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Abstract: Transitions in social work education constitute the process of change when starting
a new university, course, year, module and placement. It is important that transition planning
work is embedded in the support provision for professional students and is well-coordinated
to enable students to engage effectively with all learning opportunities. This research was
funded by Leeds Beckett University Teaching Excellence Project with the aim of exploring
barriers and good practice to understand optimal transition support to enhance engagement
and positive outcomes for students requiring a reasonable adjustment. The data was collected
through completion of a mixed-methods survey in the form of a written questionnaire or an
interactive interview based on the questionnaire, with 19 social work students from one English
university responding. The data was thematically analysed and the themes of ‘preparation’,
‘staff understanding’ and ‘student coping strategies’ emerged. It is recommended that teaching
staff, tutors and practice educators receive specific training on localised reasonable adjustment
policy and on the impact that being neurodivergent, having a physical disability, physical health
or mental health issue has on students’ ability to engage with learning opportunities. In addition,
teaching staff should provide reasonable adjustment-friendly practice, where tutors and practice
educators take time at the start of working with a student to familiarise themselves with the
individual student’s reasonable adjustment needs and support students in developing coping
strategies that enable them to be prepared for transition.

Keywords: transitions; social work education; learning; support; communication;
reasonable adjustment

1. Introduction

It is important that transition work is embedded in the support provision for
professional students and is well-coordinated and effective. Whilst the need for
effective transition work is known [1], there is relatively little written in this field
on students’ experiences of transition and their satisfaction with the process on
professional courses such as social work. Indeed, it is recommended that individual
universities develop their own exploration of programme specific transition work for
students with additional needs and cultivate adaptive in-house systems that address
disability, health and wellbeing [2].

The research teamwere granted a small research grant by Leeds Beckett University
Teaching Excellence Project, which funded a recent alumnuswith a complex reasonable
adjustment as an expert to participate in research development, data collection and
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a conference presentation. The aim of the research was to contribute to knowledge
of current practices in support at key transitions for social work students requiring a
reasonable adjustment by exploring students’ experiences. This included consideration
of students’ transition to university, between levels within a social work degree,
and when starting placement. The research explored barriers and good practice to
understand optimal transition support to enhance engagement and positive outcomes
for students requiring a reasonable adjustment. The research was timely as it responded
to the Advance HE and Disabled Students Commission [3] call to work with students
requiring a reasonable adjustment to develop a more robust support mechanism in
higher education and university provision.

There is a growing research base on the impact of student transitions within
higher education and limits that transition work can have on student success. There
is significant consideration of the institutional complexities and challenges that are
faced. A report by TASO [4] highlights limitations of transition support, exploring
institution level concerns of resources, reduction and restrictions placed on funding
to meet the needs of a growing number of disabled students. It is reported [4] that
a full evaluation of transition support is still emerging, and there is still a perceived
lack of confidence among researchers to link reasonable adjustment plans to student
short- and longer-term outcomes. Furthermore, a recent evidence review [5] found
that disabled people, including students at university, should have individual support
to enhance confidence and outcomes.

Research examining transitions within professional programmes like social work
is strengthening, but there is clearly a need for further enquiry. The strengths of
neuro-diverse students in social work education have been explored, which highlighted
the stigma and barriers this group faces [6]. This research maintains that transition
support is underdeveloped, and many students feel underprepared, with universities
focusing too much on individual adaptation rather than a social approach that removes
disabling barriers. It is noted that effective learning support needs to be co-produced
and institution-wide [6] provided in a way that is responsive to change and allows
fluid supportive movements between key transition points in the student journey.
Professional and vocational programmes span both university and external placement
provision, increasing the numerous complex movements to a state of almost continuous
transition, making transition an intersection between individual change and wider
strategic and institutional elements.

This study addresses this research gap by exploring key transition points within
the social work training journey, focusing on students’ experiences of transition and
their support planning. In doing so, it highlights the significance of well-managed
preparation and self-advocacy and offers practice recommendations to enhance
transition support within social work education.

1.1. Transitions
Change can be difficult for people and, whilst underlined by excitement at new

possibilities, can also be tinged with fear and anxiety about what might or might not
happen. Transition here is defined as the process of change from an existing situation
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to a different and new situation that involves a change in practical, environmental, and
social circumstances. The transition from a school or work environment to university is
a significant change in most students’ lives; it is this transition that most of the literature
focuses on [7]. Students often report finding it difficult to embrace the pedagogical
demands of university, including independent and less structured learning, and value a
period of support in their transition [8]. Nevertheless, transitions within university can
be challenging, as there will be different expectations in each new year or module [9].

The ‘Three Phases of Transition’ [1] provided a useful theoretical understanding
of human response to change. The first stage of transition is seen as that of ‘ending’
the previous situation. It is not unusual for a person to feel safe and knowledgeable in
known surroundings, routine and position. As such, students may not want to leave a
space where they feel confident and comfortable andmay need support tomove forward
or reassurance that they will learn new knowledge and skills, and experience personal
growth [7] by challenging themselves with a new phase.

When beginning a transition [1] argued that people move into the ‘neutral zone’,
where they are likely to be anxious, confused or uncertain as they have new systems
to understand and familiarise themselves with. Bridges [1] argued that a person can
become stuck in the neutral zone where they feel overwhelmed by new information or
reluctant to engage with it as they wish to return to the endings stage. It is here that the
support for transitions is critical. Finally, people in transition enter ‘new beginnings’,
where they have accepted the new stage in their life and are embracing the transition.
They will often be building on existing skills and addressing areas for development and
are likely to be enthusiastic and open to learning.

This model supports the need for effective guidance throughout the practical,
environmental, and social change along with recognition of potential trepidation that
needs to be supported to allow the required progression from ‘endings’ to ‘new
beginnings’ when transitioning to a new course, year, module or placement. Social
work’s philosophy toward continuing professional development in the Professional
Capability Framework [10] is based on ongoing transition through social work
education and social work career progression, so it is particularly relevant.

Transition into and through social work education is nuanced and individual. No
two students experience transition in the same way. The ongoing nature of transition
from pre-entry through to final placement occurs within a context of continual change
and is shaped by tight time schedules that require repeated adaptations. At each point,
the significance of transitions shifts as expectations, roles, and requirements grow,
including during key movements such as pre-entry and admission, early academic
engagement, progression points between years, readiness for practice, first placement,
and final placement. This process is further influenced by time pressures, resource
constraints, and wider logistical and organisational factors, all of which can disrupt
what should ideally be a managed and supportive journey.

Transitions for students requiring reasonable adjustments

Transition support is more important than ever for students requiring a reasonable
adjustment. Disabled students can excel in their studies when their support needs
are met through the use of reasonable adjustments [3], which help students to remain
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engaged with their learning and free of preventable distractions, for example, anxiety
about transitions. However, students requiring reasonable adjustments often have to
overcome more obstacles and invest more time and effort to achieve their goals [11].
Where additional support needs have been considered, understood and accounted
for in the early stages of university life, students feel more able to access learning
effectively [12]. Students requiring a reasonable adjustment want communication,
consistency, certainty and choice, each of which can be applied to transitions [13].
Furthermore, transition planning is crucial to student continuity, completion and
attainment [12], each an important indicator of academic success [14].

“For disabled students to excel, their needs and support requirements
should be met so that they can fully engage with their learning and achieve
positive outcomes without unnecessary and stressful distraction” [3] (p.
11).

In the academic year 2024/2025 in the United Kingdom (UK), 20% of home
students declared that they had a reasonable adjustment [15]. The Equality Act
2010 [16] requires education service providers to make reasonable adjustments to
enable students to engage with learning. It is recommended that universities provide
focused, tailored and well-coordinated adjustments to students, with attention given to
individual needs and the normalisation of wellbeing issues [2,3,17]. This is achieved
where students requiring a reasonable adjustment self-advocate their needs, while being
guided and supported by university staff [18]. This is implemented by assessment of
need with Leeds Beckett University Disability Support Services, where the student’s
Reasonable Adjustment Plan (RAP) outlines the support and reasonable adjustments
recommended to enable the student to engage equally with peers without a reasonable
adjustment within learning and assessment. This can also be referred to as a Learning
Access Plan (LAP) or Academic Accommodation (AA). However, it is important to
note that for a student to request a reasonable adjustment, they do not need to have a
diagnosis, nor indeed to have been assessed, as the case of The University of Bristol v
Dr Robert Abrahart [19] established the precedent to provide reasonable adjustments
to all students where requested.

Professional qualifications are difficult to access for people who may need a
reasonable adjustment, yet these groups bring much-needed knowledge and strengths
to any course [20], and this should not be constrained. Effective transitions work is a
prerequisite for any reasonable adjustment in professional courses, yet little is written.
Peer mentoring has been found to support transitions in social work education [21,22],
but this has been in relation to all students without specific consideration of the needs of
students requiring a reasonable adjustment. Reflective accounts by students requiring a
reasonable adjustment reflect on the importance of preparation and the impact of shame
of having a reasonable adjustment [23] and the importance of disability inclusion and
equitable social work education [24].

The social model of disability [25] maintains that it is the environment, society
and attitudes that disable the person, in this case, the social work student. It is argued
that transitions support addresses the student’s individual needs within a wider system
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and empowers the student to engage effectively; and hence, appropriate and effective
transitions work must be sought to ensure equal access [25, 26], including in our
example, access to social work education. An effective transitions approach needs to be
developed that accounts for and embeds a more knowledge-based and effective service
for those with a reasonable adjustment [3]. However, this knowledge base needs to be
developed by and with students requiring a reasonable adjustment to ensure that their
voice is heard as it is their perspective that will inform practice.

2. Methods

This study adopted a mixed-methods survey design, whereby quantitative and
qualitative data were collected concurrently through a single survey instrument. It
is noted that it was, however, a predominantly qualitative research project. This
approach enabled the researchers to gain both a broad overview of students’ satisfaction
with transition support and more direct insight into their experiences of transition.
The quantitative component consisted of Likert-scale responses relating to satisfaction
across key transition points, while the qualitative component invited participants to
reflect on what worked well and what could be improved. Quantitative data was
summarised using frequencies and percentages to show patterns of satisfaction across
different transition stages.

The research team were mindful that the research sought to gather the responses
of students requiring a reasonable adjustment, often including students who might find
it difficult to access or concentrate on a written questionnaire, or alternatively may
not wish to engage in an interactive interview. As such, it was agreed that research
participants would be offered the choice of accessing the questionnaire independently
or working through the questionnaire with a researcher who would ask the questions
and record the answers on the research participants’ behalf (n = 8 independently, n =
11 with researcher).

Research ethics were maintained throughout the study, with approval obtained
from the university’s internal ethics review board. Due diligence was taken to ensure
that the research was conducted in line with the principles of consent and confidentiality
set out in the institutional research code of practice. In particular, interviews were not
undertaken by the lead researcher as they taught and tutored many of the participants.

All responses were recorded on Google Docs. This facilitated qualitative,
reflective, thematic data analysis [27]. We undertook the following six phase
analysis: 1) familiarisationwith the data through transcribing, reading and collaborative
meetings; 2) generation of initial codes; 3) collaboratively searching for themes and
ordering them; 4) we then reviewed the themes and tested them against the data; 5)
after review, we felt confident to name the themes; 6) and then we produced data
findings, which are presented in this research article. Using this process, the themes
of ‘preparation’, ‘staff understanding’ and ‘student coping strategies’ were developed.
In addition, descriptive quantitative data analysis was used to identify that satisfaction
increased as the course progressed.
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Limitations

This was a small-scale research project conducted within one university’s social
work education provision. The limited statistical data reflect the exploratory nature
and scale of this study, and this level of analysis is appropriate within this context.
The quantitative data provide an overview of general patterns in student satisfaction,
while the qualitative data offer more detailed insight into the reasons underpinning
these patterns. It is anticipated that future research with larger cohorts could build on
these findings and enable comparative analysis across different settings with increased
statistical elements.

The sample was overrepresented by students with a Black, Asian and Minority
Ethnic (BAME) heritage and male students compared to the population. The sample
was an availability sample, and it may be that students who felt they wanted to express
strong opinions volunteered to be research participants in order to be ‘heard’. As such,
the findings provide insight that can be used to inform practice but do not claim to be
representative of all students with a reasonable adjustment’s experiences of transition
in higher education. Finally, the researchers were insider researchers, and it should
be considered that their knowledge of the university’s procedures and practices may
potentially have both enriched and limited the findings.

Despite these limitations, the findings enhance the very limited existing body of
knowledge about transitions in social work education.

Research participants

The course data demonstrated that 25.8% of social work students (which includes
apprentices) at Leeds Beckett University had a RAP, which is above the 20% national
average [15]. In total, nineteen responses were recorded (n = 19), which was 43.2%
of social work students with a reasonable adjustment plan (RAP) at Leeds Beckett
University. Of the research participants, n = 15 female, n = 4 male; n = 10 White
British, n = 9 BAME; n = 10 under 30, n = 9 over 30.

In relation to research participants’ reasonable adjustments, students were asked
to self-diagnose, with n = 11 stating that they are neurodivergent, n = 6 experiencing
mental health issues, n = 6 experiencing a physical disability or health condition that
impacted them, and n = 3 havingmultiple reasonable adjustments, as illustrated inTable
1.

Table 1. Research participants by self-diagnosis.

Diagnosis or condition Number of participants

Neurodivergent incl dyslexia and dyspraxia 8
Dyslexia plus mental health 1
Dyslexia plus physical health 1

Dyslexia plus physical health and mental health 1
Mental health 4

Physical disability 1
Hearing impairment 1
Health condition 2
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3. Results

It is helpful to identify that student satisfaction with their social work education
transitions was reasonable but not exemplary.

Table 2 provides a descriptive overview of patterns of student satisfaction across
key transition points, which are further explained through the qualitative themes of
preparation, staff understanding, and student coping strategies. It illustrates that
research participants’ satisfaction with their transition increased as they progressed
through their course. This may correlate to feeling more confident as they understood
the course requirements more, as indicated in previous research findings [12], and
out of the neutral zone [1]. Nevertheless, the most statistically significant numbers
from those who did respond to the question were in the neutral to lower positive range,
demonstrating the ongoing need to enhance transition support [2–5].

Table 2. Research participants’ (RP) ratings of transitions within social work education.

Rating 1 Not satisfied 2 3 4 5 Very satisfied Not applicable Did not respond

Preparation for starting the course 5.6% 11.1% 38.9% 33.3% 11.1% 1
Starting the course 0% 15.8% 31.6% 42.1% 10.5% 0

Transitioning to the second year 0% 0% 23% 46% 31% 3 3
Transitioning to the third year 0% 0% 50% 25% 25% 11 4

Starting first placement 0% 14.3% 28.6% 35.7% 21.4% 3 2
Starting second placement 0% 0% 16.66% 33.33% 66.66% 9 4

The qualitative data collected was subjected to reflective thematic analysis [27].
Three primary themes were identified from the data as ‘preparation’, ‘staff
understanding’ and ‘student coping strategies.’ Below are verbatim comments
from participants with minor grammatical and spelling editing for readability.

Preparation

When askedwhat their priorities were when transitioning, the research participants
identified that they wanted to feel prepared so that they could process the information
that was provided to them. This preparation is seen here not only as a mechanism to
support and manage anxiety, but also as a means through which students can navigate
the challenges of the ‘neutral zone.’ Preparation is seen as a way to reduce uncertainty
and enable a quicker movement toward comfort and progression into ‘new beginnings.’

“Making sure I know what I am going to be doing in the next period. That's
how I do transition preparation” (RP16).

“Settle down into the year as swiftly as I can. Understandwhat eachmodule
is all about and get books that are helpful for my assignments” (RP19).

“Being made aware, having all the information available and accessible.
I do not like having lots of emails coming through as this can be
very overwhelming for someone with dyslexia. I feel a face-to-face
conversation would be better” (RP12).

This highlighted the importance for students of good timing of transition planning,
accessible information, which linked to the second theme of staff understanding, so that
they could take responsibility for their own preparation and transition, which linked to
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the third theme of student coping strategies.
When considering the first transitions, course application and starting the course,

research participants identified that there had been delays with engagement with
disability support services (DSS) as they were required to share information to trigger
service provision. However, most research participants agreed that once they were able
to access DSS service provision, the service was supportive and knowledgeable.

When reflecting on induction, research participants felt that induction should
include a more robust provision of information about reasonable adjustments and
potential available support.

“The induction is very intense. It would have been nice to have a separate
session with a tutor to go through everything with me. A debrief/drop-in
session would have been really beneficial” (RP17).

“I feel that having aRAP, knowingwhat a RAP is and how to get the support
needed should be further talked about in the induction. If I knew in my
induction this support was out there, I do not feel I would have been as
stressed in my first semester” (RP8).

Researc h participants highlighted that they wanted more information to enable
them to access the support that was on offer. The lack of information impacted students’
preparation, stress and ability to engage equally with students without a reasonable
adjustment in the first semester. However, students were also able to reflect on the
importance of their own preparation for and within transition.

“Having a clear plan of what is coming—making my own notes of what is
happening and when” (RP6).

“Ample amounts of time. I need time to get hold of resources and process
these” (RP12).

“I organise myself and write everything that is important down” (RP13).

Students were aware of the importance of preparation and time to enable them to
complete the preparation to engage with the learning activities. Where students were
not facilitated time to prepare, they felt that it impacted their engagement.

“You are supposed to get PowerPoints in advance, which is crucial to my
learning. However, there are times when they have not been uploaded to
the portal until the last minute, leaving me feeling behind as I like to take
notes before the lecture so my full attention is on the live lecture” (RP9).

In summary, research participants reflected on the importance of preparation in
reducing anxiety and feeling knowledgeable to enable them to engage more effectively
in transitions in social work education. The research participants were then able to
reflect on the importance of staff understanding and their own coping strategies in
supporting their preparation for and within transitions.

Staff understanding

When asked if their tutor gave them support with their individual reasonable

8



Forum for Education Studies 2026, 4(2), 4090.

adjustment, twelve participants (63%) said that they did. Where they received support,
this was overwhelmingly positive, and most of the research participants felt that they
received a high level of dedicated support for their individual needs and reasonable
adjustments.

“The tutor has been amazing throughout the course. If I needed to make
changes, disability services and the tutor communicated well with each
other. I have an adjustment for assignment deadlines, and my tutor
reminded me to use that extension. When my anxiety was really high, we
would talk about it, and I felt supported. If I needed to talk to him, he was
there. If I needed any advice, he was there. He has looked at assignment
plans and given me advice on how to develop them. We have a variety of
different assignment types, and he helped with them. He gave me advice
on reflective writing. He is supporting me with job applications to reframe
to a more positive approach” (RP1).

“I was given clear and precise instructions along with links on how
to access support. I also felt that having face-to-face discussions and
telephone discussions provided more clarity at times, and this was much
appreciated” (RP13).

However, there were research participants who had not experienced as good a
transition and support from their tutor.

“I feel I could have had a more supportive tutor and more involvement
from my tutor. It would have been nice to have a tutor who has a base line
knowledge of a RAP” (RP4).

“I would have appreciated more explanation on things that I did not
understand. … I also would have appreciated it if tutors did not say
different things, as when I asked one I received another answer to the other,
which really confused me” (RP7).

“Knowing that there is support there and not having to explainmy diagnosis
over and over to new tutors and lecturers” (RP8).

This highlights the importance of consistency and of all staff having a working
knowledge of university procedures, reasonable adjustments, and disability support.
The identified inconsistency reflects not only individual practitioner differences but a
more structural issue in how reasonable adjustments are understood and implemented.
While some staff demonstrate awareness and skill in applying these practices, this is
not consistently embedded across the programme or institution. This inconsistency in
transition provision can prolong the ‘neutral zone’ and create additional complexities
for students’ progression. In these cases, where there is reduced knowledge of
student needs and the benefits of effective transition support, further burden is placed
on students to cope and re-explain their needs, creating increased tension between
institutional responsibility and student self-advocacy.

Similarly, when reflecting on transitions to modules, research participants
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reflected that teaching staff did not always implement the reasonable adjustments.

“The RAP set out a plan to meet my needs, but these were not always
provided in course delivery” (RP3).

“I think all the points in my RAP were good and stated just what I wanted.
However, I believe the (module) tutors do not apply them as they should
and I have struggled a lot with some of my assignments and placement due
to this” (RP7).

“Because I like to know pre-reading and timetables, and I had to chase them
up. I felt like I was forgotten …, which heightened my anxieties and then
I would stutter when I was stressed and tired. Powerpoints in advance as I
print and read off pink paper. I have a coloured overlay and special glasses
to aid me. This would have enabled me to prepare and engage with the
teaching” (RP2).

“I feel some lectures are information overload. There is too much
information on PowerPoints, and I feel lecturers do not accommodate for
people’s different learning styles. It feels very much as though I am being
talked at rather than using different teaching styles, i.e., videos, games,
group work, etc. It would be nice to have different options and different
styles of learning within lectures” (RP7).

This highlighted that research participants identified that it was about the
application of the RAP, rather than the RAP content, placing it clearly at staff
responsibility for its application. There was a clear identified need for social work
education staff to have knowledge of the basic requirements of reasonable adjustments,
including clear and early communication and resources to enable students time to
prepare for their transition to module or lecture. Furthermore, consistency of support
and advice was valued by research participants.

When asked if they had received support from their tutor in relation to their
reasonable adjustment in preparation for placement, twelve of the research participants
said they had. This means that seven of the research participants did not receive support
in preparation for their transition to practice placement. Those who did discuss their
reasonable adjustment needs with the tutor before placement felt it was advantageous.

“The positives were knowing what type of support I could receive while
on placement; this made it less nerve-racking” (RP2).

“I discussedwith tutor in person. It wasn't just a form but interactive. Being
able to have a conversation was really important” (RP11).

These research participants highlight the importance for them of talking through
the situation so that they felt that they understood everything and therefore felt prepared,
which prepared them and supported their anxiety about the transition.

When asked if they felt that the practice educator (PE) was aware of their
reasonable adjustment and hadmade adjustm ents to support their ability to engage with
learning opportunities on placement, 80% felt that they had. However, the research
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participants had different experiences of the practice educator’s knowledge of their
needs. Some research participants felt it was a positive transition.

“My PE had a 1–1 and gave me different recommendations which I can use
for my dyslexia. She also stated that if I required any further support, then
I should let her know straight away” (RP10).

This enabled effective support throughout placement.

“My PE asked every supervisor if we needed to adjust, rather than me
bringing it up, which was really helpful. She was conscious of it, which
made me feel valued and that she wanted to support me, that I wasn't a
nuisance” (RP8).

Research participants reflected that specialist equipment was discussed, arranged
and delivered before placement started, and taken into account during the placement.
However. Other research participants did not feel that the PE either knew about
or addressed their reasonable adjustment with RP5 summarising this by stating that
“these needs were not taken on by placement.” This did not enable effective support
throughout placement and potentially impacted students’ ability to engage with the
placement learning opportunities.

“With dyslexia, processing lots of information is really hard; thinking about
how it is presented is important” (RP3).

“Where it ‘feedback’ was not put on the agenda, it did not give me time to
prepare and get my head around it. I felt blind-sided when a criticism was
brought up without notice” (RP5).

Where transition to placement was not planned and knowledgeable, students
indicated that they were unable to prepare and felt disadvantaged, which was
summarised well by a research participant who simply said.

“Placements should be encouraged to always take into consideration the
student’s needs” (RP4).

Furthermore, a research participant suggested a way that transition to placement
could be enhanced to support them.

“Better communication. I would have benefitted from an additional check
in meeting after two weeks into placement so that we could review and
I could have expressed my feelings and advocate for my own learning
(which I found so difficult to do). Even if it was a tutor check in, I think the
expectations of what I thought I would be doing and what the PE thought I
would be doing were vastly different, and a meeting after two weeks would
have resolved this. It would have helped me feel a lot less alone at the time
I was on placement” (RP1).

In summary, research participants valued where the educator (be that a university,
individual tutor, module teaching staff, or practice educator) understands both their
individual needs and good practice in relation to supporting students requiring a range of
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reasonable adjustments. They most valued educators who were proactive in discussing
their needs, as they felt that a need to do so themselves was restrictive to their
engagement with learning. Variability in staff understanding highlights a gap between
institutional policy and practice, which can prolong uncertainty during transition.

Student coping strategies

While students reflected on enhancing staff understanding to support their
transition, they also reflected on their own coping strategies. When asked if they were
aware of their own learning needs and coping strategies whenmaking transitions, 89.5%
said that they were. Research participants were able to reflect on their own coping
strategies in transitions, and a theme of feeling prepared emerged.

“Being prepared—the RAP (Reasonable Adjustment Plan) is updated year
by year to keep track of changing circumstances. So I know what I need
to do. Sometimes this can be challenging within the university systems.
Plans and prompts would have helped… (and) processes could be simpler”
(RP8).

“Having confidence to ask for ‘advice’ in written form so I have a clear
picture of what is expected and what I need to achieve” (RP1).

This seemed to be coupled with a resilience and determination to survive despite
having the need for a reasonable adjustment.

“I will research so that I know what they do and what might happen:
mentally prepare myself. I just take it on, just do it. I like to prepare,
but I also know that I just need to get on with it and accept what happens,
as I can’t prepare for everything” (RP3).

“I just get on with it. If someone says I can’t do something, I find a way
to do it. It may take longer as I find it difficult to break things down
sufficiently and analyse situations. … When I have given up, I take a
break and come back to it. When I am tired, I don’t process anything, and
when I come back to it, it makes sense. I strategize in different ways, but I
can’t tell you how. It is rethinking situations and finding solutions. I don’t
necessarily think about it. I just get on with it and reflect on it later” (RP2).

However, there was a sense of the impact of having to discuss a reasonable
adjustment, which influenced research participants’ confidence, identity and
self-esteem. Furthermore, those coping strategies reflected a need for personal
adaptation that was necessary due to insufficient support.

“I can communicate when I feel comfortable with the person, and always
on an individual basis or via email. I have anxiety about how people view
me” (RP4).

“I prefer not to need to ask for help, but I will when it gets to the worst case
scenario, which I need to work on. I can ask for clarification happily, but
in terms of asking for time or asking for proofreading I struggle. I prefer
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software so that I can alleviate the need to ask busy people for help” (RP2).

“People feel embarrassed about being dyslexic. We think differently. It
impacts my self-esteem and confidence, which comes from childhood
experiences” (RP4).

“Advocate for myself, ask for help, and be proactive. It is about me doing
everything I can to support myself to succeed. If it doesn't work, I know I
have done everything that I could” (RP15).

Finally, research participants identified the importance of self-care.

“Going to the gym, having a routine, being organised, getting plenty of rest,
healthy eating, not using alcohol as a tool for coping, talking it out with
people, not putting too much pressure on myself” (RP17).

“I know myself and take breaks. I know I am better in the evening to do
the work. I plan my studies for evenings now as I am more productive. I
am so much kinder to myself now. I know to work at Starbucks is not a
quiet space where I am distracted. I set myself small goals and keep myself
motivated with positive notes to myself” (RP19).

“I used to over-prepare and get in a tizz, but then learnt that I could go back
for further information or clarification. When I am anxious, I forget things,
so being OK with this reduced my stress” (RP2).

In summary, research participants knew what they wanted from universities
to support them in transitions but ultimately reflected that they needed to take
responsibility for their own learning. They saw this as an emotionally intelligent mix
of understanding of self and of self-care. Coping strategies are hence understood not
only as adaptive behaviours but also as responses to gaps in institutional support.

4. Discussion

The qualitative data illustrated the need to strengthen existing transition support
within social work education. That transitions are shaped through the interaction
between institutional structures, including staff and systems, and individual strategies
of preparation and coping [18]. When relating to the neutral zone [1], it can be
seen that social work students felt stressed when there was uncertainty and valued
an understanding of what was happening to them. The research findings mirror
findings [13] that students requiring a reasonable adjustment want communication and
consistency in transitions. The research participants reflected on differences in the level
of support and information that they received at different transitions, but there was a
unanimous opinion that being informed facilitated understanding and enabled them to
be prepared to engage with the new stage in their social work education. Preparation
enabled social work students to move to the new beginnings stage of transition [1],
where they are able to engage with the learning opportunities effectively.

The research findings then focused on how students could be prepared for
and better negotiate transition points, which was seen as impacted by both staff’s
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understanding of reasonable adjustment needs and students’ own preparation and
coping strategies. The research findings highlight a significant need for lecturers
to develop a clear understanding of reasonable adjustments. Research participants
reflected on the importance of tutors and practice educators being knowledgeable about
the impact of having additional needs on students’ ability to engage with learning. As
such, a recommendation is that university staff and practice educators receive specific
training on both localised reasonable adjustment policies and on the impact that being
neurodivergent or having a physical disability or mental health issue has on students’
ability to engage with learning opportunities. By enhancing staff knowledge in relation
to reasonable adjustment procedures, practice and learning needs, it is anticipated that
students with a reasonable adjustment plan would receive a more understanding and
consistent response from teaching staff and practice educators, which in turn would
make their neutral zone transition [1] more effective.

This need for greater uniformity in staff engagement with the planning and
implementation of reasonable adjustment plans is consistent with the findings of
researchers [5], who highlight the role of education professionals in ensuring that
disabled students are effectively supported. Their work identifies mentors and
lecturing staff as significant in providing coordination, advocacy and effective support.
Furthermore, there is a need for shared institutional responsibility rather than the remit
of just specific and specialised disability staff, mirroring previous research findings [14].
This report draws attention to the importance of inclusive practice and of reasonable
adjustment, including adequate systems to record and share reasonable adjustment
requirements.

Where teaching staff are more knowledgeable and understanding of the needs of
students requiring a reasonable adjustment, the facilitation of reasonable adjustment
friendly practice can be utilised as a standard procedure [6]. Indeed, reasonable
adjustment friendly practice benefits all students, so it enhances outcomes for students
requiring a reasonable adjustment and those who do not [24]. This included the
provision of learning materials and powerpoints to be provided in sufficient time
to facilitate student preparation so that they could engage fully with the learning
provision. Students requiring a reasonable adjustment need both longer to engage
with learning materials and time between engaging with learning materials and the
learning provision to enable them to rejuvenate, as engaging can be emotionally and
physically exhausting for students requiring a reasonable adjustment [23]. Furthermore,
the research participants reflected that a creative and varied delivery style supported
their engagement in lectures early in their transition. Finally, clear and consistent
communication was advocated by research participants so that they understood what
was expected of them during the transition.

Whilst reasonable adjustment friendly practice is recommended, the research
participants reflected that they value where this is supplemented with an individualised
approach by teaching staff and practice educators, mirroring previous research
findings [5]. This was seen as the tutor being accessible and knowledgeable about
reasonable adjustment procedures and practice so that they received student-centred
advice and support that was relevant and appropriate. In addition, research participants
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saw tutors knowing the recommendations from their RAP and practice educators
knowing their support needs for placement as critical to enabling them to be confident
in transitioning into a new year, module or placement. It is therefore recommended
that tutors and practice educators take time at the start of working with a student
to familiarise themselves with the individual student’s reasonable adjustment needs,
which can be done through accessing the student’s RAP or individual support plan and
by seeking a handover where possible from a previously involved person. However,
staff understanding needs to be developed through engagement from the students.

Research participants all reflected on their own coping strategies. Firstly, they
reflected on the importance of allowing themselves time to read and understand
transition information and documents, in addition to organisational skills to ensure that
they had this time available to them. Secondly, they reflected on the importance of clear
communication within transitions. This included both advocating for their needs and
asking for clarity on transitional requirements and expectations. They identified that
communicationwas dependent on confidence, both their own and in the teaching staff or
practice educator’s response. Finally, research participants highlighted the importance
of self-determination and being open to the transition, while also being clear that it was
their responsibility to help identify a personal solution. Whilst this can be considered
in the context of learned behaviour of needing to be self-reliant as a student requiring
a reasonable adjustment, andragogical principles argue that it is important that adult
learners engage with their own learning needs [28]. Indeed, it can be highlighted that
learners who respond well to balancing self-determination with appropriate guidance
and support can more quickly enter the new beginnings stage of transitions, where they
are embracing change and new learning experiences.

5. Conclusion

To conclude, social work students undergo a number of transitions, starting the
course, year, module, and placement, where they may feel anxiety about understanding
what is expected of them in the new beginning phase of their transition [1]. However,
this is compounded by students requiring a reasonable adjustment often needing more
time to engage with and process information. The research supports Bridges’ [1]
model that transitions can be challenging in the neutral zone, where there is uncertainty.
Effective transitions to new beginnings come from preparation, staff understanding and
student coping strategies.

The research identified the importance of preparation to support social work
students requiring: First, a reasonable adjustment through transitions that were
facilitated by teaching staff and practice educators being knowledgeable about
reasonable adjustment practice and individual students’ reasonable adjustment
requirements. Second, students use organisation, communication, and finding
solutions to enhance their engagement with transition uncertainty and anxiety.
Finally, that transition is an intersection between individual change an institutional
structures, which are best navigated through planned and wider coordinated means.
It is recommended that teaching staff, tutors and practice educators receive specific
training on the impact that being neurodivergent or having a physical disability
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or mental health has on students’ ability to engage with learning opportunities.
Furthermore, tutors and practice educators should take time at the start of working with
a student to familiarise themselves with the individual student’s reasonable adjustment
needs, and students should be guided to develop personalised coping strategies that
enable them to better prepare for transition and change.
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