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Context
Although the experience of disabled Postgraduate Research (PGR) students has not been widely researched, existing evidence addresses common misconceptions about the barriers disabled PGRs experience and their need for support. Hence, it is often thought that disabled PGR students do not need support at this level of education, either because they are aware of their support needs and have developed coping strategies during their previous years in Higher Education (HE) or because they do not need support if they made it to PGR/PhD level (Farrar, 2006). However, this does not reflect the dynamic nature of disability, meaning that some students may become disabled later in life (see McKinney and Swartz, 2020) or the fact that PGR studies have different requirements compared to other levels of studies and acquired copying strategies may not be applicable to this stage. 
Existing evidence demonstrates that there are significant barriers preventing disabled PGR students from accessing relevant support, including the misconceptions mentioned above. Other barriers include unclear information or lack of awareness about the support and adjustments available (Redpath et al., 2013; Lane, 2017) as it is not always clear if existing HE support systems are available for PGR students (Disabled Students UK, 2023). However, even when disabled PGR students are aware of disability support available to them, they are not always able to access adequate support and services (Spier and Natalier, 2023), particularly in comparison to their undergraduate peers as many of these services tend to be targeted towards undergraduate and taught students (Disabled Students UK, 2023). 
At Glasgow Caledonian University (GCU) there is a recognition of the importance of promoting inclusion and accessibility for disabled PGRs and efforts to do so are reflected in recent and future actions such as the Baseline Standards for inclusive practice, and the current guidance for Reasonable Adjustments for PGR Examinations. 

This guidance provides a comprehensive framework to promote inclusive practice for PGRs aiming to support this diverse body of students, prioritising Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles that benefit all students. This includes suggestions for reasonable adjustments that would be necessary when inclusive practice cannot meet the specific needs of disabled PGRs. This guidance has a specific focus on examinations, particularly RDC2 and viva voce examinations, in compliance with the UK Equality Act 2010. 

Legal Framework
Under the Equality Act 2010, higher education institutions have a legal duty to make reasonable adjustments for disabled students. This includes students with: 
· Physical or mental impairments that have substantial and long-term adverse effects on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities 
· Invisible disabilities, neurodivergences, and chronic illnesses 
· Multiple impairments or conditions 
 
Therefore, according to the guidelines of the Equality Act (2010), educational institutions such as Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), have a duty to make reasonable adjustments to avoid discrimination against disabled students. HEIs also have a duty to make anticipatory arrangements to remove barriers from their institutions that could prevent the participation of disabled students (Kendall, 2016; Bunbury, 2020). This approach comes with the aim of reducing the focus on reasonable adjustments and prioritising the removal of structural barriers to education (Office for Students, 2019).  

Universal Design for Learning and Reasonable Adjustments  
Reasonable adjustments are an essential part of disability inclusion (Sachs and Schreuer, 2011; Oliver, 2013); however, universal approaches to inclusion are gaining relevance due to their positive influence on the experiences of disabled students in HE (Newman et al., 2021). UDL focuses on promoting broader opportunities for inclusion by considering how educational practice can be designed to address the wide range of diverse human needs, instead of only focusing on individual adjustments (McGuire, Scott and Shaw, 2003; Hays and Handler, 2020). As a framework, UDL aims to provide students with different means of Engagement, Representation and Action and Expression as standard practice (CAST, 2018). Thus, UDL is characterised by promoting proactive and anticipatory strategies for educational inclusion, aiming to foresee and respond to students’ needs (Dolmage, 2017). As a result, UDL aligns with the anticipatory duty that HE Institutions have under the Equality Act (2010) to make anticipatory arrangements to eliminate barriers that could prevent the full participation of disabled students (Kendall, 2016; Bunbury, 2020). 

Reasonable adjustments must be discussed on an individual base, as necessary, with each PGR student who is disabled, neurodivergent or chronically ill. PGR students who may need reasonable adjustments during their studies are encouraged to contact the Disability Team to further discuss their support while at GCU. Current regulations cover reasonable adjustments for examinations such as the RDC2 and the viva voce examinations. More specifically, the RDC2 and RDC5 forms ask PGR students if they have discussed their support and reasonable adjustments with the Disability team and are encouraged to do so ahead of their examinations. As part of the PGR journey annual and monthly reports offer a valuable opportunity to discuss and review the implementation of adjustments. 
The aim of this guidance is to provide a framework that helps promoting inclusive practice at pre-doctoral level while offering a comprehensive, but not exhaustive, list of examples of reasonable adjustments that PGR students may need during their RDC2 and viva voce examinations. This list is intended to provide examples of potential reasonable adjustments that could support disabled PGR students and is intended to be used by students, supervisors and other members of the academic community. Some of the recommendations/adjustments on this list, as relevant, will be incorporated into the adjustments covered by Recommended Adjustments Pages (RAPs)  and the support disabled PGRs can discuss when they meet with a Disability Adviser. However, this list is open to modifications and will be updated as necessary.  

It is also worth noting again that this is not an exhaustive list and adjustments that are not covered here can and should be discussed and implemented as necessary. Additionally, while it is desirable that disabled PGRs have a RAP in place before their examinations, it is important to note that the university has a duty to implement reasonable adjustments as soon as it is reasonable to expect that the university knows that a student is disabled and is disadvantaged. RAPs are an administrative tool which helps communicate the needs of disabled students, but they are not a necessary requirement to implement reasonable adjustments, and the absence of a RAP may not be a legal defence for the failure to make a reasonable adjustment. 

Additional opportunities to encourage student’s engagement with the Disability Team aim to ensure adjustments are discussed in advance of these milestones; however, there may be cases in which, due to the student’s personal circumstances, reasonable adjustments may have to be made without the support of a RAP. In this case, the timeframe and resources available may need to be considered to determine the if it is reasonable to implement the adjustment or if other steps should be followed, such as rescheduling the examination. 
The Disability Team is available for discussion at any point of this stage to advice on inclusive practice and reasonable adjustments. Students and staff are encouraged to contact the Disability Team if they wish to discuss strategies for inclusive practice and specific adjustments. However, if unsure about the effectiveness, feasibility or suitability of some of these arrangements or adjustments the Disability Manager must be contacted for advice. 
This guidance includes two different categories: Category A - Standard Good Practice and Category B - Routine Individual Adjustments. 

Category A: Standard Good Practice Adjustments - Universal Design Principles for Inclusive Examinations 
These strategies represent good practice and should be available to all students without the need for formal disclosure or assessment. Many of these align with UDL principles.

The Universal Design Approach 
Universal design creates an inclusive examination environment that benefits all students, regardless of whether they have disclosed a disability. By implementing these practices as standard, the University: 
· Reduces barriers for all students 
· Minimises stigma associated with requesting adjustments 
· Decreases the administrative burden of individual adjustment arrangements 
· Creates a more equitable and supportive examination experience 
· Demonstrates institutional commitment to inclusion 
· Standard Inclusive Practices 
 
These should be offered to all students as standard practice 
Pre-Viva Preparation 
· Discussing accommodation needs as matter of course with all students 
· Offering both online and in-person viva options 
· Student presentation format (10 minutes on thesis before discussion) as standard 
· Mock viva opportunities for all students 
· Clear written information about the viva process and what to expect 
· Information about the examination room and who will be present 
· Allow the student to share a list of questions with any concerns they might have before the viva. These concerns should be discussed as part of the adjustments’ implementation process. 
· Standardised pre-viva support and preparation. 
 
Examination Structure 
· Pre-scheduled breaks offered as standard (e.g., after 90 minutes) 
· Quiet space provision before and during examinations for all students 
· Clear explanation of process and expectations at the beginning 
· Avoidance of ambiguous phrasing and multi-part questions as standard practice 
· Written summary of outcomes and next steps for all students 
· Clear signposting of examination stages and transitions 
 
Communication Standards 
· Clear, unambiguous language use 
· Concrete rather than metaphorical expressions 
· Appropriate pace of questioning with thinking time 
· One question at a time, allowing complete responses 
· Verbal indication of examination transitions and completion 
· Permission to ask for clarification or repetition without penalty 
 
Environmental Standards 
· Accessible venues with appropriate lighting and temperature control 
· Adequate space for students to organise materials 
· Suitable seating arrangements 
· Minimal background noise and distractions 

 Environmental and Scheduling Adjustments 
On campus examinations
· Accessible room with appropriate lighting and seating arrangements 
· Option to visit and familiarise with the examination room beforehand 
· Quiet space to wait before the examination and during breaks 
· Sufficient table space and time to organise materials 
 
Online examinations
· Provide options of accessible online platforms (Zoom/Teams) 
· Option to use of captions or transcription 
· Option to provide questions written via the chat function
· Options to discuss hybrid set up 

Break and Timing Adjustments 
· Standard breaks during the viva (no specific time limit regulations) 
· Pre-scheduled rest breaks at agreed intervals 
· Additional breaks on request 
· Recognition that PGR examinations should be 'open-ended' and a length cannot always be pre-determined; however, an indication of anticipated length could be provided

Category B: Routine Individual Adjustments 
Informed by the students RAP or requested via relevant RDC forms. Some request might need additional approval from RDC or AD PGR. 

Communication and Language Support 
· Advance briefing for examiners on the nature/impact of disability (focusing on adjustments needed, not the disability itself) 
· Use of unambiguous language and concrete terms 
· Avoidance of metaphorical language 
· Permission to provide extra clarification or redirection of questions 
· Presentation and participation Adjustments 
· Option for online or in-person examination mode 
· Permission to bring food/drink or monitor medical conditions 
· Use of ergonomic furniture or specialist seating 
· Use of fidgeting tools 
· Material and Format Adjustments 
· Use of personal assistive technology 
· Access to whiteboards, mind maps, diagrams, and prompt cards/notes for visual presentation of ideas 
· Providing main questions or a list of areas of the thesis that will be discussed in advance (one hour/half an hour before the viva). 
· Alternative vivas such as written vivas (including by email) 
 
Support Personnel 
· Presence of supporter/support worker/note taker 
· BSL interpreter or specialist communication mentor 
· Advocate or support person for moral support and anxiety management 
· Personal assistant or sighted guide (with clear boundaries on participation) 
 
Environmental and Scheduling Adjustments 
· Consider factors such as the impact of the student’s condition/medication on scheduling of the viva 
· Specific room accessibility requirements: ergonomic chair, temperature requirements, lighting requirements, etc. 
· Decide on alternative viva days (fluctuating symptoms) 
· Option to meet examiners informally before the viva or consider providing the student with introductory information about the examiners before the viva 
· The chair or examiners might need to prompt break times outwith scheduled times if the student is particularly anxious. 
· Examiners to use a microphone
· Scheduling at specific times of day (considering medication effects or optimal functioning periods) 
· Option regarding cameras on or off

Example of Disability-Specific Adjustments
Whilst universal design principles form the foundation of inclusive practice, some students may require additional specific adjustments. A comprehensive bank of disability-specific adjustments is being developed separately to support implementation. Below is an illustrative example:

Autism Spectrum Conditions (ASC)/Neurodivergent Students - Example Adjustments
In addition to universal design practices, students with ASC may benefit from:
Pre-Examination:
· Detailed written explanation of viva process including social conventions and unwritten rules
· Opportunity to meet examiners beforehand via video call (brief, non-academic introduction)
· Written list of broad thematic areas to be questioned, provided in advance
· Opportunity to visit the examination room in advance to familiarise with the space
During the Examination:
· Room setup to avoid direct face-to-face positioning (e.g., seating at an angle)
· Awareness of sensory sensitivities (lighting levels, background noise)
· Extra clear verbal indicators such as:
· "The viva will start when I ask you the next question"
· "This is the last question"
· "The viva is now over and you can leave the room"
Communication:
· Extra preparation to rephrase questions in concrete, literal terms if needed
· Gentle redirection/prompting if student strays significantly off-topic
· Understanding that eye contact patterns may be different
· Recognition that responses may focus on detail rather than broader themes whilst still demonstrating knowledge

If request adjustments are not covered by this guidance, please contact the Disability Manager for further advice. 

Key Stakeholders and Responsibilities
Student Responsibilities
· Early engagement with Disability Services (ideally at least 8 weeks before examination)
· Clear communication of adjustment needs
· Participation in mock vivas when required or recommended

Disability Services Responsibilities
· Assessment of student needs and supporting evidence
· Recommendation of appropriate adjustments based on assessment
· Liaison with Registry and Academic Disability Coordinators (PGR)
· Maintenance of the disability-specific adjustments bank

Registry
· Implementation of Category A & B adjustments
· Communication of adjustments to examination committee in a timely manner
· Coordination with Disability Services for complex cases
· Ensuring examiner briefings focus on adjustments needed, not disability details
· Monitoring and quality assurance of adjustment implementation

Examination Committee Responsibilities
· Implementation of agreed adjustments during examination
· Technical setup testing in advance (particularly for online vivas)
· Adherence to inclusive examination principles and universal design practices
· Focus on academic standards whilst accommodating needs
· Professional approach to adjustments as normal practice

Academic Supervisors
· Encouraging students to engage with Disability Services early in their studies
· Supporting students in preparation for vivas, including mock vivas
· Liaison with Registry and Disability Services as appropriate
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