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Abstract

In this article, the impact of dyslexia support provision is examined in a case study
over the first 4 years of provision within a UK University. Data is provided from
students and an interview study drawing out themes from students in the last 2
years of the study is presented. The research shows that dyslexic students are
significantly less successful in their degree classification than non-dyslexic students,
and continue to show problems with reading, spelling and writing speed and
accuracy. The implications of this for policy are discussed
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Introduction

Over the past 10 years, the number of
university students with dyslexia studying
in Higher Education (HE) in the United
Kingdom (UK) has increased (Mortimore,
2013). The Equality Act came into force in
the UK on 1 October 2010. The Act
replaced and consolidated all existing

equality legislation, including the
Disability Discrimination Act 2005 that
makes it unlawful to discriminate against,
harass or victimise a person because they
are disabled. The UK governments’ drives
to inclusion and widening participation
(WP) might indicate that numbers of
dyslexic students in third level education
will continue to grow. The 2014 policy
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revising the government support given to
disabled students at university in 2015-16
is under consultation (deadline 24th
September 2015) and may lead to the
numbers of dyslexic students decreasing
or not disclosing, and this needs to be
monitored.  Currently, funding is not
available for level 2 support as
described in the Non Medical Helpers
Charter (Student Finance England, 2014)
which includes the provision of, for
example, note taking, laboratory
assistants, and care support workers. If
students are recommended such support
by an Assessor of Needs, the student's
university has to provide this support and
yet receive no funding. Thus, HEls are
required to implement inclusive policies
to make curricula accessible in order to
maximise retention. Clearly, the notion of
a dyslexia friendly university has become
a policy imperative.

There are many factors that can influence
a student’s experience in HE and these
include: previous education, transition to
a university, course of study and the staff
who work and teach in HE. It is
unrealistic to expect entry level
undergraduates to rapidly become
independent learners, (Pokorny and
Pokorny, 2008). A survey of 160 UK
lecturers revealed that it could not be
assumed that students knew the basics of
a discipline; accordingly, lecturers
prepared sessions for what they
considered to be an ‘average student’
whilst not aware of the diversity of the
students they were teaching, (Martin 1999
cited in Hocking et al., 2007). Indeed,
particular challenges are faced by
lecturers who teach first year courses to
large, heterogeneous cohorts, (Lucas and
Meyer, 2004). Graduateness is difficult to

define and vyet it is recognised that
graduate students, whatever their
discipline, can be distinguished from non-
university students (Steur et al, 2012).
However, the Library Association (1996 in
Glover et al, 2002, p295) described
‘graduateness’ as “a set of transferable
skills including planning, gathering,
selecting, appraising, organising and
recording information; communicating
and evaluating achievements.” For
disabled students, it is necessary to
reduce the barriers they encounter at
university level in order to create an
inclusive learning environment, (Fuller et
al., 2004). Disabled students should be
recognised as individuals not viewed as
an homogenous group, (Riddell et al.,
2002). Indeed, Vlanchou (2004, in Keil et
al., 2006) goes so far as to say that in
education, inclusion policies are
considered as add-on policies and
individuals with  Special Educational
Needs (SEN) are not regarded as
mainstream. However, to be effective
anti-discrimination has to be tackled in
different sectors and in various
organisations, not just by persuasion and
education but also by use of legislation
to alter the stigma attached to disability,
(Sayce, 2003).

The social model of disability implies that
it is society’s view of the individual that
defines a person as disabled, (Riddick,
2001, p225). Riddick (2001, p 230) also
suggested that because dyslexia is
framed within the medical model and is
considered a hidden disability,
educationalists expressed  “strong
scepticism” towards it. Stress and low self
-esteem are often experienced by
students with dyslexia. Dyslexic students
have difficulty with a range of skills
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(Mortimer and Crozier, 2006; Jamieson
and Morgan, 2008) mainly reading,
writing, presentations and mathematics.
However, the difficulties that dyslexic
students experience affect all aspects of
daily living, because organisational skills
depend on a person’s memory,
sequencing and their concept of time
(Fawcett, 2014). Although everyone can
experience a lapse of memory or any
other dyslexic trait, for the dyslexic
student this is the norm, (Mortimore,
2003).

There is some evidence that because of
these difficulties dyslexic students tend to
select courses that demand less writing,
for example, creative art/design or
practical-based mathematics courses for

example engineering, biological or
physical sciences, (James, 2003). Often
students with dyslexia excel in

presentations but they may have difficulty
reading their own slides, mispronounce
words and make Spoonerisms that can
result in them being an object of fun,
(Cogan, 2000b). Indeed, dyslexic
students are more likely to be awarded a
lower class degree (lower second or
third) and are more likely to withdraw
after their first year of study, (Richardson
and Wydell, 2003 in Mortimore and
Crozier, 2006). Interestingly, there was a
tendency for dyslexic students in new
universities to have more problems with
spelling, expressing ideas in writing and
concentration. Inevitably, dyslexic
students had experienced difficulties in all
levels of learning from primary to tertiary
education, (Mortimore and Crozier, 2006).
However, to be successful in education
and training, dyslexic students need to
develop their metacognitive skills and
make good use of specialist IT software

such as dictation packages, proof
reading packages etcetera, (McLoughlin
et al.,, 2002; Brennan, 2007; DuPre et al.,,
2008). Academic learning is often
considered to be inseparable from
reading and writing, (Mateos et al., 2007)
criterial deficits in dyslexia.

The creation of a culture of confidence is
not generally achieved by students with
dyslexia and yet it is strategic for all HEls
to become student-centred (Hill and
Tinker, 2013), but it will take time for all
departments, administration and support
staff to understand the nature of dyslexia
and the impact this has on students, so in
the meantime appropriate support may
not be consistent. As Hill et al. (2010 in
Morgan, 2015) states with regard to non-
traditional students transitioning from
Foundation degree, the transition is ‘an
intensely emotional process’ as well as a
time of risk (Christie 2009 in Morgan
2015). In order to investigate this further a
case study of student support was
undertaken.

The study aims

The main aim of this research project was
to explore the experience of dyslexic
students in HE. How a student
experiences HE depends on the student
and the university in question represented
by the academic and professional staff
and the campus environment, so it was
decided to implement a two-part study.

ii) To explore the views of dyslexic
students attending university, semi-
structured interviews were conducted and
the experiences of the students in HE
were investigated.
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Three sets of data were collected from
the Case Study University (CSU). These
data were as follows: quantitative data
on final year students over four academic
years; qualitative data from nine
interviews with final year students; and a
questionnaire sent to staff in three
Schools, within the university which
provided both quantitative and qualitative
data.

The data from staff will be presented in a
2nd paper and will examine how staff
feel attitudes to dyslexia affect student’s
progress.

Research Approach

A combination of quantitative and
qualitative approaches was used by
merging two databases of student
information and by interviewing a small
sample of students

Scope of the Research Approach. There
were many aspects of the research
project that had to be considered in
terms of their threat to validity and
reliability. The list of variables to be
considered for the student database were
as follows:

. Information on the University and
College Admissions Service (UCAS)
form and Disability Office files.

. The age of the student.

The personality of the student.

. Whether or not intervention was
given if the assessment of dyslexia
was made at an early age.

*

. Quality of any intervention received.

. The process of assessment of
dyslexia.

. The difference between mild and

severe dyslexia.

. Co-existence of dyslexia with other
disabilities.

. Emotional difficulties resulting from
the disability.

. The academic ability of the student.

. The academic potential of the
student.

. How hard a student studied.

. The department in which the

student studied.

. The subject the student studied.

. The difference between study at
school or college and the demands
of a university course.

. Students who do not tell the
University of their Dyslexia.

The list of variables to be considered for

student interviews were as follows:

. Whether the student knew the
interviewer and wanted to give the
answer that they thought was
expected of them.

. The personality of the student
including motivation and
determination.

. How questions were asked.

. The experience of the student at
university.

. Whether the student remembered
the meeting date and time.

. The interviewer’s technique and

how questions were framed or the
use of leading questions.

Method

. The sample used for the student
database consisted of final year
dyslexic students, Code G on the
UCAS admissions form, from four
academic years Yr1, N =79; Yr2, N
=75;Yr3, N=173; and Yr4, N = 93
who were awarded degrees: 320
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students in total.

. The start date was selected
because specialist tuition was only
available from this date.

. The data were provided by merging
two databases, a Disability Office
mainly paper-based set and the
Admissions database.

. Only those students who ticked
code G (Dyslexia) were considered
as part of the study and those who
ticked the codes for multiple
disabilities, hidden disabilities
(dyslexia would be considered as
this) and ‘other’ (students assessed
as having a SpLD) were discounted.

. In total 9 students (Yr3 N = 3 and
Yr4 N = 6) agreed to be interviewed
about their experience of dyslexia
before university and whilst they
were studying at the CSU.

Ethical issues

. Written permission was given by the
Director of Student Services and the
Disability Office Manager in the
CSU Disability Office (DO) to use the
databases on the understanding
that confidentiality and anonymity
with regard to the names of both
the institution and individual
students be maintained.

3 Permission was requested, by letter,
of the students concerned to use the
information stored in their files. Only
one student declined permission
and these data were not used.

. Final year dyslexic students from Yr3
and Yr4 were invited, by letter, to
partake in a 20 minute interview
about their experience of dyslexia
before university and whilst they
were studying at the CSU.

Confidentiality and anonymity were
assured and that information stored
for analysis would be destroyed
once the results had been
published. Students were asked to
sign a form to allow the interview to
be recorded.

An ethical committee approved the
research project and once again,
confidentiality and anonymity was
guaranteed and an assurance that
any files created and information
gathered for the project would be
destroyed once the results of the
research were published.

Data Collection

Selected data that might give
insight into the student sample’s
experience of dyslexia was
compiled from UCAS forms and
from paper-based DO student
records merged on a paper form.
The data recorded were gender,
age, discipline, degree awarded
(for example, BA/BSc), degree
classification, when first suspected
of an SpLD, when formally assessed
for dyslexiq, if intervention was
received, any other disabilities,
reading age, reading
comprehension age, spelling age,
writing and copying speed.
Relevant data was transferred from
the paper form to an Excel
spreadsheet, checked by a
colleague and coded, and then
copied into the Statistics Package
for Social Scientists (SPSS). This was
a slow process and was double
checked, on a separate day (by the
author), for accuracy, and the final
spreadsheet database was also
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checked by a colleague. dyslexic arts to science students;
A list of questions was devised and female dyslexic arts to science
the semi-structured interviews were students;
arranged at a time mutually male dyslexic arts to science
convenient to researcher and students;
student. were calculated and where possible
. The interviews took place in the compared to literature, or data on
same room which was relatively non-dyslexic students attending the
quiet, had subdued light was CSU and data obtained from HESA
uncluttered and the seats, although for the same academic period.
upright, were comfortable. Chi-Squared values were obtained
. When the interviews were for frequency of dyslexic and non-
conducted, the students were asked dyslexic students who were
for written permission to record the awarded first class honours degrees
interview and they were allowed to from Yrs1-4 and in changes in
explore questions freely. frequency of dyslexic students in a
. Care was taken not to use leading cross tabulation between the date
questions but allow the student to dyslexic students were first
speak of their educational suspected of dyslexia and when
experience freely. Some questions they were formally assessed.
were asked to clarify points but not The mean reading age, reading
to steer the interviewee in any comprehension age and spelling
particular direction. age of dyslexic students who were
. After the interview the tapes were assessed by the same educational

transcribed and checked by two
colleagues.

Data Analysis.

The student data were analysed and the
frequency of:

L4

¢
¢
¢

postgraduates and undergraduates;
students in each degree category;
students studying arts or sciences;
students with an Assessment of
Needs;

students assessed for dyslexia at
primary and secondary schools and
university were calculated as well as
the average age of students at
graduation for first degrees.

The ratios of:

L2

male to female dyslexic students;

psychologist at the university were
calculated and the frequencies
recorded.

Student interviews were transcribed
from tapes and then given
punctuation and ill defined ‘words’
such as ‘er’ were removed. The
names of the students involved were
changed and the interviews printed
out on different coloured paper.
Common themes were identified
and grouped together.

A table was then constructed to
indicate the experience of students
before university and at university.
Frequency tables, correlation tables,
the Chi-squared statistic, Pearson’s
Rho statistic and One Sample t-tests
were generated by SPSS as
appropriate.
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Results

The student sample consisted of Yr1 N =
79: 67 undergraduates and 12
postgraduates; Yr2 N = 75: 63
undergraduates and 12 postgraduates;
Yr3 N = 73: 8 postgraduates and 65
undergraduates; and Yr4 N = 93. 11
postgraduates and 82 undergraduates.
When compared to the CSU as a whole,
undergraduate dyslexic students formed
approximately 3% of the full time, final
year undergraduate population: Yr1 =
3.73%; Yr2 = 3.52%; Yr3 = 3.34% and Yr4 =

2.65%. The ratio of female to male
dyslexic students was approximately 1:1
for all years (Yrs1-4 1:1.02, 1:1.3, 1:1.8,
and 1: 1.3 respectively).

The majority of students graduated below
the age of 30 (96.7%), and the mean age
was 23.45 and the mode was 21 years.

Mature students are defined by the UCAS
as 21 years or over on admission. The
percentages of mature dyslexic students
who were awarded degrees were 13.6%,
7.8%, 15.4%, 13.4% for Yrs1-4 respectively,

Table 1. Data for dyslexic undergraduates for the academic years 1-4

Year Gender 1st 2:i 2:ii 3rd Pass Total
Yr1 Female 4 22 9 0 0 35
Male 7 8 13 4 0 32
Total 11 30 22 4 0 67
Yr2 Female 2 8 14 1 1 26
Male 2 18 12 5 1 38
Total 4 26 26 6 2 64
Yr3 Female 1 11 9 1 1 23
Male 0 12 21 5 4 42
Total 1 23 30 6 5 65
Yr4 Female 1 14 18 2 3 38
Male 1 12 24 5 2 44
Total 2 26 42 7 5 82

Total 18 105 120 23 12 278
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a total of 11.9% over four academic years.
The percentage of mature non-dyslexic
students for the CSU was 15.7% over the
same period.

The ratio of undergraduate dyslexic
students studying arts to sciences over the
four academic years was 1: 1.3. The ratio
of female to male undergraduate students
studying sciences and arts averaged 1:0.8
over the four years.

The majority of students were awarded
BA or BSc degrees. The total numbers of
dyslexic undergraduates in each degree
class, as shown in Figure 1 indicates that
the majority of students (120, 43.2%)

obtained a Lower Second Class Degree.
The percentage of First class honours
degrees awarded was higher in Yr1 but
was stable over the subsequent three
years whereas 2ii honours increased from
32.8% to 54.5%.

Using data for the total first class honours
from Tables 1 and 2 a chi-squared test
indicated that the decrease in the number
of First Class honours degrees at the CSU
when compared to non-dyslexic students
was significant, Pearson’s 42 = 13.5, df =
3, p = 0.05, indicating that it would be
expected that more dyslexic students
would be awarded first class honours.

Undergrad/Postgrad: undergrad

&0 —

40

30—

Count

20 —

02-03 03-04

Degree Class
W first

B Yppersecond
O Lower second
_ W third

[ pass

04-05 05-08

Figure 1. A bar chart of degree classification final year dyslexic students in years 1-4

© 2016 Dyslexia Association of Singapore
www.das.org.sg

Asia Pacific Journal of Developmental Differences
Vol. 3 No. 1 January 2016



The impact of dyslexia support at University

139

Table 3 indicates that the number of
students suspected and formally assessed
for dyslexia at primary school increased,
and that the number of university students
assessed for dyslexia has not decreased.
Taking the results from column one of
Table 3, the students suspected at primary
school, a contingency table analysis of
year against when students were first
formally assessed for dyslexia gives Table
4.

Using the data from Table 4, the
Pearson’s Chi Squared 2 =24.7 (9) p =
0.03 so the null hypothesis that there is no

change in the proportions of students in
the four education categories across the
four years is rejected. The proportion of
students assessed at primary school for
Yrs 1-4 was: 0.30, 0.24, 0.64 and 0.76
respectively whereas the proportion of
students assessed at university decreased
from 0.35 in yr 1 to 0.08 in yr 4.

Table 5 indicates that the numbers of
undergraduate dyslexic students making
requests to access funding for support
decreased over the 4 years whilst the
numbers of undergraduate dyslexic
students accessing funding in the final

Table 2. Data for non-dyslexic undergraduates for the academic years yrs1-4.

Year Gender 1st 2:i 2:ii 3rd Pass Total

Yr1 Female 78 522 329 42 1 972
Male 73 310 285 86 2 756
Total 151 832 614 128 3 1728

Yr2 Female 86 490 332 45 0 951
Male 81 316 278 70 3 744
Total 167 806 610 115 3 1695

Yr3 Female 115 590 476 78 1 1269
Male 3 321 350 79 3 790
Total 118 911 826 157 4 2059

Yr4 Female 98 571 473 84 5 1226
Male 85 348 345 97 1 874
Total 183 9219 818 181 6 2100

© 2016 Dyslexia Association of Singapore
www.das.org.sg

Asia Pacific Journal of Developmental Differences
Vol. 3 No. 1 January 2016




140 M. Meehan

Table 3 A cross tabulation of when dyslexic undergraduates were first suspected of
having dyslexia and when they were first assessed.

When students were first suspected of
Year - dyslexia Total
Primary | Secondary College | Universit
School School 9 y
Primary
School 6 0 0 0 6
When Secondary
students 4 13 0 0 17
. School
Yr were first
r assessed CO”ege 3 3 1 0 7
for
d . University 7 10 0 12 29
yslexia
Total 20 26 1 12 59
Primary
School 5 0 0 0 5
When Secondary
students 9 3 0 0 12
. School
Yr2 were first
r assessed CO”ege 3 2 3 0 8
for Universit 4 1 0 8 13
dyslexia niversity
Total 21 6 3 8 38
Primary
School 16 0 0 0 16
When Secondar
students Y 7 10 0 0 17
) School
Yr3 were first
r assessed CO”ege 0 0 0 0 0
for Universi 2 3 0 13 18
dyslexia niversity
Total 25 13 1 13 52
Primary
School 19 0 0 0 19
When Secondar
students y 3 9 0 0 12
. School
Yrd were first
r assessed CO”ege 1 3 0 0 4
for Universi 2 7 4 18 31
dyslexia niversity
Total 25 19 4 18 66
© 2016 Dyslexia Association of Singapore Asia Pacific Journal of Developmental Differences
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Table 4. Contingency table of year against when students were formally assessed for
dyslexia when suspected at Primary School

Formally assessed
Year F;rcl:]:g Sesccohnodoalry College University Total
Yr 1 6 4 3 7 20
Yr 2 5 9 3 4 21
Yr3 16 7 0 2 25
Yr 4 19 3 1 2 25
Total 46 23 7 15 91

Table 5. When undergraduate students received a Needs Assessment to access funding

for support for Dyslexia in HE.

Year No request B'eforg First year Second year | Third year
made university

Yr 1 34 1 16 10 6

Yr 2 30 7 11 12 4

Yr 3 14 12 15 12 12

Yr 4 17 11 18 12 15

Total 185 31 60 46 37

year of their course increased. The
number of dyslexic undergraduates
putting funding in place before their
arrival at university has increased.

113 out of 279 final year dyslexic
undergraduate students during this 4 year
period who were assessed for dyslexia at

university went to the same educational
psychologist. As the diagnostic tests for
these students are the same, it is
interesting to see how these students
fared in terms of literacy attainments.

The minimum reading age was equivalent
to 10 years and the maximum 18 years,
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which is also the mode but in this instance
18 years is equivalent to >17 years which
is the test ceiling. The mean reading age
is 16.1 years that is at least 0.9 years
below the dyslexic students’ chronological
age. The implication is that 56.5% of
students (65) read more slowly than their
chronological age.

The age of reading comprehension for
undergraduate dyslexic students ranged
from 10 to 18 years, where the test ceiling
is 17 years and the mean was 13.5 years
that is at least 4.5 years below the
dyslexic students’ chronological age, but
the mode of 22 is the same for 12, 13 and
14 years.

The spelling age of dyslexic
undergraduate students ranged from 8 to
18 years where the test ceiling is 17
years. The mean was 14.48 years that is
at least 3.52 years below the dyslexic
students’ chronological age, and the
mode is 16 years. 89.0% of dyslexic
undergraduate students (97/109) would
have difficulty with spellchecking their
work.

The writing speed of a university student is
considered to be 26 wpm and thus the
copying speed would be less as the
student has to look at the text to be
copied, hold the sentence or phrase
accurately in the short term or working
memory and then form the characters on
the page. The copying speed of the
undergraduate dyslexic students for Yrs 1-
4 ranges from 10 to 31 wpm and the
mean is 19.2 wpm (107) with a mode of
20wpm that is much lower than 26wpm,
and 104/107 (97.2%) dyslexic students
copy at a speed below 26 wpm.

The free writing speed of undergraduate

dyslexic students ranges from 11 to 37
wpm and the mode is 25 wpm. As might
be expected the mean for free writing is
faster than the copying speed at 23.4
wpm but this is still below the expected
speed of 26 wpm for a student at
university. 80/107 (74.8%) undergraduate
dyslexic students wrote at speeds below
26 wpm.

Student Interviews

Nine dyslexic final year students were
interviewed; three from academic year 3
(Charlotte, Edmund and George) and six
from academic year 4 (Adam, Bridget,
Daniel, Fiona, Harry and lan). Two tables
(6 and 7) were constructed from the
interviews: one concerned with students’
experiences before university and one
during their course.

The major themes that emerged from the
interviews as shown in Tables 6 and 7 can
be grouped into three sections: transition
to university, support given by the
university and students’ abilities,
strategies and feelings. Minor themes
included course choice, IT and the use of
stickers in examinations.

Transition to University.

8 of the 9 students interviewed
commented on their transition to
university.  Three students experienced
difficult transitions and five students had
little problem adjusting to university life.
lan found his transition to his first
university difficult because of the attitude
of his academic department;

“they were really unhelpful they
made me feel that it was my fault
that | was dyslexic and said things
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like do you realise that if we have to
give you extra time in exams that we
have to schedule a different room
for you. This is a huge problem for
us. It will cost us more money.”

Harry had not realised that he was out of
practice in writing essays after taking a

gap year

“for me it was a big shock writing... |
spend a lot of time typing over my
gap year and coming back.. . to have
to write out was a strange thing”

and Edmund had to adjust to a new life-
style. 5 students had no problem making
the transition to university: Bridget and
George believed that this was due to
their college experience whereas Daniel
had a relaxed attitude to his first year
which facilitated his move to university.
George stated:

“..it’s more lax at university and
you’re living away from home — it’s
different but for the first year | didn't
notice a huge difference because |
was living in halls and you're pretty
well cared for in halls.”

University Support

University support was mainly provided
by academic departments and Student
Support Services which included one-to-
one specialist tuition and small group
workshops.

Departmental Support
Both Bridget and Fiona felt that there was

a lack of understanding of dyslexia on
the part of staff in their departments,

although they were eventually able to
find help. Fiona said:

“She [academic tutor] looked like the
kind of person who had never had a
problem with anything academic in
her life and probably wouldn’t
understand it if you tried to explain
it to her.”

But:

“our Head of Year X is really good, |
get on well with him, he’s really easy
to talk to...I've asked him to be my
tutor next year.”

Fiona considered that staff should
advertise the help that is available in the
department because friends who were
dyslexic students in other universities
were offered help. Bridget felt that she
had to struggle to get support which
should be available at the beginning of
the course and lecturers were not always
helpful.

“some people help you more than
others... you find yourself [with] a
constant battle... It’s just that people
just don't understand.”

In particular Bridget stated that the
feedback on essays was superficial and
could have been more detailed.

Charlotte said that not all staff knew she
was dyslexic and perhaps her lecturers
were preparing lectures for the ‘average
student’ as Martin (1999, in Hocking et al.,
2007) states. Charlotte felt that little
support other than extra time in
examinations could be offered to dyslexic
students studying science subjects.
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However, she reported her fear that
because students with extra time in
examinations sit in a separate room, they
can be disadvantaged when they are not
notified of errata in examination papers.
This happened to her, and although she
was stopped in a corridor by a lecturer,
and assured that this would be taken into
account in marking her script, she was
never sure that this had occurred.

An inconsistency in the adjustments that
dyslexic students receive was noted by
Charlotte who reported that her dyslexic
friends studying other disciplines in the
CSU could use stickers to identify their
coursework and examinations as
belonging to a dyslexic student but they
we not used in her department. Indeed
Edmund used stickers on essays and
examinations since he was assessed for
dyslexia in his second year.

Edmund and Fiona thought that
departments need to look at deadlines so
that not all essays should be expected on
one day. They thought that there should
be a one week gap between deadlines,
recognition of dyslexic difficulties in mark
schemes and extra time (extensions) for
coursework. Edmund also said that he
received no feedback from staff and no
possibility of having a draft seen by
departmental staff or handing in
formative work.

Fiona said it would be a help if core
extracts of text to be read could be
flagged. An overview of the course
before the academic year started would
be helpful, so that students could prepare
for a module before the year begins. |t
would be good to have a time when
students could ask staff questions and

tutors should ask students to see them
and not the other way around.

Although lan had a bad experience in his
first university, he found his department in
the CSU was “great” and Harry likewise
found his department “fantastic”. lan had
the help he needed.

Adam said that academics were
supportive but not always in the most
sensitive manner. An academic said:
“Come and see me one lunchtime”
and | did. We just took my essay and
she put red all over it. | have never
seen so much red in all my life and |
haven’t seen it again, Thank God.”

Student Services Support

In terms of support from Student Support
Services this fell into guidance through the
application of an Assessment of Needs
and through this the putting into place of
note takers, specialist tuition, specialist IT
equipment etcetera. Charlotte, Edmund
and George found the small group study
skill sessions organised by the Dyslexia
Co-ordinator to be particularly helpful

Charlotte stated:

“It was just good to be able, finally,
to say that | was dyslexic and just
talk about that.. and organisation
seminars that | went to were good.”

and Bridget and Charlotte found one-to-
one sessions on study skills useful.
Bridget said:

“The fundamental issue is essay skills
and presentation skills but wrapped
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around that and the second core
which is all the soft areas like stress,
confidence issue...”

George reported:

“For me the biggest impact was
always one-to-one you can get a lot
from seminars and you can get a lot
from groups because it's good to
know how other people work... but
most progress is made during one-to

4

-one's.

Although all interviewees had undertaken
a Needs Assessment, 4 found the process
confusing and time consuming.

Edmund said he found the “door always
open” and he could see a tutor at least
within a week or so. It would be good if
there were sessions where students could
talk in the disability office, not necessarily
about study, perhaps a discussion group.
There should be more than one full time
tutor because of the number of dyslexic
students at the university. If the single
tutor had half the workload the service
could be even better.

George said there should be workshops
to analyse students’ weaknesses, improve
computer skills, organisation, and use of
software packages and academic staff
should receive disability training.

As a result of a Needs Assessment each
student may be given IT equipment and
assistive software. Charlotte, Harry and
lan  mentioned how helpful their
computers and IT equipment was and in
particular lan found the spellchecker
valuable. lan was also provided with a
note-taker.

Students’ difficulties and strategies

Three students reported difficulty with
organisation in terms of time
management (Charlotte and George) and
assignment structure (Bridget).  Fiona
found it hard to read large volumes of
text for her dissertation whereas lan was
able to scan read to find the necessary
information to study his science subject.
Both Harry and lan had difficulty taking
notes. lan had a slow speed of writing
and could not keep up with a lecturer if
he spoke too quickly or wrote too quickly
on the board. Harry found it difficult to
write and listen at the same time and
because he found visual representation of
information easier to understand, he
found it difficult to follow a lecturer who
simply spoke without using visual aids.
Adam mentioned that the comments on
his assignments were about his spelling
and so he considered that he had poor
proof reading skills. Fiona found it
difficult to change how she studied once
she had an assessment of dyslexia in her
third year.

Strategies that students found helpful
were speed reading (George and lan),
mind mapping (Harry), hearing how other
students coped with studying (Edmund).
lan found that he was better studying at
his own pace and because he studied a
more mathematical subject, constantly
working through examples to understand
topics prepared him for examinations.
Adam found that he had to type up his
lecture notes and he had to study
continuously rather than just before
examinations as was the case for his A
levels. Harry also found it valuable to be
able to download lecture notes from the
Virtual Learning Environment.
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Adam suggested a course booklet to let
students know what specialist tuition was
available or perhaps this could be on the
website. Adam would have appreciated
grammar and spelling lessons,
particularly as he intended to study at
Masters level and he may have to learn
Latin or Greek.

Bridget said that tuition on essay writing,
dissertations and presentation skills are
central skills and wrapped around these
are dealing with stress and confidence
issues. A stress management course
would be very helpful.

Prejudice

Three students were directly affected by
prejudice: Adam, lan and Edmund. Adam
was advised by a teacher when he filled
in his UCAS form not to declare his
dyslexia in case he was not admitted to
the university. This meant that Adam went
through his first year without extra time in
examinations or any support from the
Student Support Services. This experience
echoes that of Connor (Fawcett, 2004)
who did not disclose his dyslexia and did
not achieve his potential and the issue of
disability as stigma (Morris and Turnball,
2006). Adam asked his flat mates to
proof read his essays and look for
spelling and grammar mistakes but even
so he achieved lower grades than in his
second and third years after he had
declared his disability. lan, as already
reported, found that academics in his first
university were not prepared to give him
extra time in examinations. Although he
had evidence of his difficulty, he had to
undertake an assessment with the
university’s Educational Psychologist which
confirmed the first assessment that he was

dyslexic. He was told that if they had
known he was that dyslexic he would not
have been accepted on to the course,
even though he achieved the 3 A’'s at A
Level that the university required. Speed
of writing was a major difficulty for lan but
he was told that only if he had a broken
arm would he be given extra time in
examinations. This certainly indicates that
this department did not view lan as an
individual who needed specialist support.

However, with regard to the CSU:

“I had a really good time at the CSU
and | had the whole student
experience - | had it on a level
playing field which was a thing that
was really important... The only
thing that could hold me back is
making the same mistakes that all
students do like drinking too much
and staying out too late and not
turning up - but it wasn’t due to
being dyslexic or being slow copying
things off the board which made me
feel that if | put my back into it |
could do really well.”

Edmund, who was first assessed at
university, seemed to feel that he would
be viewed as unintelligent because he
had dyslexia, and yet dyslexia is not
related to 1Q. Edmund said university was
a challenge and he felt isolated as many
disabled students (National Disability
Team and National Bureau for Students
with Disabilities (SKILL), 2004 in Madriago,
2007). Adam thought that he could have
done better and interestingly both these
students were told at school that they
were lazy or stupid and George said that
he felt that being told that he was lazy at
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school still had an effect when he was a
university student.

Course choice

In terms of course choice Adam and
Daniel said that few universities ran the
courses in which they were interested.
Harry had thought of studying another
subject but was impressed by the CSU'’s
academic department.  Charlotte and
Edmund thought they might have studied
another type of subject which may
perhaps indicate that they chose courses
they thought they could succeed in
because of the difficulties experienced
due to dyslexia.

Discussion

There is clear evidence from this case
study of the provision of dyslexia support
over the first 4 years available in a
selected university in the UK that dyslexic
students continue to show difficulties in
comparison with non-dyslexic students.
Interestingly, the numbers of dyslexic
students at the CSU are higher than
average, approximately 3% of the full
time, final year undergraduate population
as opposed to 1.97% as reported by
James (2003) based on HESA figures. This
may be due to the CSU having a good
reputation in supporting students with
disabilities.

The ratio of female to male dyslexic
students was approximately 1:1 for all
years and this a trend in the ratio of
female to male students decreasing (Rook
and Miles, 1999), although the mean
ratio of non-dyslexic students remained
the same.

Grant (2004) suggests that dyslexic
students may choose science or art and
design subjects because they require less
independent reading and writing. The
ratio of undergraduate dyslexic students
studying arts to sciences over the four
academic years was 1: 1.3. This s
comparable to HESA (2008) figures for all
UK students (dyslexic and non-dyslexic)
showing that the ratio of female to male
undergraduate students studying sciences
and arts averaged 1:0.8 over the four
years.

The majority of students were awarded
BA or BSc degrees and obtained a Lower
Second Class Degree, which corroborates
the figures reported by Richardson and
Wydell, 2003. The percentage of First
class honours degrees awarded was
higher in Yr1 but was stable over the

subsequent three years whereas 2ii
honours increased.
Data relating to when dyslexic

undergraduates were first suspected of
having dyslexia and when they were first
assessed indicates that the numbers of
students at the CSU who were assessed
at primary school increased over the 4
year period and the numbers of students
assessed at university remained
unchanged.

In order to access the support services
that provide specialist tuition, note-takers
etcetera at the university, students who
are eligible for the Disabled Students
Allowance must have a Needs
Assessment, normally paid for by the
funding  body. The numbers of
undergraduate dyslexic students making
requests to access funding for support
decreased over the 4 years whilst the
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numbers of wundergraduate dyslexic
students accessing funding in the final
year of their course increased. The
number of dyslexic undergraduates who
had funding in place before their arrival
at university has also increased,
suggesting greater awareness in the
student body of the availability of
support.

The process of assessment is expensive
and can be slow. A prerequisite for a
Needs Assessment is an Educational
Psychologist's Report and there is usually
a waiting list of a month or two. In
addition, the cost can be anything
between £300 and £800, even with help
from the means tested Contingency Fund,
a student may think hard before going
forward for an assessment.
Unfortunately, if a student is given a
Needs Assessment in their final year the
Funding Body will usually restrict the help
given to the student, for example, a
student may not be given any IT
equipment, although some may be
loaned to the student. However, non-
medical help in the form of specialist
tuition and up to the present note takers
have usually been funded. The increase
in final year students receiving
assessments therefore means they are
not able to fully benefit from the support
provided.

In terms of the standard scores for the
diagnostic tests for the 113 students
assessed by the same educational
psychologist, the majority showed mild
problems with reading but quite severe
problems in spelling, more than 3 years
below their chronological age. More than
half read slowly and the majority have
difficulty understanding textbooks and

may need to reread texts in order to
gain comprehension, this will also slow
down their ability to gain knowledge from
the written word.

Bearing in mind the data for the reading
age this means that students could
decode text and read aloud but might
have some continued difficulty in
comprehension. The majority would also
have difficulty with spellchecking their
work and proofreading. The slow free
writing and copying speed of the majority
of this group, with a mean speed well
below average would impact on their
assignments, but above all on their
performance in examinations. It may be
seen the problems of dyslexia are still
clearly apparent, even in this high
achieving group of university students.

Limitations

Neither database made a distinction
between severe, moderate or mild
dyslexia which would impact on when a
person was assessed for dyslexia and the
type and extent of intervention provided
throughout school and at university.

Students over a certain age are not likely
to have been assessed at school or
college because assessment has only
been used widely over the past 30 or so
years. In addition, emotional difficulties
that may arise from the assessment
process or the stress caused by other
difficulties which dyslexic students may
experience when writing essays, sitting
examinations or giving presentations
which may exacerbate the difficulties of
dyslexia, (Gilroy, 2004) and impact on
degree classification were not taken into
account.
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The date of a student’s first assessment
was not available for each student and
the students from only one UCAS category
were considered so students with co-
existing conditions such as dyspraxia
(Portwood, 2000) or Attention Deficit
Disorder (ADD) were not included in this
study. As both the latter conditions
require either a General Practioner’s
referral or large sums of money to obtain
an assessment (in the region of £800), if a
student is suspected of dyslexia as well
as dyspraxia, it is easier to gain access to
the DSA on account of dyslexia rather
than another disability and the support
recommended by the Needs Assessor
may not differ substantially. One might
expect that a student with co-existing
difficulties if they had been assessed for
such a condition would have been given
more intervention. Some students with
dyslexia might select the UCAS code for a
Hidden Disability (previously 9) and not
Dyslexia (G) in order to prevent the
declaration of a SplLD or they may
consider that an assessment of “a SplLD
of a dyslexic nature” would fall in
category (?) and so not be included in
the study.

There may be students with dyslexia who
have not been tested for Vvisual
disturbance or Meares/Irlen Syndrome
because not all educational psychologists
consider this condition when assessing for
dyslexia, (Stein, 2003; Wilkins, 2003). This
will impact on their reading, study skills
and perhaps their degree classification.
No account of the geographical area
were the student’s schooling took place is
considered in this study. It would be
expected that there are differences in
intervention provided by schools. In
addition, some students may prefer not to

declare their dyslexia to the university or
be able to afford the cost of an
educational psychologist's assessment
and so these students would not be
included. Since 2008 Student Finance
England and more recently Student
Finance Wales have come into existence
and there may no noticeable
geographical influence for university
students.

It is difficult to know if students would
have received a different degree had
they been given intervention before
coming to university. Nevertheless, it is
clear from the interviews that some
students felt that they could have
achieved more if diagnosis had been
made sooner and support provided. No
account is taken of how hard a student
worked or whether intervention would
have improved their self-esteem and
motivation. Similarly, the type of
intervention given at school, when given,
is not examined to see what form it took
or over how long a period it was given; to
simply be placed next to someone who
can spell, is not the same as receiving
one-to-one specialist support. No account
was taken of how many students availed
themselves of help from Student Services
whilst at university as it was considered
that in the timescale of the study this
could not be achieved. However, the
author is aware that this would be a very
necessary step to complete the study.
Unfortunately, degree results were only
available to the author in the form of
categorical information. As degree
classification is a large spread, a more
accurate representation might be
obtained if a percentage score had been
available.
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It is clear from this study that dyslexia
continues to restrict the performance of
university students, and support is
needed to ensure they reach their
potential. So what does the future hold
for dyslexia support in the University
sector? In some ways the dyslexia
movement has been a victim of it's own

success, with awareness leading to
increased numbers coming forward
over the years for screening and

support. The UK government, as part of
a general programme of austerity has
cut funds to support disability. Recent
changes have been made to the UK
Disabled Student’s Allowance, which
require that Universities in England take
responsibility for funding the support for
all students with disabilities. It is not
clear whether all universities will accept
this added financial burden.

Consequently, cuts have already been
made in the hours of some support
workers at Sheffield University, reducing
their input to 14 hours weekly from a
previous 40 hours. It remains to be
seen what the overall impact will be,
but it may well be that the UK will no
longer provide the best support in the
world for students with dyslexia at
University level. However, Wales and
Scotland will continue to provide the
support necessary for dyslexic students
to be successful, as a legal right.
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