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We conducted a survey and focus groups for disabled 
students to find out about their student experiences
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Accessing support services is difficult

Barriers to inclusion are common

Power dynamics make advocacy hard

Levels of support are inconsistent

Disabled students shared experiences of:

Disabled students identified: 

Disabled students shared experiences of:

Disabled students highlighted experiences of: 

of survey respondents had experienced exclusion 
or discrimination because of their disability 

74% of survey respondents spent up to 4 hours 
accessing support during the semester

of survey respondents say support was not sufficient to meet their needs

32% of survey respondents said it was difficult 
or impossible to ask teaching staff for help

20% of survey respondents said their learning 
environment was difficult to access

of survey respondents say support changed with every member of the 
teaching staff

Only 23% of survey respondents were asked to give 
feedback on disability issues by their providers

of survey respondents said their provider was either 
not inclusive at all, or did the bare minimum 

Of this 23%, 45% were offered support when giving feed-
back, and only 13% were compensated for  
their time

of survey respondents had not heard of the Code of Pastoral Care

	→ lack of diagnoses

	→ financial pressures

	→ physical barriers

	→ under resourcing

	→ inaccessibility

	→ ableism from providers and staff members 

	→ staff, including Residential Assistants (RA), not equipped or trained to support 
disabled students 

	→ social exclusion from peers and lecturers

	→ having to advocate for themselves to receive 
support 

	→ unsafe, unsupportive, or ineffective 
consultation/feedback focus groups

	→ gaps between support that teaching and disability services provide 

	→ teaching staff often not using support plans provided by disability services

	→ teaching staff having less understanding of the barriers faced by disabled students

	→ disability services being willing to support students, but inconsistent on what 
support is provided and to who
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Why we did the research Who we spoke to

Ethnicity Gender

70%	 Pakeha/European
12%	 Māori
5%	 Asian
3%	 Pacific
1%	 African 
1%	 Latin American 
1%	 Middle Eastern
7%	 Other

63%	 Female
18%	 Male
8%	 Gender Diverse
9%	 Non-binary
2%	 N/A

Definitions

Understanding the lived experience of disabled students in 
tertiary education is an important priority. National Disabled 
Students’ Association (NDSA) approached the Ministry of 
Education, NZQA, and TEC in late 2022 with a proposal to 
conduct a collaborative research project about the lived 
experiences of disabled tertiary students to contribute to 
filling evidence gaps. The main output of this research project 
will be a report about the lived experiences of disabled 
students to inform future policy.
 
NDSA completed a literature review on the experiences of 
disabled tertiary students which you can read here.

The aim of this research is to contribute to greater 
understanding of disabled students’ needs and access issues 
when navigating the tertiary education system in Aotearoa 
New Zealand.

The survey and focus groups were self-selected and not 
representative. 235 disabled students responded to the 
survey and 10 participated in the focus groups. 

Disabled students
To be disabled, or to have a disability, refers to a diverse and 
complex social phenomenon. Disability reflects the interaction 
between an individual’s impairment and the barriers of their 
environment. This includes – but is not limited to – physical 
impairment, mental health and psychological conditions, 
learning and/or sensory forms of impairment, neurodiversity, 
chronic illness, individuals within the deaf community, etc.  

Ableism
‘Ableism’ refers to discrimination against disabled people, or 
people who are seen as disabled. Ableism characterises people 
as defined entirely by their disability and as inferior to non-
disabled people.
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Disability services
This term has been used throughout this project as an 
umbrella term referring to services at tertiary providers such 
as Disability Inclusion Services, Inclusion Services, Student 
Accessibility Services, Neurodiverse and Disabled Learner 
Support, Accessibility Services.

https://www.ndsa.org.nz/literature-review

