today, legislation does exist to compel such provision, but it is weak and impartial. For 
disabled students, both HEPs and private landlords are legally required under the 
Equality Act to make reasonable adjustments to accommodate their needs, and this 
applies whether a student lives in university-owned halls of residence or in housing 
rented from a private landlord. The duty, however, is not a design standard. It requires 
providers to respond to a specific disabled person’s needs once identified, rather than 
mandating that a fixed proportion be built as accessible in advance. This discretion, 
once again, creates room for delays or failure to deliver on legal obligations, forcing 
disabled students to “make a fuss”41 to enforce their own rights. Many disabled 
students report paying more for housing that meets their needs. If they cannot afford to 
do so, the alternative is accepting unsuitable housing that compromises on safety, 
independence, or wellbeing. For many disabled students, unsuitable housing simply 
isn’t an option, leaving them unable to continue with their course or to enrol in the first 
place. 

The Snowdon Trust finds first-hand evidence of this failure when, each year, a 
significant proportion of grant applications relate to accessible accommodation: 12% 
in 2025, 11% in 2024 and 18% in 2023. The majority of these cases fall within the 
expected remit of universities. In 2024, for example, 52% of accommodation requests 
that should have been met by institutions were refused or only partially supported, 
forcing students to seek charitable funding. The 1976 report found that, in 1968/9, 31% 
of disabled people were considered to be in need of rehousing or substantial 
improvement to their existing accommodation.42 The failure to create mechanisms of 
accountability and enforcement mechanisms for the provision of accessible 
accommodation means that, in 2026, many disabled students still face the same 
reality. 

Alongside housing, another sector which the 1976 report highlights is transport. It found 
that the disabled “are not fully integrated in any areas of transportation,” and is 
“doubtful if this aim will ever be achieved.” This doubt is couched largely in economic 
concerns; for example, improvements to railways (such as access to carriages and lifts 
at stations) are described as “of a long-term nature” because of their costly nature. The 
report recommends that “when the economic situation improves central government 
funds should be made available...to the railways to enable them to carry out the 
necessary widespread improvements to stations.” Once again, the ‘economic 
stringency’ argument is drawn upon to justify delays to vital access for disabled people. 

 
41 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
42 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
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In the last fifty years, significant steps have been taken to improve the accessibility of 
transport. Nonetheless, there are some notable similarities between the findings of the 
report and the issues which disabled people continue to raise today. The 1976 report 
recommends that wheelchair ramps should be installed at local stations; according to 
the National Centre for Accessible Transport (NCAT), 43% of respondents to a 2024 
survey of 1,195 disabled people found step-free access to be difficult or inaccessible at 
stations. Similarly, the 1976 report documents the problem of “inconveniently placed 
bollards, lamp posts and other street furniture”; the NCAT survey found that this is a 
barrier for 59% of respondents that walk, wheel, cycle or scoot. The report also 
recommends that steps be taken to improve toilet facilities for disabled people on 
trains/coaches and at stations/transport stops; 33% of the NCAT survey respondents 
said accessible toilets are unavailable or poor quality. Taken together, this evidence 
paints a clear picture: the barriers that disabled people experience continue to create 
access inequality, and that not enough has been done to remedy this failure in the last 
fifty years.  

For disabled students, a lack of accessible transport limits their ability to engage with 
their course. A journey that takes a non-disabled student minutes can take an hour or 
more once the access barriers discussed above are factored in; this directly affects 
attendance and engagement with course requirements that other students take for 
granted. Furthermore, dealing with inaccessible transport can add an additional layer 
of cognitive strain on top of academic demands, causing stress and contributing to 
poor mental health and wellbeing. The higher cost of accessible transport options can 
also constitute a significant financial barrier.  

Starting in September 2025, the rules for getting travel costs funded through DSA were 
tightened. Where previously a needs assessor’s recommendation was sufficient 
evidence, the update requires specific medical evidence demonstrating that a 
student’s disability makes it difficult or unsafe for them to use public transport or 
otherwise get to their course/placement independently. Again, this change places the 
administrative burden onto the student, who is required to ‘prove’ their disability in 
order to access support, rather than the burden falling on institutions or transport 
providers to provide accessible services. Just as ‘economic stringency’ was used in 
1976 to defer responsibility for structural change, the evidence requirement defers 
responsibility onto the individual student who must now navigate the lengthy, complex 
process of getting medical evidence before support can be confirmed.  

Another statutory system which is not effectively supporting disabled students is the 
NHS Wheelchair Service. This service should provide essential mobility equipment, yet 
it often does not meet disabled students’ needs due to stringent eligibility criteria, a 
limited range of equipment, and long delays. The 1976 report documents how, in 
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Britain, “outmoded, out-dated and sometimes medieval equipment”43 was being 
provided, even when medical/technological advances had been made. This remains 
the case today for many disabled students; those who require powered or specialist 
equipment to navigate across large campuses are deemed not eligible because they 
can walk a few steps, or are offered equipment that is unsuitable for their academic or 
daily living requirements. These failures have direct implications for participation: when 
a student’s mobility is compromised, they will struggle to engage with their course, 
leading to lower attainment and increased risk of non-completion. As a result, students 
are forced to seek charitable support for equipment in order to study. With funding from 
the Motability Foundation, the Snowdon Trust offers enhanced mobility equipment 
grants for disabled students. M is a PhD student studying in the field of Biochemistry. M 
needed a custom-built wheelchair but wasn’t eligible through the NHS, Disabled 
Students Allowance, Access to Work, or their university. Through the Snowdon Trust 
and Motability Foundation grant, M finally received the wheelchair adaptations. As a 
result, they were able to safely attend a conference in Japan: “I gained the freedom to 
go to an academic conference as a professional-looking scientist who just happens to 
be sat down.” Whilst the Snowdon Trust is proud to support students like M through our 
mobility grants, the delays and multiple failed avenues of support M navigated 
illustrates yet again how responsibility is displaced onto disabled people when 
statutory systems do not deliver.  

The central insight of the 1976 report was that the exclusion of disabled people is a 
matter of social and environmental design and that given “understanding, co-ordination 
and resources”44 there is “no reason” why a great improvement should not be achieved 
in the following years, providing that the social and political will is there. This insight 
remains correct, but its faith in the pace and permanence of change turns out to have 
been optimistic. Fifty years on, entitlement without enforcement has proven fragile, 
particularly under the conditions of “economic stringency”45 that the report’s own 
authors anticipated but hoped would be temporary.  

The Snowdon Trust therefore recommends three areas for action. First, the coordinator 
role recommended in 1976 should be implemented with the authority to match its 
responsibility: a senior, adequately resourced position in every HEP with the power to 
monitor and compel delivery of agreed adjustments, rather than the advisory, under-

 
43 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
44 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
 
45 Working Party on Integration of the Disabled (1976) Integrating the Disabled: Report of the Snowdon 
Working Party. National Fund for Research into Crippling Diseases. 
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resourced function it has become. Second, government and HEPs should recognise 
that the anticipatory duty to make reasonable adjustments places the burden of 
delivery on institutions, not on disabled students. Reasonable adjustments should be 
implemented proactively and monitored systematically, rather than depending on 
students to chase for support they are legally entitled to. Thirdly, the 1976 
recommendation that disabled people be represented in the bodies that make 
decisions about them should finally be acted upon, through formal mechanisms such 
as mandated disabled representation on DfE consultation panels and HEP governance 
structures. None of these recommendations are new -- each restates or updates an ask 
the 1976 report made fifty years ago. That they still need making is itself the clearest 
evidence of how much of Lord Snowdon’s ambitious vision remains unfinished. 

 

Top three improvements 

• Legal protections and rights- the Equality Act (2010) created enforceable rights 
for disabled people that did not exist in 1976.  

• Financial support- the creation of Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) has 
helped to overcome the financial barriers to higher education created by 
disability related need, fulfilling a core recommendation of the 1976 report. 

• Social attitudes- in 1976, disabled people were viewed predominantly through a 
medical gaze and often treated as second class citizens, segregated from the 
rest of society. Today, social tolerance and understanding of disability has 
improved, progress tied to the report’s recommendation that disabled people be 
integrated into mainstream education.  

 

Top three outstanding issues 

• Lack of accountability- the Equality Act (2010) lacks clear enforcement and 
monitoring mechanisms, leading to a lack of institutional accountability and 
failure to delivery on legal obligations 

• Economic stringency- the changes to DSA over the last two decades have 
steadily reduced the provision of support and the funding available to disabled 
students, undermining the very motivation behind its creation.  

• Institutional discretion- access for disabled students is being increasingly 
delegated to the discretion of HEPs, who lack a properly resourced, senior 
member of staff or team who are responsible for arranging it, a core 
recommendation of the 1976 report that has been left unfulfilled in the last fifty 
years.
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