
REVIEW OF TARGETED SUPPORT FOR HE STUDENTS: 
SUBMISSION FROM THE BDA NTC 
 

BACKGROUND 

 
The British Dyslexia Association (BDA) New Technology Committee (NTC) consists of 
professionals and dyslexic individuals who give their time and expertise on a voluntary basis 
to the BDA, to gather, evaluate and provide information, on behalf of the BDA, about ways 
in which ICT can help dyslexic users. The committee currently consists of professionals from 
a range of backgrounds including dyslexia and special educational needs teachers in schools, 
needs assessors and dyslexia support professionals at universities and in the workplace, 
assistive technology developers, dyslexia and assistive technology researchers as well as 
dyslexic individuals who regularly use technology to overcome their own difficulties.  
 
We are responding to the call of evidence to present the information and evidence on how 
dyslexic students in receipt of the DSA make use of the technology and IT equipment 
provided and what impact any changes to the provision of such equipment may have. As 
many of our members also work with other groups such as NADP, BATA, ASSA and ADO we 
are aware other evidence that has been submitted on their behalf and agree with it. We do 
not intend to repeat their evidence, instead present the view from the perspective of the 
dyslexic student and those that support them through technology based strategies. 
 
 
Question: Based on your knowledge of Disabled Students’ Allowances, disabled 
students and the general student population, is there any IT equipment currently supplied 
through DSAs that you think is generally required by the majority of students entering HE? 
Please give reasons for your answer. Please refer to any evidence you have to support your 
answer. 
 

 
1. Students often need access to a wide range of technology equipment as part of their 

course and as a result of this need, universities ensure that their students have 
access to the correct equipment.  This may be specialist scientific equipment in a lab, 
graphic design software for an art course or computer facilities provided throughout 
campus. No universities providing campus-based courses require students to have 
their own IT equipment and most offer some specialist equipment located in certain 
areas across the campus or on the network.   
 

2. The Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSAs) is provided “to help pay the extra costs [a 
student] may have as a direct result of [a] disability, long-term health condition, 
mental-health condition, or specific learning difficulty such as dyslexia or dyspraxia. ” 
DSAs are not intended to pay for costs that “any student might have regardless of 



disability” (SLC, 20121).  A Needs Assessor addresses the needs of the individual, 
disabled students. The DSA Needs Assessment must consider the disabled students' 
needs in terms of their disability, their course structure and the environment in 
which it takes place. The fact that IT equipment is available to the majority of 
students is not a consideration that impacts on the current Needs Assessment 
arrangements. When an assessment of need identifies a need for so called “general” 
IT equipment to be funded through the allowance, it must be due to a requirement 
to overcome difficulties related to the student’s disability and only when it would be 
an additional cost to that individual student.  
 

 
3. While some IT equipment, such as a word processor or laptop computer, may be 

considered to be of general use to many students, for students with dyslexia and 
specific learning difficulties it is an assistive tool enabling them to overcome the daily 
barriers caused by their specific learning difficulty. Access to such tools are 
recognised to support dyslexic learners. For example: 

a. The Joint Council for Qualifications recognise in the Access Arrangements for 
General and Vocational Qualifications (JCQ, 20122)that  IT equipment, 
including word processor, tablets (such as an iPad) and text-to-speech 
software, may be used by candidates with dyslexia and specific learning 
difficulties if it is their usual way of working. 

b. A number of academic studies have highlighted the positive impact that word 
processing has on those students that struggle with writing and literacy 
(Graham & Perrin, 20073). 

c. Use of word processing with advanced spell checkers and speech is widely 
acknowledged as an effective strategy for dyslexic students in all stages of 
education (Dept of Education, 20124 ; Nisbet & Spooner 19995 ). 
 

4. Since September 2012, the Equality Act (2010) reasonable adjustment duty for 
educational providers has included the provision of auxiliary aids and services for 
disabled students. Guidance provided by the Equality and Human Rights Commission 
to educational institutions (EHRC, 20126) includes examples for schools indicating 
that access to “general IT” would be considered an auxiliary aid. However the 
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guidance to Higher Education Institutions indicates that provision for a student’s 
individual use should be provided through the DSA and is not the responsibility of 
the Higher Education Institution. Therefore discontinuing the provision of auxiliary 
aids as a matter of course in higher education seems a disjointed piece of legislation 
and to the detriment of those with a disability.  
 

5. Many universities provide access to assistive software to support students with 
dyslexia on their IT networks. However, based on our professional experience 
working in schools, colleges and universities as well as working in shared computer 
labs instead of on a personal computer causes students with dyslexia a number of 
difficulties: 

a. Students are usually unable to personalise computer settings on a shared 
computer (such as font size and colours) that can make it easier for them to 
read.   

b. Dyslexic learners rely heavily on personalised dictionaries and spell-checking - 
for example saving subject specific terms to a word processor spell-checker 
so that they are not marked as incorrect each time. These may not be 
available in shared computer facilities 

c. Use of audio tools such as text-to-speech for reading aloud text is 
unreasonable if the student forgets to bring along headphones.  

d. Using speech recognition in shared facilities can cause disruption to other 
students as well as reduced accuracy due to background noise 
embarrassment and loss of privacy to the user. 

e. Dyslexic students often wish to print out on different coloured paper. This is 
difficult with shared networked printing facilities 

f. Concentrating in a noisy working environment with background movement is 
difficult for students with poor working memory and dyslexia. 

 
These experiences have also been highlighted in a number of studies of students 
with dyslexia at Higher Education over the past 15 years – Hall & Tinklin (1998)7, 
Draffan et al 20078, Grant, 20109, Draffan et al (2013)10. 

 
 

6. For students who already own a computer or laptop it must be suitable for the 
demands of their course and the level of support they require throughout their 
degree due to their disability. For many specialist software package, such as text-to-
speech and literacy support toolbars, these programs must wok effective alongside a 
range of applications making significant demands on a computer. As Draffan et al 
(2013) identified, students with Specific Learning Difficulties, such as dyslexia, 
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particularly value access to assistive software on their own computer and many also 
benefit from being able to carry around their laptops with assistive software to 
lectures and on campus so that they access is available at all times. The Needs 
Assessment process takes into account any equipment the student already owns and 
evaluates whether new equipment is necessary to enable to the student to 
overcome the difficulties associated to their disability. Needs Assessors work with 
suppliers to evaluate whether existing equipment will match the needs of the 
individual student and to ensure that software will run effectively for the length of 
the student’s course. Hence, the Needs Assessment already provides an accountable 
system for ensuring that only those students who need access to a new computer or 
general IT equipment to support their course are provided with funding for it. 
Submission to this review by suppliers and the industry (through BATA) provide 
figures on how many assessments already make use of the students existing 
equipment. 
 

 
Question: If you haven’t done so, please indicate what IT equipment you feel is 
generally required by all students. Please try to be as specific as possible and give reasons or 
evidence supporting your view. 
 

7. As stated in (1) is up to universities to advise students on what equipment they will 
require for their course and what the university requires. This information is taken into 
account during a disabled student’s needs assessment. 

 
Question: What types of IT equipment do you believe should continue to be regarded as 
additional i.e. it is required specifically by disabled students as a result of their disability? 
Please refer to any evidence to support your answer.  

 
 

8. Specialist equipment, referred to as Assistive Technology, is defined  
 
“any device or system that allows an individual to perform a task they would 
otherwise be unable to do, or increases the ease and safety with which the task can 
be performed” (Royal Commission, 199911)  
 
while the World Health Organisation defines it as: 
 
 “an umbrella term for any device or system that allows individuals to perform tasks 
they would otherwise be unable to do or increases the ease and safety with which 
tasks can be performed.'   (World Health organisation, 200412) 
  
Therefore, it is the application of the IT equipment and technology to overcome the 
barrier of disabilities that makes it “assistive” or “specialist”. To characterise some 
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equipment as “specialist” and some “general” has led to students being unable to 
access the best solution. 
 

9. Dyslexia and other Specific Learning Difficulties impact on a student’s ability to study 
effectively in many ways. Poor organisation and time management is experienced by 
many students with Specific Learning Difficulties (Grant, 2010; Smith-Spark & 
Fawcett, 200413), not only affecting the ability to remember tasks and information 
but also on the ability to multi-task. This means that it takes longer for the student to 
complete assignments while they also need to capture ideas and information as 
effectively as they can. Access to digital recorders, word processing tools, and 
organisational tools (such as PDAs) as well as specialist software can help overcome 
these difficulties. As noted by Draffan et al 2013, dyslexic students do not 
differentiate between specialist and general equipment – they focus only on the 
tools and strategies that work for them.  
 

10. General or “Off-the-shelf” technology is often cheaper and better supported (due to 
its wider user community) than specialist alternatives. For example, a recent study of 
the cost of providing accessible formats to disabled students found that it was 
cheaper to provide mainstream ebook devices than acquire a specific accessible 
format (McMahon, 201314) while the fast-pace of the technology world has led to 
expensive specialist tools such as touch screen monitors and lightweight laptops 
being replaced by off-the-shelf tablet devices.  

 
11. Surveys of disabled students have also identified that many did not have access to 

the auxiliary aids and specialist tools that may assist their learning prior to coming to 
university - 85.7% of students in the Draffan et al 2013 study and corroborated by 
experiences our members have with educating and training in schools (Litten, 
201215). Therefore the vast majority of disabled and dyslexic students enter the 
Needs Assessment process with little awareness of the equipment that will meet 
their needs. This one-hit process, coupled with a checklist mentality of what is and 
isn’t specialist equipment, has left the Needs Assessment process open to over-
specification and limits access to free or low-costs solutions. A more flexible 
approach, enabling a student’s recommendations to be added to throughout their 
course as studies such as Price (2006)16 recommended, would better suit the needs 
of dyslexic students. Furthermore, it would open the way to ensuring equipment was 
only being provided to suit individual needs rather than appearing to be a blanket 
approach to certain disabilities due in part to a lack of understanding about many of 
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the technologies available. McNaught (2011)17 notes that the first step should often 
be to adapt existing tools and software, before use of commercial assistive 
technologies is considered as, “they will often offer value for money – but because 
you can only make an informed and intelligent choice when you’ve tried the simpler 
systems and worked out what you’re missing”. Such an approach is recommended 
by the Assessment Centre DSA Quality Assurance Framework 2012 (DSA-QAG, 
201218). Monitoring and updating outcomes of assistive technology assessments has 
been common practise in other countries for many years (Zabala et al, 200019; 
Corriadi et al, 201220, Smythe, 200521 ) but is not part of the DSA system. 
 

Question: Is there any IT hardware or software that you feel disabled students need that they 
are currently unable to get? Please refer to any evidence to support your answer. 
 

12. We welcome a review of the current guidance on IT which currently does not reflect 
recent technological developments or the practices of disabled students. As disabled 

and dyslexic students in the LexDis project (http://www.lexdis.org.uk/) reported, often 
strategies using mobile and portable devices are effective. Tablets, Smartphones and e-
book devices as well as Cloud-based services are being used by dyslexic students to 
overcome their difficulties and often paid for out of their own finances, as these are 
rarely funded within the DSA system, despite often being cheaper. Needs Assessments, 
technology training and the on-going study skills support should be flexible enough to 
keep up with changes in technology as well as the changing demands of the student’s 
courses.  
 

13. It is impossible to list which technology should be considered “required specifically by 
disabled students” as the evidence presented in (6) demonstrates that any equipment 
could be considered assistive if it meets the needs of the individual student. 
Furthermore, as technology adapts and develops so quickly, any list would immediately 
be out of date and this further points to the need for regular reviews of any DSA 
technology provision. The SFE DSA practitioners’ guidelines (SFE, 201222) demonstrate 
this problem, including to references out-of-date technology (such as tape recorders). 
Furthermore, the guidelines do not reflect the realities of student life: the section on 
laptop provision makes no mention of many of the strategies Needs Assessors 
recommend them for such as use in a lecture as a note-taking tool, which many students 
have highlighted as vitally important (Draffan et al, 2013). Instead of stipulating what 
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should be considered “specialist” and “general” equipment, it would be more beneficial 
for learners and cost-effective for taxpayers, to adapt the evidence-based approach of 
other health and educational fields. Here it has become common practice to document 
the effectiveness of the equipment through case studies and evidence bases, such as 
that currently being under-taken in the AAC community 

(http://www.communicationmatters.org.uk/page/aac-evidence-base-project). 
Currently practitioners must rely on information services provided by voluntary 
groups (such as the www.bdatech.org and www.emptech.info websites maintained 
by our members) alongside information provided by commercial suppliers to identify 
the best solutions for their students. 
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