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Chapter 12 

Disability, diversity and inclusive placement learning 
Stephanie Brewster and David Thompson 

Introduction 

In the United Kingdom, Government reports (Wilson, 2012) have recommended that work 

experience be made a key part of university education to furnish students with relevant skills 

that will enhance employment prospects. It is our experience that  Students see the 

importance of practical experience sought by potential employers who participate willingly in 

the employability agenda currently dominating higher education.  For many students, going 

on placement or work experience forms a significant part of their degree studies and one that 

helps either cement or inform their career aspirations.   

Within an increasingly diverse university population, it is pertinent to ask whether the 

benefits of placement learning – namely the enhancement of employability and subsequent 

access to the labour market – are equally accessible to all. Disabled students, for example, 

may experience barriers not only when undertaking a placement but also when later seeking 

employment, although many such challenges can be shared by other students, such as those 

who commute to university, have paid employment already, or have caring responsibilities. 

In this chapter the authors draw on the findings of their own research and use the ‘Capability 

Approach’ to consider this broad range of student circumstances and their experiences of 

going on placement. The Capability Approach was developed by economist and philosopher, 

Amartya Sen, in the 1980s, to analyse issues related to standards of living and welfare; it 

offers a consideration of social justice, quality of life and well-being. Sen and other authors 

have discussed what the Capability Approach might offer to our understanding of education, 

employment, diversity, and disability, amongst many other social concerns.  The Capability 

Approach provides a theoretical perspective that recognises the assets and limitations that all 

students possess; it takes account of diversity and lends itself to consideration of issues such 

as disability, gender and race, and other groups who may be marginalised.  Through this lens, 

the chapter takes a critical stance towards traditional conceptions of employability and 

proposes a wider conceptualisation of placement towards students’ capacity for meaningful 

engagement with and contribution to society.  We argue that personal experiences of, for 

example, disability or juggling multiple demands on one’s time, while challenging for a 
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student embarking on a placement, can also enhance their own learning and that of the 

placement setting itself.   

 

Employability and placement learning in higher education  

Employability can be defined as ‘having the capability to gain initial employment, maintain 

employment, and gain new employment if required’ (Hillage and Pollard, 1998: 1). There has 

been a growing discourse on the value and appropriateness of employability and work-based 

learning (WBL) at the levels of both policy and practice (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006). 

There are different models of work-based learning: at one end of the spectrum, students 

become learners at work and the placement ‘services’ the academic course; at the other end 

the focus is on the needs of employers and employees.   

However, it should be acknowledged that employability is a contested concept that can be 

manipulated according to different ideologies; for example, it is mostly determined by the 

labour market, rather than by individuals based on their skills and experiences (Brown et al., 

2003).  One critique of WBL is that it represents a simplistic utilitarianism, leading to an 

education system that merely services the employment market and is subservient to a purely 

vocational argument where everything is defined only in relation to work (Hyland, 2001; also 

Boden and Nedeva, 2010). Policies are driven by governments’ neo-liberal agendas, with 

universities having to respond with a greater emphasis on acknowledging and accrediting 

WBL and monitoring trends in employment destinations for graduates, resulting in 

universities losing their autonomy. A further caveat is that WBL ‘is potentially limiting if the 

opportunities provided by the workplace do not form a good match to learners’ 

aspirations…trapping the learner into an employer-driven or instrumental agenda’ (Lester and 

Costley, 2010: 569). Furthermore, some students may be encouraged to work uncritically and 

to other people’s agendas, rather than their own lived experiences as individuals with 

particular needs and aspirations.  Too often WBL is still viewed in terms of honing specific 

skill-sets and achieving competencies, rather than the development of meta-cognition that 

enables people to become independent learners and workers. 

Contrary to the disadvantages, ‘there is significant anecdotal evidence about the efficacy of 

work experience in general and of embedded work placements in particular’ (Blackwell et 

al., 2001: 270). It is argued that placements bestow significant benefits on both the students 

and the organisation. Advantages include easier transition into employment, a stronger 
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vocational identity and increasing self-confidence. Similarly, ‘authentic work experience 

contextualises learning, has a strong influence on graduate employment, and should be 

integrated into course curricula wherever possible’ (Pegg et al., 2012: 45).  

The value of WBL can be significant and ‘a catalyst for personal growth’ (Lester and 

Costley, 2010).  Further benefits include improved academic performance and better 

employment outcomes such as higher starting salaries. The conclusion is that universities 

should provide undergraduates with more than academic qualifications, to allow them to 

compete for employment appropriate for their level of skills and abilities; work placements 

play an important role in achieving this (Brooks and Youngson, 2014). Others (Rae, 2007) 

see employability as a priority for higher education which needs to be embedded within the 

curriculum (Yorke, 2004). Going further than this, Cranmer (2006:183) argues ‘it would 

surely make sense for universities to redirect some of their resources from classroom-based 

initiatives seeking to develop employability skills to increasing employment-based training 

and/or employer involvement in courses, which were found to positively affect immediate 

graduate prospects’. 

Question for discussion 

How important is embedding employability in higher education, and what should it look like? 

Consider what skills are likely to be expected of graduates by employers both now and in the 

future. 

 

Disability and diversity 

The UK higher education system was designed originally for the privileged minority of 

white, male middle/upper-class non-disabled students, but is now expected to engage with a 

much more diverse student population. This diversity encompasses many ‘non-traditional’ 

students such as those who are the first in their family to attend university, part-time students, 

mature students and those who are disabled. The underpinnings of equality and diversity are 

ethical, the case for inclusion of a diverse population being a matter of social justice. A 

commitment to fairness and social justice would suggest that universities have a 

responsibility not only to allow access to this newly diverse population but to meet their 

complex and differing needs rather than merely assimilate them into the existing system. This 

is the basis for the development of inclusive practice in higher education. While disability can 

be viewed simply as but one dimension of this diversity, this neglects the lived experience of 
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impairment of disabled individuals, and inclusive practice alone is not going to meet the often 

very specific needs of students with certain impairments. 

Officially, the term ‘disability’ includes physical, mental and sensory impairments and health 

conditions which adversely affect day-to-day living in the long term (Equality Act 2010), but 

it is widely recognised that many students, e.g. those with specific learning difficulties, or 

who are deaf or who have mental health problems, do not relate to the label ‘disabled’. It is 

currently regarded, nevertheless, as a useful term in establishing legal entitlement of certain 

individuals to certain ‘reasonable adjustments’, such as provision of funding for assistive 

software or sign language interpreters.  

Figures released in 2019 (HESA, 2019) show that there are record numbers of students 

disclosing disabilities to their university in the United Kingdom. While 13 per cent of 

entrants are disabled, this is thought to be an underestimate and there are concerns that this is 

still below the proportion of working-age adults with a disability.  There are therefore calls 

for universities to increase their intake of disabled applicants and to improve support for 

disabled students (Skidmore, 2019). Interestingly, significant change has occurred in the 

proportion of students reporting a mental health condition, which in England has increased 

from 1.4 per cent in 2012-13 to 3.5 per cent in 2017-2018. Thorley (2017) confirms this 

trend: nearly five times as many students as 10 years ago disclosed a mental health condition 

to their university. 

Disabled people experience disadvantage in the labour market: they are more likely to be 

unemployed than non-disabled people, are more likely to experience barriers to training 

opportunities and to employment, and once in work are likely to be paid less than non-

disabled people (Smith, 2016). The proportion of disabled people with no qualifications was 

nearly three times that of non-disabled people in 2015/16 (Papworth Trust, 2018). Although 

successfully graduating from University does confer some advantage in subsequent 

employment, similar disparities persist to some extent when we consider disabled people with 

a degree. Smith (2016) states bluntly that a graduate with a work-limiting disability is more 

likely not to have a job compared to an unqualified person with no disability. 

For these reasons, universities clearly need to improve the employability of disabled 

graduates. But as already indicated, the student population is diverse and there are other 

groups that are potentially disadvantaged in employability and employment. Moores et al. 

(2017:9) found that Black and Asian students derived greater positive effects than white 
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students from work experience during their degree programme: ‘placements are important for 

both career and degree outcomes, particularly for students with certain demographic 

characteristics and prior performance profiles […]. Higher Education Institutions need to 

invest in resources to motivate hard-to-reach groups and in particular students who enter 

university with weaker prior achievement’.  

Clearly there is a moral and legal imperative to make reasonable adjustments for disabled 

students and to make provision for all students more inclusive; and there is evidence to 

suggest that HE continues to make progress towards closing gaps between the experiences of 

disabled and non-disabled student populations. But this may not be the case for the settings 

students find themselves in while on placement. Furthermore, many issues faced by a diverse 

range of students are not matters of legal compliance: for example, commuting long 

distances, or having dependent family members. The research carried out by the authors goes 

beyond matters of what the equality legislation requires and considers the complexity of 

many students’ lives and how this affects their placement learning experiences. 

Questions for discussion 

To what extent are individual students able to make the most of their university experience 

given their personal circumstances?  

How should universities take such circumstances into account? 

 

Background to the authors’ research on placement experiences 

The principles of inclusive practice involve anticipating the needs of a diverse student 

population, such that a more level playing field regarding opportunity for success is created. 

A placement differs inherently from typical, classroom/campus-based study, in which almost 

all parameters of the physical and social learning environment are carefully controlled by 

tutors to maximise student learning; the core element of placement learning is inevitably not 

in the control of module tutors. 

As academic tutors and researchers specialising in disability support, inclusive practice, 

employability and placement learning, the authors had become increasingly concerned by the 

challenges being reported by some of our students. Our understanding of their circumstances 

and the kind of support they would benefit from felt limited, and much of the existing 

research literature seemed incomplete. We therefore set out to research our own students’ 
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experiences and perspectives, underpinned by an understanding of student diversity 

encompassing disability as but one aspect of the student experience. 

Based in our subject area of academic studies in Education, our research investigated the 

perceptions of students before and after going on a placement of their own choosing in their 

second year. Although we were interested in disabled students, we also wanted to hear from 

those with other circumstances that could create potential barriers to successful placement. 

We also considered the opinions of a range of university staff involved in supporting 

placement learning, employability, disability support and inclusion more generally. Our data 

were drawn from 98 survey responses and seven interviews with students, and four 

interviews and two focus groups with a total of 15 staff. 

Analysis of our data showed that although a number of concerns were shared by many 

students, those who revealed disability or health-related issues were often more worried about 

their placement situation than those who had no such issues. It appeared that for disabled 

students, there was a more complex process of interaction between factors (whether personal, 

environmental or to do with resources) affecting how opportunities could result in desired 

outcomes. This perspective is explored in more detail below, using the Capability Approach. 

 

Framing the student placement experience: the Capability Approach (CA) 

CA makes a distinction between two key concepts, which are illustrated with examples 

related to placement learning: 

 achievements or outcomes (called ‘functionings’ in the CA) which are valued, e.g. 

being in paid employment, being employable, being literate and educated, 

participating in community, attending placements, caring for children, going to 

university. While many are ends in themselves, some may also be instrumental to 

other outcomes e.g. employability is valuable mainly if you actually want to get a job. 

 freedoms or opportunities (called ‘capabilities’ in the CA) to achieve those 

outcomes from which an individual can choose, e.g. job opportunities, travel, work 

experience, family life. The concept of opportunity refers to the individual having the 

personal ability, resources, practical means and knowledge required to achieve 

outcomes and the social/economic/physical environment are such that they could do 

so, not just the absence of something preventing the individual from doing something. 
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For example, the placement module is only a real opportunity if a student is in a 

position to take it up: they have sufficient health, the means of transport, and access to 

appropriate settings, etc. 

Opportunity is a multi-level concept; opportunities can lead to outcomes, which in turn 

support the development of further opportunities. For example, placement opportunities lead 

to employability which can result in a greater number of job opportunities. The majority of 

students who completed our survey before going on placement, wanted the opportunity to 

gain experience, knowledge, skills and confidence in relation to working in a professional 

setting relevant to their career aspirations. Reflecting on what they achieved afterwards, 

interviewees commented on increased self-knowledge and confidence in their abilities; they 

clarified or refined their career choices and were able to connect their academic learning to 

real world settings. 

There is great diversity in the potential of different individuals to convert opportunities into 

outcomes. Sen’s classic example is the bicycle. Simply owning the resource of a bicycle is 

not enough to achieve the benefits of getting around by bike; you also need cycling skills, 

smooth roads and the confidence and motivation to cycle. Likewise, an educational resource 

such as a placement opportunity will not yield the same outcomes for all students: for some it 

might result in increased confidence, skills, and employment choices; others may, for a 

variety of reasons, gain little in terms of personal development, employability or options for 

employment in the future.  

Students experience many factors which might affect the likelihood of outcomes connected to 

a placement being achieved. In considering how disability can result from such factors, Mitra 

(2006) categorises them into three groups: personal/internal, environmental/external and 

resources. Below we illustrate these categories with examples that go beyond the case of 

disability:  

1. Personal/internal characteristics. For example, gender, health, sex, dis/ability, 

intelligence. A student who experiences anxiety attacks may not be able to achieve the same 

level of employability from placement opportunities because anxiety limits their ability to 

participate and learn effectively while there. This might also apply to lack of confidence, and 

competing personal commitments.  

For disabled students, the very nature of their impairment (e.g. severe visual impairment) 

may be disabling, but some may be able to choose whether to make others aware of this. 
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Considerable attention has been paid in the literature to the issue of disclosure of disability. 

Our findings endorse those of Cunnah (2015) regarding the salience for students of disclosure 

of disability in a placement context; our research showed students taking a range of responses 

to this choice. Many were aware of the advantages of disclosure since individual adjustments 

can only be made when a student tells their university or placement setting about their 

impairment. This positive view of disclosure was expressed by students for whom it is a 

helpful way to establish that they will receive appropriate support and adjustments. For the 

placement providers, it enables them to prepare for and make such adjustments. But there are 

also challenges to be acknowledged. Some disabled students had decided not to disclose a 

condition prior to placement, and those with ‘hidden’ conditions would have the option to 

continue to withhold this information. Before their placement commences, some students 

may have limited insight into both their own strengths and limitations and into the 

requirements of the placement environment (Botham and Nicholson, 2014). Like Cunnah’s 

(2015) research participants some students in our research reported only disclosing those 

medical conditions they deemed less stigmatising, i.e. not mental health or behaviour-related 

impairments. It is widely recognised that ‘a stigma remains around mental ill health and 

students may feel uncomfortable or worry about being discriminated against if they declare a 

condition’ (OfS, 2019: 4).  Thus for some students, a very strategic decision is taken 

regarding what and whether to disclose and to whom, with official numbers likely to be a 

considerable underestimate. 

Aside from disability, other personal characteristics that may affect a student’s ability to 

engage fully in a placement include interpersonal skills, information-seeking skills, basic 

health and wellbeing, their level of literacy and education.  In fact, the most prominent theme 

arising from our research was encapsulated by one student in their comment, “It’s all about 

confidence”. Although levels of anxiety were greatly heightened for some students with 

identified mental health concerns, the theme of confidence was relevant for many students. A 

willingness to tackle the unfamiliar, and to accept feelings of anxiety in the process, is a key 

way to develop confidence and learn strategies for managing fears and stress. Although it 

may create discomfort for some students, removal of all uncertainties is not only impossible 

but also undesirable in that normative stress levels and coping mechanisms to deal with them 

could be regarded as part of students’ personal development that ultimately leads to increased 

confidence and skill levels. However, there is a balance to be struck in giving students the 

space to take responsibility for their own learning and development, with an appropriate level 
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of support and intervention in such a way that it does not inadvertently disempower the 

student. Availability of support from the university, and the different forms this might take, is 

discussed as a resource, below. Students viewed increased confidence as both a desired 

outcome from their placement opportunity (and this was in fact achieved by many of the 

students we interviewed after their placement) but also a potential barrier that might limit 

their enjoyment of or participation in it.  

2. Environmental/external factors: these include social conditions such as public policies, 

social norms, cultural practices, legal entitlements, power relations and discrimination. 

Students in our research demonstrated some insight into such issues, for example through 

their fear of discrimination or of unfavourable attitudes if they shared information about their 

difficulties. Environment can also pertain to a workplace culture experienced while on 

placement, which may be to a greater or lesser extent inclusive to students with particular 

personal characteristics. Legal compliance with equality legislation, and local policies or 

professional guidelines relating to the workplace also affect an individual’s achievements. 

This category also includes physical factors, for example, means of transport and 

communication, and the placement environment (room size, lighting, toilet facilities, outdoor 

terrain, etc.) which might be significant for a student with a physical or sensory impairment.  

The additional burdens disabled students might experience, associated with managing their 

condition and their disclosure of it, warrants additional consideration of environmental 

factors for those individuals. Support for students to make an informed decision about how, 

when and what they disclose to their placement provider would be helpful. This may be 

complex, for example where health and safety of the student or of others may be affected by 

students’ functional limitations associated with their condition. In some cases, the suitability 

and accessibility of a setting for a student with, for example, mobility or sensory 

impairments, will need to be considered at an extremely early stage. Pre-placement 

discussions are likely to benefit some students in this regard.  

3. Resources: these include any material resources, financial factors or time, and so on. Poor 

public transport and being unable to afford a car will narrow the range of placement 

opportunities open to a student; indeed, a number of respondents in our student survey were 

concerned about practical issues such as transport. Many students shoulder significant 

economic burdens – both as a result of their choice to study at university and doing so 

alongside other financial responsibilities. This has several repercussions regarding 
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placements, due to the additional costs directly incurred, e.g. transport costs and purchasing 

appropriate clothing. Time away from paid employment might also be a factor. Individual 

students will be endowed with a range of resources in the form of, for example, a family 

member providing free child care, or existing connections with the kinds of workplace they 

wish to experience and advice from friends and family. 

The university also provides resources to all students, such as advice and guidance, and links 

with professional networks offering good quality and appropriate placements. Staff and 

students in our research identified many specific interventions within direct control of the 

university, somewhat but not entirely beyond the influence of the university are resources 

offered by the placement settings themselves. And some resources could be regarded as 

arising from interaction between the three main stakeholders.  

Structure and clarity of information regarding the requirements of the placement module were 

identified as important by both students and university staff. Similarly, many students felt the 

need for structure in the placement setting itself through a workplace timetable, a schedule or 

breakdown of tasks, and clear information. The timing of information is also important and 

needs to be ongoing or staggered to avoid overload.  Certain needs may arise throughout the 

student journey that do not always exist at the beginning, when most information is usually 

given to students. The way information, advice and guidance on placement is provided to 

students - in terms of format, timing, content, etc., need to be carefully considered to 

maximise its effectiveness. For university staff, clarity of systems and processes, and the 

moral and legal obligations and responsibilities held between the university and the 

placement provider, were identified as priorities. Somewhat in contrast to this, flexibility is 

likely to be a particularly valuable resource for any student facing additional challenges. 

A strong theme generated by data from both staff and students related to the resource of 

supportive relationships and effective communication between students, staff, and placement 

settings. The quality of relationships and the need for trusting, empathetic and sensitive staff 

when it comes to students’ concerns were raised.  The nature of the organisation providing a 

placement in our research tended to be education-related, such as schools or children’s 

centres.  It was felt that such organisations were well-placed to provide additional flexibility 

and a positive approach to diversity, being approachable and sympathetic to placement 

students in all their diversity and facilitating the process of disclosure of disability. However, 
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it is difficult to know to what extent this experience translates into other professions and 

settings.  

In summary, each individual has a unique profile of individual, environmental and resource 

factors. Clearly there is overlap between them, some of which will be shared by a whole 

group, e.g. students who care for their young children; and factors may interact in complex 

ways which are unique to each individual. Our research showed that the students were 

acutely aware of their personal characteristics, compared to their more limited insight into the 

environment they would be entering on placement, or their resources which would have a 

bearing on their placement. 

Question for discussion 

Consider your own profile of capabilities that may support you to achieve your employment 

goals; what personal, environmental and resource factors may affect this? 

 

The Capability Approach, disability and diversity 

In the previous section, illustrative examples from our research data were used to explore 

how, according to the Capability Approach, students will have varying opportunities to 

achieve their goals in relation to placement learning while at university. Below, CA is 

explored in more depth in terms of choice, freedom and agency and how this relates to 

disability and diversity. 

Choice and freedom are central to the Capability Approach (and indeed the various rights 

movements associated with marginalised groups such as ethnic minorities, disabled people, 

LGBTQ+). It also places important emphasis on the values held by individuals in terms of the 

freedom to pursue goals of personal significance. All students will have exercised freedom in 

their choice to come to university, and their choice of course, but courses often offer limited 

choice about how an individual could fulfil their goals and aspirations, with placements 

sometimes being a compulsory component of the programme (currently driven by the 

employability agenda discussed above). This is potentially discriminatory for certain students 

who may be unable to do a placement in the conventional manner prescribed by their 

programme of study. By this logic, alternative opportunities should therefore be available, to 

enable students to achieve outcomes that they value in life, including those that do not entail 

conventional notions of graduate employability. 
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This perspective places a high degree of agency with the individual who chooses their own 

outcomes (Norwich, 2014); but somewhat in tension with this, are the responsibilities of 

university staff and employers (as placement providers), to ensure genuine opportunities for 

achieving their goals are available to all students. Staff in our research expressed uncertainty 

about how much control they should assume in creating appropriate placement environments. 

According to Van der Klink et al. (2016: 75): ‘The environment plays an integral role in 

determining the achievement of functionings by influencing aspects such as choice, 

preference and importance. Sen speaks of ‘constrained choice’ when external forces (e.g., 

social forces like stigma or attitudes) constrain personal choice.’ 

In fact, provision of resources and appropriate design of the environment are a matter of 

justice because they contribute to more equal opportunities. In relation to disability, the 

Capability Approach recognises that an impairment’s effects on capability depends on social 

context and resource availability (Norwich, 2014). CA therefore provides justification for 

differential resource allocation, e.g. providing specific students such as those with 

impairments, with help to find a placement, while expecting others to secure their own. 

However, resources cannot on their own always achieve greater fairness; for example, one 

also needs to consider the stigmatizing effects (as mentioned by Van der Klink et al. above) 

of some impairments (e.g. mental health issues) which are not a matter of resource. Also, the 

functional limitations associated with impairment should be given due recognition; in the 

workplace these can have very real consequences for health and safety, and fitness to work 

(especially in contexts governed by professional standards). 

As Van der Klink et al. (2016) point out, the importance of the environment should not be 

underestimated, although university tutors are often not equipped with the necessary 

information to anticipate the implications of environmental factors for individual students. It 

is quite possible that a student’s impairment, for example, is not disabling in a campus 

environment during more conventional (taught) modules, but becomes so when the additional 

considerations and demands (such as time, travel, attendance requirements and social 

interaction in unfamiliar settings) of placement are brought to bear. The sometimes complex 

interaction between individual impairment and environmental factors is illustrated by one 

student, who commented that her bowel condition was a concern, but provided she had easy 

access to a toilet at all times, and that occasional sudden disappearances were acceptable to 

her placement supervisor, she felt perfectly capable of managing. This illustrates how both 
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impairment and environment are relevant to whether the person is disabled in relation to any 

specific context. 

In another example, a student we interviewed referred to her severe anxiety condition; she 

had learnt strategies to manage it and had disclosed it to her placement, where she received a 

supportive and sympathetic response and therefore was offered sufficient flexibility or 

accommodation of her needs. As a result, she was able to convert her placement opportunities 

into real outcomes related to her employability. In contrast, a hypothetical student who felt 

stressed, unable to manage their condition, share this information or seek help, would have 

more limited opportunities to achieve their goals.  

Examples like these illustrate how placements undertaken by diverse student populations can 

stimulate inclusive practice in the workplace; this is supported by a Capabilities perspective, 

by focusing attention on the interaction between a person and their environment. Instead of 

simply focusing on individual deficiencies in employability, employers’ attitudes and 

practices regarding employing disabled people are subject to scrutiny and intervention: 

‘enhancing disabled people’s employment capabilities requires changing the context in which 

disabled employment seekers operate, not simply trying to alter the jobseekers to fit the 

exciting context’ (Burchardt, 2004:748). Not only students, but also the employers 

themselves stand to gain from successful placement provision: employers can develop their 

practice in supporting the employment of diverse individuals and develop the inclusivity of 

their own organisational culture. Indeed, the relatively inclusive environment of the 

university may have a positive influence on perceptions of disability in employment contexts 

(Cunnah, 2015). Some student participants in Cunnah’s research felt that being in paid 

employment could overturn negative perceptions of their impairment and support a positive 

self-identity, financial independence and social status.  

The relationship between disability and employment could and should be one of synergy 

rather than conflict or tension; several students and staff in our research noted the additional 

value some students with impairments have because of their personal experience, for 

example, problem solving and time management. This could also relate to specific areas of 

experience, such as working with disabled children; one staff member participant cited a 

student on the autistic spectrum who “is now working with children with autism because she 

has a unique understanding of what that child’s needs are”. Another said “the students with 

disabilities… I think it gives them a unique opportunity to show what they can do rather than 
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being written off before they even begin. I think it shows whether it is the job for them, 

whether it's something they can do, and they get an opportunity to use their unique skills and 

their understanding”. In other words, according to the Capability Approach, such life 

experiences can be viewed as resource, not just a (negative) individual characteristic. 

Although the discussion above has identified some issues specific to disabled students, the 

Capability Approach enables a shift away from a deficit model of disability to encompass 

potentially any student whose personal characteristics, resources or environment limit or 

enhance the opportunities for learning available to them during placement:  

Impairment is one characteristic among many which interacts with the social, 

economic and physical environment to produce a profile of advantage or disadvantage 

for different individuals. [...] The interaction between impairment and a 

discriminatory and competitive labour market produces disability in the form of 

limited opportunities for paid employment for people with impairments; the 

interaction between being a lone parent and the same labour market produces limited 

opportunities for single people with children (Burchardt, 2004:746).  

Although theoretical, this perhaps subtle shift in perspective could support changes in 

practice in the way all of the diverse student population are supported towards successful 

achievement of their goals. 

 

Conclusion 

Individual practitioners or even institutions can do little to affect the macro-economic and 

political environments that continue to disadvantage many potential participants in the 

workforce. Nevertheless, universities can work to change the more immediate environment 

on campus and to influence the work settings students visit to move towards more inclusive 

practice.  

The current legislative context of the UK is such that certain individual characteristics (such 

as disability) are ‘protected’ by the 2010 Equality Act (Legislation.gov.uk., 2013), while 

others (such as having caring or financial responsibilities) are not. Those who fall into the 

first category are legally entitled to a supportive and sympathetic response in the form of 

‘reasonable adjustments’ or anticipatory action; other potential claims for adjustments are not 

legally legitimate. This tension is especially acute for widening participation institutions that 
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explicitly promote themselves as welcoming under-represented groups of students. These 

students stand to gain most from placement, and yet are disadvantaged by this current policy 

context. As one staff member in our research put it, placements “privilege those with 

privilege”.  

The Capability Approach is comprehensive in that one of its basic assumptions is human 

diversity, and all students exhibit some sort of profile of capabilities. This approach then 

leads to a more fluid consideration of all students, without the need to split them into one 

group (those who are diagnosed with impairments) who are entitled to adjustments and  

another group that is not. It moves us away from tensions about ‘what counts’ as warranting 

special treatment and from the need to classify students. And, of course, students have 

various aspects of their identity; as the Office for Students’ bulletin on mental health (OfS, 

2019: 6) points out: ‘The challenge for universities and colleges is to recognise how identities 

intersect and overlap, multiplying the difficulties students with mental health conditions face. 

Universities and colleges need to listen to the affected students and ensure that their unique 

needs are met’.  

In emphasising agency – the freedom to choose – in the expansion of a student’s capability, 

we are led towards a broader and more flexible conceptualisation of employability, which can 

be achieved in a variety of different ways. For example, online participation in a community 

could be an alternative to a conventional placement for students whose health or other 

circumstances means they may be unable to follow expected patterns of attendance at 

placement, or to participate meaningfully and safely.   

The challenge for educators is to foster individual learners’ capabilities, while working within 

current structures which limit individual choice. Current national policy requires economic 

productivity from its education system: it should produce the future workforce and therefore 

promote national economic competitiveness. This stands in stark contrast to the importance 

of choice in the pursuit of personal well-being and development – outcomes that may be 

valued by the individual but which are not readily measured or valued by the state. 

 

Summary points 

 The HE student population is increasingly diverse, but there is considerable inequality 

of outcomes between different groups, including in terms of employment after 

graduation. 
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 Graduating from university enhances an individual’s employability, and this is an area 

of considerable emphasis in current HE policy and practice. 

 Placements are a key element of employability provision at university, but many 

students experience considerable challenges in participating in placement learning 

opportunities. 

 The Capability Approach suggests how each student has a unique profile of individual 

characteristics and resources that interact with environmental factors to affect how 

placement opportunities are converted into employability outcomes. 

 The Capability Approach helps us to view challenges such as experience of disability, 

caring responsibilities and part-time working as also having the potential to be a 

valuable resource for supporting placement learning. 
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