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ABSTRACT  
The literature on the barriers and challenges faced by disabled students in 
accessing and undertaking placements remains limited and fragmented. 
This systematic literature review addresses this gap by identifying key 
obstacles encountered by disabled students seeking, or on placement. 
The review maps current knowledge, highlights areas of under- 
exploration, and proposes a future research agenda. Four primary barriers 
emerged: organisational processes and systems, low expectations, bio- 
social factors, and the nature of the placement itself. Our analysis 
demonstrates that the medical model of disability manifests across all 
four domains, with interactions between each domain, highlighting the 
fluid and linked nature of barriers and challenges within placement settings.
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Introduction

UK university student numbers have shown sustained increases since 2020, including amongst min
ority students, and a significant rise in numbers of disabled students and those declaring a mental 
health condition (Lewis and Stiebahl 2025). The increased student numbers, however, appear to 
have done little to address the widely documented skill gap that exists in the UK labour market. 
Gaps, particularly in soft skills, data analytics, artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning, have 
been noted (Singh Dubey, Paul, and Tewari 2022), suggesting that UK Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs) are not adequately preparing students for employment (Cheng et al. 2022; Clarke 2018).

The UK government charged HEIs to deliver work-ready graduates with the necessary skillsets. 
The sector-wide response has been changes in the curriculum to focus on employability, especially 
through internships and placements (Clarke 2018; Jackson and Bridgstock 2021). Despite increasing 
employability measures, disparate labour market outcomes persist for minority groups, particularly 
disabled students (AGCAS 2023; Berghs and Dyson 2022).

In this context, the paper examines the barriers and challenges faced by disabled students on 
non-compulsory placements. We already know that there is a 27.9% employment gap between dis
abled and non-disabled people (Powell 2024), an increasing disability pay gap (EHRC 2023), and 
inadequate provision by employers of reasonable adjustments for disabled workers (Petty et al. 
2023). Disabled students, however, are largely absent from the canon of literature around place
ments in the UK. This paper, therefore, presents a systematic review to uncover the placement 
experiences for disabled students.

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the 
original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has been published 
allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent. 

CONTACT  Laura William L.C.William@greenwich.ac.uk Employment Relations and Equality, University of Greenwich, Park 
Row, London SE10 9LS, UK

STUDIES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2025.2543435

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03075079.2025.2543435&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-08-13
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1985-7640
http://orcid.org/https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9293-4286
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:L.C.William@greenwich.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com


The paper is structured as follows: we outline the theoretical context considering employability 
and models of disability, before moving to a discussion of our methods and present our findings 
from the systematic literature review. We conclude by analysing the findings and provide a future 
research agenda.

Employability and placements

Placements develop transferable knowledge, skills and abilities in students, including motivation to 
succeed in their degree and chosen field, self-efficacy, communication, and time management 
(Ridley 2014). Placements provide students with practical, real-world experience (Prescott, Gjerde, 
and Rice 2021), improve degree classifications (Crawford and Wang 2016) and final salary (Delis 
and Jones 2023).

Despite these benefits, the literature indicates numerous challenges that hinder the successful 
implementation and completion of work placements. There are concerns that placements may 
not offer sufficient learning opportunities or may not be well-integrated into the academic pro
gramme (Jackson and Wilton 2016). Moreover, evidence shows that engaging employers with the 
placement process remains a persistent challenge (Jackson and Wilton 2016). Many employers are 
unaware of the benefits of hosting students or lack the resources to provide meaningful placement 
experiences (Jackson et al. 2017; Moores et al. 2017) and a mismatch between employer expec
tations and student readiness may also arise (Jackson and Wilton 2016).

In terms of students, geographical disparities, especially a rural location, represent challenges 
related to transport, safeguarding, and cost (Jackson et al. 2017). Ethnic minority students may 
have constrained access to placements (Moores, Birdi, and Higson 2017), as well as international 
students studying in the UK (Crawford and Wang 2015; Jones and Wang 2023). Socio-economic 
background is also reported to hinder access to placements. Allen et al. (2012) report that stu
dents from working-class backgrounds lack the social networks to secure placements, and par
ticipation may be more skewed towards male students (Divan et al. 2022). Disabled students 
are also constrained from accessing and maintaining placements (AGCAS 2023; Riddell and 
Weedon 2014).

These structural and logistical barriers may result in placements being perceived as less feasible 
by students from minority backgrounds. The cost of travel, accommodation, and the opportunity 
cost of unpaid work can disproportionately affect under-represented groups and reduce placement 
uptake (Bathmaker, Ingram, and Waller 2013).

Models of disability

While extant literature has suggested factors such as ethnicity and socio-economic status are impor
tant in understanding placement challenges, scant attention has been paid to disability and place
ments. To understand how the placement experiences of disabled students differ from those of non- 
disabled students, we draw on models of disability to explain the oppression and exclusion faced by 
disabled students.

The most pervasive model of disability is the medical model, which views disability as the result of 
physiological damage and disease, and disabled people are considered burdens (Lero, Pletsch, and 
Hilbrecht 2012). Disabled people, therefore, have been excluded from the labour market or place
ments because their impaired body is considered less productive (Dixon, Smith, and Touchet 
2018). This model conceives the body or mind as limiting engagement with employability initiatives. 
In contrast, the social model conceives of disability and discrimination as the direct result of the 
values of society, modes of production, political economy, physical environments, the welfare 
system and personal and interpersonal processes of oppression and exclusion (Owens 2015). 
Thus, in the social model, limited engagement in employability initiatives is the result of societal 
barriers.

2 L. WILLIAM AND H. LOWE



In contrast, the nuanced social model is a non-reductionist materialist ontology of the body, 
which draws on the idea of disablism to encompass the body and society in understanding disability. 
The nuanced social model breaks down the cause of disability into two components: the impairment 
and society’s reaction to the impairment. The impact of the impairment is categorised as an impair
ment effect. Thomas (2007) views impairment effects as neutral but proposes that disablism occurs if 
a person is told that they are not able to work because of the effect of their impairment. Disablism is, 
therefore, the interaction of bio-power and bio-politics, where the issues of impairment and disabil
ity interact (Thomas 2007). Under this model, barriers and challenges to placement provision would 
be the result of a combination of the bodily limitations of a disabled person and society’s inability to 
respond to these limitations.

To understand the challenges and barriers to undertaking a placement, we propose the following 
research question: what challenges or barriers do disabled students experience when applying for or 
participating in non-compulsory placements?

Methods

Systematic literature reviews originated in the medical profession but are used in the social sciences 
(Rojon, McDowall, and Saunders 2011), for example, by Guthridge et al. (2022) to examine gender 
equality interventions, by Freer (2023) to review students’ attitudes towards disability and by Scan
durra et al. (2024) to establish the efficacy of employability in higher education.

To ensure methodological rigour, we followed Petticrew and Roberts’ (2006) guidance for sys
tematic literature reviews in the social sciences. We collated background information to gain an over
view of the material available, to establish that no other reviews had been conducted in this area and 
generate a meaningful research question, using the SPICE1 method: What challenges or barriers do 
disabled students experience when applying for or participating in non-compulsory placements?

We submitted our research question to a panel of three experts: two placement officers and an 
academic in this field, to assess the relevance and scope. The panel uniformly agreed that the 
research question was relevant, timely and appropriate.

We chose to focus on non-compulsory placements because of felt stigma and its consequences. Felt 
stigma refers to the internalisation of stigma, where individuals sense or fear being stigmatised – even 
when their impairment is invisible (Aydemir et al. 2016). Jacoby (1994) found that this form of stigma 
was associated with social isolation, while Aydemir et al. (2016) linked it to overprotection, efforts to 
conceal one’s condition, and anxieties about future employment. When individuals absorb society’s 
low expectations, they may ultimately undermine their own potential – ‘thwarting their own 
success’ (Solanke 2017, 95). We anticipate, therefore, that disabled students do not apply for 
degrees with compulsory placements because they anticipate failure. We are interested, therefore, 
in the barriers and challenges for those who anticipate they can secure a non-compulsory placement.

With our research question in mind, we established our search strategy, guided by Petticrew and 
Roberts (2006). We used the most relevant databases for social science research, Web of Science, 
EBSCO Business Source Premier and SCOPUS. Boolean operators and truncation tools were used 
to maximise search results and pilot searches were conducted to establish the relevance of the 
terms. The search was carried out in September 2024.

Table 1 below shows the evolution of our search terms.
To ensure we captured relevant articles, we set some limiters. The first limit was the date, 2010 

onwards, to reflect equality legislation. We limited the articles to English, full-text articles, peer- 
reviewed, articles based in England, Wales and Scotland, to reflect legislation. Due to the few 
results generated with these parameters, we expanded the search to include articles from outside 
Great Britain.

The searches were carried out by both researchers independently, and then the search results 
were compared and duplicates were removed. The academic search generated 883 articles, which 
were downloaded, and citations were saved.

STUDIES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 3



Next, we undertook a grey literature search to locate studies that are not obtainable through stan
dard publishing outlets (Petticrew and Roberts 2006). We used several systems to locate this 
material, firstly OpenGrey – European Grey Literature Database, which covers the social sciences, 
CORDIS, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, the British Library and Google (first 10 pages of results 
only). These searches were carried out independently by both researchers, results compared, 
subject to the limiters, and added to the sample, generating 35 new search items. Combining the 
academic and grey literature search resulted in 918 articles, which were then checked for duplicates, 
which resulted in a final sample of 881 articles for abstract sifting.

These 881 articles were then subject to inclusion and exclusion criteria to reduce the sample.
Our exclusion criteria were as follows: 

. Studies on professions with compulsory placements (nursing, teaching, medicine, allied health 
professions and other degrees in the UK have optional placements). Papers that specifically men
tioned a sole focus on these degrees were excluded from the sample.

. College or school students

. Clinical practice placements

Using these filters reduced the sample to 375 articles. Three hundred and seventy-five articles 
were then subject to full paper review. We removed 364 articles as the full-text revealed they met 
the exclusion criteria, leaving a final sample of 11 articles.

The numbers of articles were noted to complete a PRISMA flow diagram, which visually displays 
the screening process we undertook for the review, see below (Figure 1).

We coded the papers, following Petticrew and Roberts (2006), and coded only the findings 
and discussion. We used a mixture of a-priori coding and inductive codes using Nivo. To 
ensure reliability and rigour, 50% of the sample was coded by both researchers independently 
using the a-priori codes, with scope for each researcher to generate new codes. Next, the 
researchers engaged in a discussion to compare results. There was a high level of similarity, 
inductive codes were discussed and finalised, and added to the list of codes to create a code
book. After the finalisation of the code book, the final 50% of the articles were coded by the 
first author.

Table 1. Evolution of search terms and search strings.

Initial search terms Final search terms Search strings per database

Student, chronic illness, disabled 
student, student with disabilities, 
placement, internship, work 
placement

Student, chronic illness, long term health 
condition, disabilities, placement, 
internship, work experience, work based 
learning, work integrated learning, work 
related learning, work placement.

Web of Science: ((student) “NEAR” 
(disability OR “chronic illness” OR “long 
term health condition”)) AND (placement 
OR internship OR “work experience” OR 
“work related learning” OR “work 
placement” OR “work based learning” or 
“work integrated learning”)

EBSCO Business Source Premier: 
(((student) AND (disab* OR “chronic 
illness” OR “long term health condition”)) 
AND (Placement* OR internship OR “work 
experience” OR “work based learning” OR 
“work integrated learning” OR “work 
related learning” OR “work placement*”)

Scopus: ((student) W/5 (disab* OR “chronic 
illness” OR “long term health condition”)) 
AND (placement* OR internship OR “work 
experience” OR “work integrated 
learning” OR “work based learning” OR 
“work related learning” OR “work 
placement*”)
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Table 2 provides an overview of the sample. Five of the articles in the sample covered all four 
themes found in the analysis. These articles were all based on either mixed methods or single 
method, with multiple interaction points with the participants, providing very detailed insight 
into lived experience. Thompson and Brewster (2023), for example, used mixed methods with a 
questionnaire, interviews and focus groups. Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi (2023) had mixed 
methods online participation, Gatto et al. (2021) included two different types of surveys. The 
studies by Beas-Collado and Carbó-Badal (2020) and Boye (2024), were, in contrast, case study 
design with multiple interaction points with the sample, e.g. in different workshops. Such a compre
hensive design in these five studies provided a plethora of information on the barriers and chal
lenges to placement students.

The Snowdon Trust (2023) and Eckstein (2022) had the least coverage of issues pertaining to pla
cements, and this was a result of the broader focus of these statistical reports, placements were only 
a small subsection of a wider focus on disabled students. The remaining four articles had a mid-range 
coverage of the issues, largely due to the case study design, such as Stabenow and Anderson (2024), 
where the focus was on secondary data analysis and recommendations.

Taken together, these articles form a body of literature that draws on a range of research 
methods, from large-scale quantitative surveys based on Likert scale responses, to in-depth one par
ticipant case studies. The range of issues shown, irrespective of the method and sample size, demon
strates the pervasive nature of the barriers and challenges facing disabled students who engage in 
voluntary placements.

Papers that included subjects where compulsory placements are the norm such as in health were 
omitted. Where papers included these subjects in combination with other subjects that had optional 
placements, these papers were included in the spirit of an inclusive approach. This approach resulted 
in 4 papers that exclusively focused on optional placements, three that focused on optional and 
mandatory placements and four that did not specify the nature of the placement. Taking this inclus
ive approach on this criterion ensured any relevant studies were not missed, while retaining the 
focus on the research question.

Figure 1. PRISMA diagram of search results.
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After coding, the codes were analysed to form themes for each research question, which involved 
looking at the interconnection between the codes and relevance to the research question. The codes 
were amalgamated into themes and generated into MS Excel, which allowed the researchers to see 
the frequency with which each theme was represented in the data. In our next section, we present 
our findings.

Findings

Challenges and barriers of placements

The systematic literature review uncovered four key themes of barriers to placements, in order of 
most significant to least: 

1. organisational processes and systems: 
a. barriers to reasonable adjustment provision
b. barriers to disclosure
c. inadequate workplace support
d. inadequate university support

2. low levels of expectations: 
a. by employers
b. of disabled students themselves
c. advocacy response by disabled students

3. bio-social factors: 
a. impairment effects
b. work–impairment balance
c. intersectionality

4. the nature of the placement: 
a. pressure to perform
b. tasks assigned
c. competing with non-disabled students.

Organisational processes and systems

The first and most significant barrier to participation in placements was obstacles related to ineffec
tive organisational processes and systems. This theme was identified in five papers. The most fre
quently cited ineffective organisational process was the inadequate provision of reasonable 
adjustments – the changes that an employer has a legally mandated duty to make to a physical pre
mises, the way work is carried out or the employer must provide an aid or appliance to remove a 
barrier faced by a disabled person (Equality Act 2010 s. 20). The employer’s duty, however, is reactive. 
The employer must have actual, or imputed knowledge that a disabled student is currently working 
in the organisation, or is applying to do so, and furthermore knowledge that a disabled person is 
likely to be substantially disadvantaged without an adjustment.

On the one hand, students who requested adjustments to the physical premises or the provision 
of aids and equipment had an overall positive experience of reasonable adjustment provision: ‘In this 
regard, everything worked perfectly’ (Beas-Collado and Carbó-Badal 2020, 130).

There was significant variation, however, in the type of impairment (physical vs mental health) 
and the provision of adjustments. Students with a mental health condition were less likely to 
know what adjustments they needed, and to be comfortable asking for them (Gatto et al. 2021). 
Students with more complex conditions could not secure reasonable adjustments because of the 
inflexible working environment (Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi 2023). Dollinger, Finneran, and 
Ajjawi (2023) reported that inadequate or missing reasonable adjustments exacerbated students’ 
conditions.
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Many students understood the risk of not securing the reasonable adjustments, and this caused 
significant concern: ‘ … I worry that placements and workplaces may not necessarily know how to 
accommodate any needs’ (Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi 2023, 10).

So significant was the fear of not securing adjustments that it deterred some students from apply
ing for a placement (Gatto et al. 2021). Nevertheless, Gatto et al. (2021) reported that the experience 
of being in a placement can augment awareness and knowledge of what reasonable adjustments are 
needed.

The Snowdon Trust (2023) reported delayed placements because of inadequate reasonable 
adjustment provision, or studies were curtailed because a placement was not provided: ‘I ended 
up taking an exit award as my university and placement insisted I was too unwell … rather than 
make any accommodations’ (Snowdon Trust 2023, 55). Guild of Students (2022, 14) found similar 
incidents: ‘The student raised concerns with the University and was given the option of taking a 
leave of absence or withdraw with a lower qualification’.

The second significant organisational process and system that proved to be a barrier for disabled 
students was disclosure. Disclosure is the act of revealing or acknowledging a particular character
istic, in this instance, disability (Santuzzi and Waltz 2016). While Thompson and Brewster (2023) 
reported unfounded fears around disclosure, and students had a positive response to disclosing a 
disability, this finding was not reported in other studies. Boye (2024) suggested students felt ill-pre
pared to disclose, while Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi (2023) report figures as high as 75% of stu
dents not fully disclosing their disability because of stigma.

Eckstein (2022) noted that students’ reluctance to share their disability with placement providers 
created significant problems, for example: ‘they are focused on hiding their disability instead of 
engaging with the learning opportunities the placements provide’ (Eckstein 2022, 21)

Gatto et al. (2021) found that students who had mental health conditions were less likely to dis
close than those with physical conditions: ‘Students indicating a mental health disorder are less likely 
to be positive that they understand accommodations and they are less likely to be comfortable dis
closing their disability’ (Gatto et al. 2021, 299). Thompson and Brewster (2023, 1414) report similar 
trends: a student with a mental health condition said: ‘I still haven’t disclosed that I struggle with 
depression … ’.

Thompson and Brewster (2023, 1415) highlight the contextual elements in disclosure decisions: 

Choosing when to disclose a disability was often difficult. For some, early disclosure helped to increase confi
dence, reduce anxiety levels and avoid embarrassment, but this appeared to depend on their initial contact 
with the placement provider, their confidence, and their prediction of whether they would get a sympathetic 
response.

Navigating such decisions for disabled students, in an organisational environment unfamiliar to 
them, proved stressful and complex.

Many studies found that such negative experiences had significant impacts on disabled students. 
Boye (2024, 119), for example, reports: 

Participants also identified external factors such as a lack of support, lack of resources, time-consuming pro
cesses, lack of transparency in processes (e.g. no response from applications), discrimination, workplace 
conflict, and job hunting and full-time work getting in the way of other important commitments (e.g. 
medical or therapy appointments).

Poor levels of institutional support were not only focussed on employer reasonable adjustment 
provision and disclosure, but also included inadequate HEI support. The studies indicate varying 
levels of university support from central services and placement advisors, with disabled students 
overlooked because they were not the responsibility of the disability team or the placements 
team: ‘ … university-provided accessibility services not considering internships part of their area 
of responsibility and internships teams not considering disability part of theirs.’ (Boye 2024, 121).

Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi (2023, 11) reported negative attitudes from the university staff: 
‘next time you should think hard about doing a placement closer to home if you have chronic 
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illnesses’. The Guild of Students (2022, 14) noted that: ‘providing support that was not tailored to the 
student had detrimental impacts on the student’.

Stabenow and Anderson’s (2024, 133) report, the University of Toronto created: ‘Accessibility 
Advisors to develop expertise within the programs and provide individualised support to students, 
faculty, and staff’.

Low expectations (self and by others)

The second theme identified in the study of the extant literature was the prevalence and impact of 
low expectations of the disabled students by others and by themselves. This theme was pervasive in 
all papers.

First, low expectations were held by employers. Boye (2024, 119) noted that employers had a ‘ …  
lack of appreciation for strengths [of disabled students]’. Employers also ‘ … often make false 
assumptions about people based on their disabilities’ (Boye 2024, 120). The impact of these false 
assumptions was huge, with Rillotta, Lindsay, and Gibson-Pope (2024) reporting low expectations 
on the employer’s behalf reduced the confidence the disabled placement students had to complete 
complex tasks. Not only did these false assumptions by employers hinder task completion, but also 
caused the disabled students to internalise the assumptions and experience self-doubt. Boye (2024, 
121) indicates, for example, that the disabled students ‘ … needed to prove they were “worth the 
hassle” including competing with non-disabled people’.

As a result of low expectations, the students began to experience self-doubt. Dollinger, Finneran, 
and Ajjawi (2023, 11) reported, for example, ‘but they continued to belittle me and make me feel 
useless’, which is echoed in Boye (2024), who alluded to students wondering if they were worth 
the hassle.

Thompson and Brewster (2023, 1414) indicated that some students deal with these issues proac
tively: ‘ … I think I’d have to spin it and say, actually I could really empathise with these children that 
you’re supporting because I know how they feel. Or, I might be able to act as some sort of encour
agement to them’. Some disabled students chose to focus on the benefits of a disability identity to 
overcome the low expectations and negative attitudes they experienced.

Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi (2023) also reported active agency on behalf of the disabled stu
dents: ‘to prove that with simple adjustments people with disabilities can do the same thing as 
everyone else’. Turning the negative experiences around shows disabled students’ ability to fight 
back and attempt to change perceptions. This attitude was not uniform, however, with many stu
dents not disclosing and not completing placements due to the low expectations they experienced 
(Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi 2023; Gatto et al. 2021).

Bio-Social factors

The third barrier was bio-social factors, which were reported in six of the studies. Bio-social factors 
refer to factors that are either the product of society or a product of the body and often interact with 
each other. First, the students outlined challenges linked to their body, those challenges that were a 
result of their medical condition. Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi (2023) noted that students’ con
ditions hindered participation in some of the more physical aspects of a placement. Beas-Collado 
and Carbó-Badal (2020) noted that physical capacity was limited by health conditions and, in 
some cases, prevented the disabled student from even applying for a placement.

It was not just physical conditions that posed challenges for the students. Thompson and Brew
ster (2023) reported that mental health conditions affected the students’ ability to cope and students 
felt that people who did not know them would judge them negatively.

Where physical and mental health conditions could not be overcome through reasonable 
adjustments, the students had to engage in a work–impairment balance. This is a biological factor 
where the physical condition caused a challenge that could not be overcome by changes to the 
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workplace or the way work was carried out. Thus, disabled people had to make personal 
accommodations. This aspect is described by Thompson and Brewster (2023, 1413): ‘ … these are 
additional to their academic, placement and personal responsibilities requiring coping and manage
ment strategies’. Boye (2024) reported similar findings where the placement got in the way of the 
students’ ability to access medical or therapy appointments, resulting in students being concerned 
about the impact on their health. Gatto et al. (2021) reported that some students were so worried 
about the impact of the placement on their disability that they did not want to apply for a 
placement.

Bio-social factors were also noted in terms of intersectionality. Beas-Collado and Carbó-Badal 
(2020) reported differing employability outcomes for those who hold multiple minority identities; 
those who are older, female and with visible disabilities fare poorly. They have poorer employability 
outcomes and receive poorer grades from university (Beas-Collado and Carbó-Badal 2020). Addition
ally, being an international student created further barriers for placement provision for disabled stu
dents (Beas-Collado and Carbó-Badal 2020).

The placement itself

The final challenge noted was that of the nature of the placement itself. First, there was significant 
pressure to perform: ‘Students felt under pressure to perform, that there were challenging deadlines 
and that there was pressure to excel.’ (Georgiou, Espahbodi, and DeSouza 2012, 528). This pressure 
to perform was enhanced when disabled students felt they had to compete with non-disabled stu
dents, as reported in three studies (Boye 2024; Dollinger, Finneran, and Ajjawi 2023; Gatto et al. 
2021). The impact of the perception to compete was isolation, with Boye (2024, 119) reporting: ‘feel
ings of isolation and lack of community’ and fear of seeking further workplace support. The disabled 
students had a sense they needed to prove they were ‘worth the hassle’, including competing with 
non-disabled people (Boye 2024).

At the same time as needing to compete with non-disabled students, tasks were not organised 
effectively to allow the disabled students to display their skills. Task organisation was poor and 
tasks were mundane (Georgiou, Espahbodi, and DeSouza 2012). Furthermore, the communication 
around task expectations was weak, often resulting in anxiety (Rillotta, Lindsay, and Gibson-Pope 
2024; Thompson and Brewster 2023). Rillotta, Lindsay, and Gibson-Pope (2024) suggested a link 
between perceptions of disability and the tasks given to placement disabled students.

Where there were low expectations for disabled students, the tasks assigned were low skilled, 
impacting the disabled students’ motivation to engage (Rillotta, Lindsay, and Gibson-Pope 2024). 
The placement itself was linked to poor organisational support, where tasks could not be completed 
when reasonable adjustments were not in place and assistive technology that was needed was una
vailable (Georgiou, Espahbodi, and DeSouza 2012).

Discussion and future research agenda

This systematic literature review highlights the paucity of research around the barriers and chal
lenges to placements for disabled students. Despite this paper effectively synthesising the emerging 
themes, knowledge about disabled students’ experiences of placements remains highly fragmented 
within a cannon of employability literature, which assumes homogeneous students and ignores the 
stigmatised lived realities of minority groups.

It is clear from the themes identified in this research that disabled students face considerable chal
lenges when applying for and undertaking placements as an optional part of a university degree. The 
findings point to ongoing issues with reasonable adjustment provision and disclosure of their dis
ability identity, which is reflected in the wider literature on disabled people’s experiences of the 
labour market (Richard and Hennekam 2021). Inadequate employer and university support is also 
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found in the literature on the general labour market position of disabled people (Slaughter 2022) and 
in the Higher Education Sector (AGCAS 2023).

The second theme of low levels of expectations confirms extant literature, where disabled people 
engage in self-stigma; for example, Aydemir et al. (2016) linking stigma to concerns about future 
working life. As a result, disabled people can thwart their own success as they internalise the low 
expectations society places on members of their minority group (Solanke 2017). We show, however, 
that not all disabled students allowed self-stigma to thwart their own success. Some disabled students 
engaged in active agency to redress the discrimination they experienced through advocacy for self and 
others. This finding contrasts with most of the work that sees disability through a victim lens (Owens 
2015), affording power and agency to disabled people and crediting them with supporting themselves 
and those around them. Despite the positive actions of disabled people, the low expectations of 
employers remained, as seen in wider literature. The Page Group (2021) found that 20% of employers 
believe that disabled people do not have the right skills to complete the necessary job. Dixon, Smith, 
and Touchet (2018) report that the impaired body is seen as less productive.

The placement itself was difficult for disabled students, with many studies reporting pressure to 
perform, difficult tasks and competing with non-disabled students. While wider literature notes the 
difficulty of completing tasks without adequate reasonable adjustments (William 2016), what is per
tinent is the pressure to compete with non-disabled students.

We found a significant need to balance placement needs with healthcare needs, which we term 
work–impairment balance. Longstanding Human Resource literature, which focuses on work–life 
balance (Evans and Wyatt 2023; Rigby and O’Brien-Smith 2010), often excludes work–life balance 
for disabled people because the work–life balance literature is ableist and assumes a healthy 
body and mind (Jammaers and Williams 2021).

In terms of bio-social factors, we found that those with multiple stigmatised identities fared worse 
in their placement experiences. We also found significant evidence of disabled students with mental 
health conditions facing greater levels of stigma than those with physical health conditions, reflect
ing the well-documented additional stigma those with mental health conditions face (Kalfa, Branicki, 
and Brammer 2021).

While placement challenges, overall, reflect wider labour market challenges for all disabled 
people, we can understand these various challenges in terms of the models of disability. The chal
lenges the disabled students faced did not only derive from their impaired body or only derive from 
an unjust society. The disabled students reported biological factors related to their impairment as a 
source of some placement difficulties, while also noting social factors. Table 3 outlines these factors 
for each theme.

Here we see that a sole focus on only the body or society fails to capture the total lived experi
ences of placement challenges. We have already indicated the considerable debate around the 
differing models of disability and the role of society and the body and find inadequacy with the 

Table 3. The role of the body and society in maintaining challenges to placements for disabled students.

Theme The role of the body (medical model) The role of society (social model)

Organisational 
processes and 
systems

✓ For example, some conditions were so severe 
adjustments could not be made (Snowdon Trust 
2023)

✓ Some employers refused to make adjustments 
due to inflexible work practices (Dollinger, 
Finneran, and Ajjawi 2023)

Low levels of 
expectations

✓ Disabled students reported that employers did 
not recognise they had strengths and brought 
value to the workplace (Boye 2024)

Bio-social factors ✓ Concerns about being able to juggle the 
impairment effect (Tiredness) and work (Beas- 
Collado and Carbó-Badal 2020)

✓ Disabled students felt judged for requesting 
adjustments (Thompson and Brewster 2023)

The nature of the 
placement

✓ Some bodily restrictions on some tasks 
occurred due to the nature of impairment, e.g. 
not being able to travel long distances (Guild of 
Students 2022)

✓ Disabled students had to prove they were 
worth the hassle to employers (Boye 2024)
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medical and social models of disability. We propose, instead, that a nuanced social model is needed 
to explain the placement challenges. We noted that biological factors, such as tiredness or complex 
conditions, caused a limitation. When this limitation is not accommodated or stigmatised, societal 
restrictions occur. The combination of body and society works together to cause disablism, where 
disabled students are unable to access placements. The only theme that did not include a role for 
the body was low levels of expectations. We argue this is because this theme is based on the 
overall stigma disabled people face, where they are devalued by society because of their impairment 
due to the dominance of the medical model.

Using this approach, we can see how the barriers faced by non-disabled students may be similar, 
such as difficulty finding placements, but others are unique to disabled students, reflecting the dis
tinct interaction of the bio-social aspect of disability.

The literature review indicated that non-disabled students may have difficulty accessing place
ments, particularly in certain sectors and where they are from low socio-economic backgrounds. 
The literature review also revealed that ethnic minority students faced additional barriers. In contrast, 
while there was some evidence of disabled students finding it difficult to secure placements, the 
main barriers and challenges were related to managing the impact of one’s impairment during 
the placement or the stigma associated with an impairment which resulted in inadequate organis
ational processes and systems and low expectations.

Our systematic literature review, therefore, has shown that the challenges and barriers disabled 
students face in applying for, and undertaking, a placement are a reflection, largely, of the barriers 
faced by all disabled people in the wider labour market, rather than a reflection of the wider employ
ability literature. This finding highlights the importance of mainstreaming the barriers and chal
lenges disabled people face, so that their experiences can be understood in context. There is a 
need for more robust, transparent, and student-centred support systems that address both logistical 
and psychosocial aspects of placement experiences.

In terms of avenues for future research, it would be a priority to uncover these lived experiences in 
a specific cultural context to understand the impact of the laws and cultural norms on placement 
experiences. This may be done through the use of participatory and co-produced research 
methods that centre on disabled students’ voice and lived experience. This focus would allow atten
tion to be paid to disabled peoples’ agency, challenging the victim focus of much research. It would 
also be valuable to further uncover how ethnicity, sexual orientation and gender intersect with dis
ability in placement contexts, building on the work of Berghs and Dyson (2022).

These suggested future research avenues have implications for the HEI sector and policy makers, 
given the rising numbers of disabled students and increasingly poor employability outcomes for all 
students. They also address the individualised medical model focus of higher education provision 
(Levitt, Thelwall, and Moreira 2023).

Conclusion

Our findings show how poorly designed processes and medical model assumptions focusing on 
impairment restrictions, rather than solutions, influence placement decisions for disabled students. 
This suggests that HEIs and the government need to address the nuanced and intersecting barriers 
faced by disabled students. Institutions and placement providers should be held accountable for 
ensuring equitable access and outcomes for disabled students, with mechanisms for feedback 
and redress. We have shown how the medical model of disability continues to shape placement 
experiences, often pathologising students rather than addressing systemic barriers, reinforcing 
the need to shift towards the nuanced social models in both research and practice.

Note
1. Setting, Perspective, Intervention, Comparison, Evaluation
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