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Universities see themselves as 
inclusive

Most universities believe they are inclusive 
because they:
• comply with the Equality Act
• fund disability services
• Have an inclusion policy
• Offer EDI CPD 
• Have a culture of ‘care’



Compassion feels sufficient?

Familiar HE practices:
• Extensions on request
• Individual learning plans that sit outside 

curriculum design
• Reasonable adjustments/retrofitting 

adjustments after students struggle
• ‘we did what we can’

Which students in your programmes succeed 
because they adapt to us—rather than because 
we adapt to them?



Compassion without pedagogical change 
is not inclusion—it is containment.



But exclusion persists

Rising disability disclosure
Persistent attainment gaps
Equality Law tends to be reactive

• responds to declared need
• centres reasonable adjustment

What SEND offers HE is not categorisation—but a disciplined way 
of noticing barriers before students fail.
 
Equality Act = reactive legal duty
SEND CoP = anticipatory pedagogical logic
HE largely operates on the former and ignores the latter



SEND CoP 0-25 
(2015)

• HEIs follow the 2010 Equality Act

• Schools follow this, but practice is 
governed by the SEND CoP (2015) 
which considers educational need 
arising from a variety of sources.

• For HEIs not to consider this is an 
oversight.



Why HE keeps discovering the same 
problem

Inclusion through SEND lens: 40+ years of 
professional thinking about:

• barriers

• overlapping needs

• anticipatory practice

• high-expectation inclusion.



Critical reflection on the 
‘4 Broad Areas of Need’ (SEND CoP 0-25, 

2015) reconceptualised as ‘barriers’

How can this focus help us to 
identify and remove barriers?

• ‘Areas’ overlap

• Focus on well-being

• Modes of support will depend on students

• High quality practice is anticipatory and 
based on understanding of specific barriers 

• High quality, universal inclusive teaching to 
meet all students’ needs is the foundation 
to practice

• Good practice for SEND is good practice for 
all

Lucy Sors



The medical → social → critical shift

Adaptive = responsive in real time, not 
standardised or individualised after failure

Critical = attentive to power, norms, and 
disciplinary cultures

Pedagogy = curriculum design, not pastoral repair



The medical model

Core assumption

The problem resides in the 
individual.

Disability, difficulty or 
difference is a deficit

Pedagogy is unchanged

Expertise is diagnostic and 
corrective

Freirean parallel:

the “banking model” of 
education, where:

knowledge is deposited,

learners are passive,

failure is individualised.



The social model

Core assumption

The problem resides in the 
environment.

Barriers are designed into 
systems

Access is about removal or 
adjustment

Responsibility shifts from 
student to institution

Freirean parallel:

This resonates with Freire’s 
insistence that:

• oppression is structural,

• exclusion is produced, not 
accidental,

• education is never neutral.



Critical model

Core assumption

The problem resides in power, 
norms, and epistemology.

• Whose ways of thinking 
count as “rigorous”?

• Whose participation styles 
are rewarded?

• Which learners are 
expected to adapt — and 
which are designed for?

Freirean parallel

This is Freirean alignment

•Dialogue, not transmission

•Humanisation vs 
domestication

•Education as ethical and 
political practice

•Learners as knowers, not 
recipients



A SEND lens offers a different logic

Anticipatory

Barrier-aware

Strengths-based

SEND is not about labels: it is about noticing before 
students fail



Support considerations across the 4 areas of need

• Mental health

• Relationships 

• Self-esteem and confidence

• Motivation

• Self-control

• Self-care or care of others

• Resilience & tenacity

• Expressing / managing feelings

• Well-being

• Expressive modes

• Understanding

• Social interaction

• Oracy and dialogue

• Questions

• Team / group work / collaboration 
/ peer working

• Physical access e.g. Room layout 
/ location / set up of resources

• Auxiliary aids

• Gross and fine motor skills

• Stamina – e.g. breaks

• Hyper / hypo sensitivity to 
environment

• Sensory processing / integration

• Specific Learning Difficulty (e.g. 
dyslexia) targeted support

• Adapted slides / handouts etc.

• Working / long term memory

• Research and retrieval skills

• Concentration / focus

• Creative /critical skills

• Meta-cognition

Cognitive 
and 

Learning 

Physical 
and 

Sensory

Social, 
Emotional 

and 
Mental 
Health

Speech, 
Language 

and 
Communic

ation
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The Testing Effect: Retrieval practice 
as low-stakes ‘quizzing’

Example



Reducing anxiety and building confidence: low 
stakes practice – quiz formats for different needs 

For students who freeze under pressure:
• Open-book quizzes initially
• "Phone a friend" option (can ask one person one question)
• No time limits
• Can have second attempt immediately
• Self-marking with mark scheme provided

For students who need immediate feedback:
• Kahoot or Wayground [Quizizz] (instant results, gamified)
• Self-checking flashcards (answer on reverse)
• Online quizzes with instant scoring
• Partner quizzes where students swap and mark

For students who struggle with writing:
• Multiple choice questions
• Drag-and-drop digital activities
• Verbal quizzes (speak answers instead of write)
• Point to answer options



Universal Design for Learning [UDL]

UDL emphasises the creation 
of instructional goals, 
methods, materials, and 
assessments that are 
inherently flexible.

Build accessibility into initial 
planning, ensuring lessons 
naturally accommodate 
diverse learning needs

The ‘why’ of learning

The ‘what’ of learning

The ‘how’ of learning



A familiar student

Meets entry requirements

Capable

Motivated

Quietly struggling

Makes few notes

Disorganised 

Starting to fall behind

Questions.

Whose 
knowledge 
counts?

Whose practices 
are rewarded?



Under compassion

Concern
Adjustment
Referral

Under adaptive pedagogy

Anticipatory – Responsive – Ethically reflexive
Access designed in
High expectations preserved



Science and health disciplines

Amount of substantive content

Challenges of disciplinary practices

Pace

Abstraction

Cognitive load in dense content disciplines



Not lowering standards…

but clarifying access to them:

➢Reduce extraneous cognitive load 

➢Scaffold intrinsic cognitive load

➢Multiple representations in scientific explanation

➢Dialogue vs performative “participation”

➢Assessment formats privileging certain processing 
styles

➢Lab/practical teaching as a sensory and 
social experience



Choice in methods – modality options

Written Options:
• Traditional notes
• Mind maps
• Bullet point summaries
• Question and answer format
• Create quiz questions for others

Creative Options:
• Create posters or infographics
• Make revision videos (screencast or 

self-recording)
• Build models or demonstrations
• Design board games or card games 

about topics
• Write songs or raps
• Create TikTok-style short videos

Verbal Options:
• Record voice explanations
• Teach someone else (family, 

friend, study group)
• Create podcasts or ‘revision 

radio’
• Answer questions out loud 

(record for playback)

Digital Options:
• Build a revision website or blog
• Create PowerPoint 

presentations
• Design Canva infographics
• Make Quizlet sets
• Use Padlet or OneNote for 

organised notes



Pedagogy

Learning 
intentions 
and success 
criteria

Thinking 
activities & 
Processing 
levels

Graphic 
Organisers

Outcomes 
and 
products

Evidence of 
learning



Participation is not neutral

Talk for learning

Confidence

Speed

Modelling

Multiple representations

Pace and transition

Structured group work

Alternative ways of demonstrating competence



Three reframing questions

Who adapts to whom?

What is individualised that should be universal?

What do we mean by rigour?



Inclusion is intellectual work

Compassion is necessary, but it is not sufficient.

Inclusion requires curriculum design and 
pedagogical courage.

Thank you.
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