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Dyslexia is a specific learning disability affecting 1 in 10 people nationwide (British Dyslexia 

Association 2018). Literature acknowledges the need for greater understanding of the educational 

needs of learners with dyslexia in UK Higher Education (HE). Research in this field often stems 

from neuropsychological viewpoints and neglects the perspectives of students themselves. Our 

study was designed to understand the lifelong learning experiences of students with dyslexia. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with fourteen students. Transcripts were analysed 

using interpretative phenomenological analysis (Smith and Osborn 2008). Three superordinate 

themes were identified: ‘Managing Feelings of Inferiority’, ‘Adapting to the Learning 

Environment’, and ‘Experience of Learning Support’. Analysis highlighted the range of challenges 

students face throughout the UK education system. Findings suggest that HE institutions need to 

create an inclusive learning environment that effectively supports this underrepresented group. 

This will break down barriers to learning and help students to succeed academically.  
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Points of Interest  

• This article provides an in-depth understanding of the lifelong learning experiences of 

students with dyslexia in Great Britain. 

• Students with dyslexia continue to experience social, emotional and academic barriers to 

learning. 

• College undergraduates and postgraduates with dyslexia find it difficult to adjust to 

learning in higher education but they have developed their own strategies that help. 

• This research found that assistive technologies do not always meet the learning needs of 

individuals with dyslexia, and students in HE does not use them. Research needs to 

understand why students are not using them and determine how to improve these 

technologies so they meet the needs of learners with dyslexia.  

• Students in this study felt that their university need to improve the learning support 

services available to them on campus, for example one-to-one academic support or 

wellbeing drop-in services should be offered.  
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Approximately 302,000 individuals with a disability entered higher education (HE) in the United 

Kingdom (UK) in 2017/18 (HESA 2019), representing 13% of all entrants. Individuals with 

dyslexia are underrepresented in HE in the UK, however, the number of individuals with a specific 

learning disability (SpLD) enrolling in UK higher education has increased as a result of 

government interventions to widen access (Brunswick 2012). This includes changes to legislation 

that prevents discrimination by ensuring equal access to higher education, making university 

attendance appealing to individuals with dyslexia (Brunswick 2012).  

Dyslexia is one of the most common SpLDs in the UK, affecting 1 in 10 people nationwide 

(British Dyslexia Association 2018). Broadly, dyslexia is characterised by deficits in accurate and 

fluent word reading, decoding and spelling (Lyon, Shawywitz and Shaywitz 2003). The role of IQ 

in the diagnosis of dyslexia is no longer supported by multidisciplinary studies (Siegel 2006; 

Tanaka, et al. 2011). There is uncertainty regarding the definition, diagnosis and characteristics of 

dyslexia (Elliot and Grigorenko 2014), but despite no international agreement of its definition, 

dyslexia is legally considered to be a disability (Equality Act 2010).   

Definitions and understandings of dyslexia have emerged from an individual deficit or 

impairment perspective, in line with a medical model of disability.  Instead, the socially produced 

features of dyslexia are just as important in helpings us determine what dyslexia means for 

individual, in line with the social model of disability (Oliver 1983). As literature contends 

(Macdonald 2009; Riddick 2001), it is society’s disabling environments, barriers and cultures that 

disables a person (Oliver 2004). This study takes the perspective that dyslexia itself is a discourse, 

created by society, but the difficulties experienced by those who have dyslexia are real. This study 

supports the contentions of Thomas (2004) who claims that in addition to a disabling environment, 
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those with disabilities experience barriers to being, where society’s failure to cater for disabilities 

adequately, directly effects their psycho-emotional wellbeing, making them feel of lesser value.  

In the UK, children spend approximately 12 years in compulsory education. From age six, 

schools in England may administer national curriculum tests in reading, writing, maths and science 

to determine whether a child is performing at the expected academic standard (Department for 

Education 2018). This demonstrates the emphasis placed on high standards of literacy as an 

indicator of academic ability in school. The requirement for achieving qualifications may put 

additional pressure on students with dyslexia, as examinations themselves are barriers for 

demonstrating academic attainment due to slow text processing experienced by pupils with 

dyslexia (Thompson 2008). The emphasis on measures of academic ability can become 

problematic during the transition between primary and secondary schools. The increase in 

workload adds to the academic pressure felt by school pupils as some worry that their work is not 

of an acceptable standard (Hodgkin, et al. 2013).   

The academic challenges in school, plus a lack of support from teachers, can result in poor 

self-esteem in students with dyslexia (Pollack 2012). Madriaga (2007) explained that negative 

school experiences can impact the motivation of school-aged children to pursue higher education. 

Students with dyslexia who had transitioned from school and further education1 onto HE reported 

that they were discouraged from applying to university by parents, academic tutors and by career 

officers (Madriaga 2007). Yet, despite discouragement, some individuals with dyslexia chose to 

progress onto university (Madriaga 2007).  

However, the transition into higher education can be fraught for students with dyslexia as 

they experience barriers to learning on arrival. For example, Elliot and Wilson’s (2008) 

 
1 In the UK, Further Education (FE) refers to the study after secondary education, but prior to an 

undergraduate degree. 
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participants were surprised by the differing approaches to teaching in HE in comparison to school 

and were surprised about the emphasis placed on self-directed learning. Undergraduate students 

with hidden disabilities, including those with dyslexia, felt they needed additional support to meet 

the demands of independent learning in university and believed the transition from the structured 

learning experienced in secondary school was too rapid (Elliot and Wilson 2008). However, due 

to dyslexia being an invisible disability, onus is often placed upon the student to self-identify to 

receive learning support (Pino and Mortari 2014). However, individuals with dyslexia can face 

labelling and stigmatisation (Riddick 2000) and students often conceal their dyslexia from tutors 

as they do not want to be perceived negatively (Madriaga 2007). This can have substantial 

implications for disclosure and requests for learning support (Mortimore and Crozier 2006; Pino 

and Mortari 2014). Given that disclosure can bring benefits including access to support services 

(Pino and Mortari 2014), it is important to continue to explore and address social stigma and other 

societal attitudes that may affect a student’s academic progress and experience.      

Students with dyslexia can experience challenges across a range of tasks, including 

expressing ideas in writing, notetaking and organising essays (Mortimore and Crozier 2006). 

Research has indicated that overall essay writing quality is poorer in college undergraduates with 

dyslexia, as a result of poor spelling accuracy and handwriting fluency (Connelly, et al. 2006). 

Handwriting fluency is an important skill at degree level, given that emphasis is often placed on 

writing as a means of assessment, for example through timed written exams (Connelly, et al. 2006). 

Though, assistive learning technologies are available to students, such as text-to-speech and 

concept mapping software that allows students to organise ideas, make notes and plan writing 

(Draffan, Evans and Blenkhorn 2007). These are designed to give students with SpLDs the 

resources for successful independent learning that, otherwise, may have been challenging 
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(Forgrave 2002). However, there is limited literature exploring the adoption and usefulness of 

these technologies from the view of the student themselves. The acceptance of assistive technology 

(AT) is an important issue, and models such as the technology acceptance model (TAM: Davis 

1989; Davis, Bagozzi and Warshaw 1989) have made efforts to understand the factors that affect 

a user’s adoption of technology, including in the field of education (Granić and Marangunić 2019). 

However, the uptake and benefits of these assistive technologies to the learners with dyslexia 

remains largely unknown.  

In addition to academic challenges, individuals with dyslexia are vulnerable to emotional 

difficulties, such as a lack of confidence, low self-esteem and higher levels of state anxiety with 

respect to academic situations (Carroll and Iles 2006; Pino and Mortari 2014; Riddick, Sterling, 

Farmer and Morgan 1999). Both in adolescence and adulthood, these feelings may arise as a result 

of feeling academically inferior to their peers (Cameron 2016; Eissa 2010). In HE, seminars are 

valuable learning spaces which foster peer learning (Boud 2013). However Cameron (2016) 

highlighted that a lack of confidence in social situations (i.e. seminars), prevents students with 

dyslexia from participating, because of fear that they would be unable to find the correct word 

when speaking out-loud, and in turn makes them feel as they do not belong. This highlights how 

the pressure of conveying knowledge through language in academic discussion can be an 

additional barrier to equal participation (Cameron 2016). Given that academic and social 

integration in university is a predictor of student retention (DaDeppo 2009), universities need to 

facilitate supportive learning environments, that offer opportunities for promoting integration of 

all learners. 

There is emerging research examining the lived experiences of students with disabilities in 

HE (Cameron 2016; Gibson and Kendall 2010; Griffin and Pollack 2009). However, only one of 
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these studies (Cameron 2016) explored the lived experiences of students specifically with dyslexia. 

This study builds upon a small body of existing qualitative literature in this field. It uses 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA: Smith and Osborn 2008) to explore the lifelong 

lived learning experiences of undergraduate and postgraduate students with dyslexia in the UK. It 

examines their academic journey from primary school through to higher education. 

This study uses a phenomenological approach, where researchers aimed to produce a 

detailed understanding of how HE students with dyslexia make sense of their educational 

experiences, rather than aiming to test a hypothesis. This research gives voice to students with 

dyslexia in UK higher education, whilst generating further knowledge regarding their learning 

experiences over time. This area of research could help to inform those who interact with students 

with dyslexia, including academics, and disability services to understand the provisions to put in 

place to promote inclusive learning. 

 Throughout this paper, the terms ‘students with dyslexia’ and ‘dyslexic student’ are used 

interchangeably. This is in respect of the language used by the participants themselves, who 

frequently referred to themselves as a ‘dyslexic student’. However, people-first language is also 

used in respect of the authors’ belief in the social model of disability.  

 

Method 

Design  

In 2018, fourteen university students with dyslexia took part in a semi-structured interview, as 

seen in Appendix A. Participants were encouraged to talk about their earliest learning experiences, 

through to their current experiences in higher education. Open-ended, neutral questions were 

applied to encourage personal perspectives and detailed experiential accounts. Questions such as 
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‘Tell me about your experiences of learning in higher education’ allowed participants to focus on 

the experiences most pertinent to them whilst allowing the interviewer to prompt for both positive 

and negative experiences.  Data was transcribed verbatim and analysed using interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (Smith and Osborn 2008). 

Participants  

Through purposive sampling, fourteen students (11 female, 3 male) participated, including 13 

undergraduate and one postgraduate, studying a range of degree courses, at one UK university. 

The mean age of participants was 21 years (SD = 4.55, range = 18-36 years). Participants were 

recruited via advertisements placed across the university campus and social media accounts. It was 

important to recruit participants based on their ability to offer rich, detailed experiential accounts 

(Smith and Osborn 2008). Inclusion criteria specified that individuals must have a diagnosis of 

dyslexia, were students in higher education, and had attended both primary and secondary school 

in the UK.  

Procedure  

Ethical approval was obtained from the College of Science Research Ethics Committee at 

[redacted for peer review] (Ethical Clearance Number: CoSREC419). After informed consent was 

provided, demographic information, including gender and age was collected. Participants were 

interviewed and added information that they felt would offer further insights. At the end of the 

interview, participants were debriefed and given a £10 Amazon voucher in compensation for their 

time.  

Data Analysis  

Data transcripts were analysed in accordance with the principles of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (Smith and Osborn 2008). IPA is concerned with the detailed 
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exploration of an individuals lived experiences, how they apply meaning to and make sense of 

their experiences (Smith 2015). Small samples sizes are consistent with the aims of IPA, as its 

idiographic nature enables an exploration of each case individually, before identifying 

commonalities across all cases. IPA recognises the role of the researcher, emphasising that not 

only does the research rely on participants trying to make sense of their own experiences, it also 

involves the researcher trying to make sense of the participant trying to make sense of their 

experiences (Smith, 2015) and interpret what has been represented in the interview.  

 To sustain both epistemological and personal reflexivity, conscious efforts were made to 

curb bias throughout data collection and analysis by continually returning to the data. The 

researchers’ preconceptions could have both hindered or enhanced the interpretations of narratives 

that inform the findings of this study.  However, in IPA methodology, for successful interpretation 

of the participants’ lived experiences, the researcher must draw upon their own experiences; such 

personal and epistemological reflexivity is often deemed a central part of the research process 

(Willig 2001). 

As IPA is underpinned by phenomenology, the study of human experience and 

consciousness (Smith and Osborn 2008), this research takes a non-positivist approach to data 

analysis and presentation of findings. IPA stems from a relativist ontology (Larkin, Watts and 

Clifton 2006), therefore acknowledge that human experience does not consist of a single truth that 

researchers access by the process of research. Throughout the data analysis process, the aim was 

not to provide an objective narrative, but instead, acknowledge that researchers and participants 

are both active agents in the construction of this truth.  The language used by participants was 

examined as they constructed their perceptions of reality.  
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The analytic process consisted of several stages. Firstly, each interview was transcribed 

verbatim. Second, transcripts were read multiple times to gain familiarity with the data. 

Preliminary notes were made, detailing key features of experiences and participants use of 

language. Data was then explored systematically to identify emergent themes. Following the 

analytical principles proposed by Smith and Osborn (2008), analysis included both an initial 

commitment to capturing the idiographic experience of the participants, and an attempt to identify 

higher order categories of similar behaviours during the clustering stage of analysis.  Analysis 

therefore involved, “aiming to respect convergences and divergences in the data – recognizing 

ways in which accounts from participants are similar but also different” (Smith and Osborn 2008, 

73). In the analysis, higher order themes that were salient across the participants were interpreted 

and reported, whilst still acknowledging the individual variations in how the higher order theme 

manifested. 

The initial analytic process was conducted by the lead researcher, however, to ensure 

credibility of analysis and minimise bias, co-authors audited and agreed upon the final hierarchical 

structure of themes, and collaboratively approved the verbatim extracts that support these. Three 

superordinate themes from this analysis are presented below. 

 

Analysis and Discussion 

Three superordinate themes emerged from the experience of having dyslexia as a student within 

their educational journey, and these were: ‘Managing Feelings of Inferiority’, ‘Adapting to the 

Learning Environment’, and ‘Experience of Learning Support’.  

 

Superordinate Theme 1: ‘Managing Feelings of Inferiority’  
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This theme encompasses students’ experiences of living with the label of dyslexia. This includes 

emotional responses when being identified as dyslexic, their experiences of observing societal 

attitudes towards those with dyslexia, and how these attitudes and perceptions affect their overall 

experiences in their academic environment.  

 All students in this study were stigmatised and felt as though their peers did not understand 

the characteristics of dyslexia. For example, Amy explained she had been treated differently during 

conversations with friends and feels that others talk to her as though she is deaf; they ‘slow down 

and speak louder’ (Amy). Oscar told his friends at university that he has dyslexia and described 

his interaction with them:  

Extract 1 – They thought it was more like you just can’t read at all and you just 

don’t understand things at all. I remember they were quite shocked to realise that 

you can be intelligent […] and have dyslexia and […] at first they were a bit 

confused as to how I could be getting good grades and have difficulty. (Oscar) 

 

Oscar’s social experiences highlight how university students’ lack of knowledge of dyslexia, with 

evidence to suggest that misconceptions of dyslexia are still prominent today. His words seem to 

suggest that his friends have a predetermined dichotomy of what it means to have dyslexia. 

Initially, for them, dyslexia and high intelligence seemed incompatible. Ultimately, his peers 

needed an explanation as to how Oscar could be intelligent and have dyslexia before they would 

accept it. These misconceptions and the stigma surrounding dyslexia, can have a negative impact 

on self-perceptions, as students explained that they often felt as though their dyslexia was 

something to be ‘ashamed of’ (Chloe) and they did not want to be identified as dyslexic by others. 

Lucia explained she used to ‘ban the word dyslexia from her house’. Data indicates that negative 

connotations that surround dyslexia had an impact on student’s self-image and identity, indicating 

participants feel ostracised in their academic environments.  
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 Eight of the fourteen participants did not receive a formal diagnosis of dyslexia until post-

secondary education. This means that until this point, they were unaware they had dyslexia, but 

were aware they were struggling academically. As a result, participants explained they often 

compared their academic performance with their peers, feeling as though they were ‘stuck ten steps 

behind’ (Gracie), but with no understanding why. For those who had a diagnosis of dyslexia in 

school, their perceptions of their own academic abilities were negatively affected. William 

explained that in primary school, he could tell that he was different ‘by spelling’ and felt he did 

not ‘fit in with the pattern’. He felt that spelling was a clear indicator he was academically weaker 

than his classmates. The use of ‘pattern’ symbolises that William acknowledges an explicit 

difference between the way he engages with learning and the way his classmates engage with 

learning. Participants also felt as though they did not belong in the mainstream classroom, because 

they were taken out of lessons for intervention sessions and were given different worksheets to 

their peers.  

Participants reported that the level of understanding of dyslexia from teachers differed 

between educators, in both schools and universities, despite efforts in recent years to raise 

awareness and encourage the provision of inclusivity in the learning environment. Participants 

expressed frustration towards teaching staff who interpreted lack of productivity, progress or 

quality of work as laziness. Oscar explained that he felt belittled in front of class, after a piece of 

work he was proud of, was seen as inadequate. He described his encounter with his teacher in 

secondary school:  

Extract 2 – My teacher singled me out from the whole class […] it was a poster 

[…] and he called me out and said that it was really rough and that I’d rushed it, 

but I knew that I had spent loads of time on it. I just felt so awkward and so 

disappointed. (Oscar) 
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For Oscar, a teacher tasked with creating a safe and supportive environment, has undermined him 

publicly, with little regard for his own personal welfare.  The teacher seemed to have connected 

intelligence with effort and written presentation. Oscar felt ashamed of his work and expressed 

how the comments from his teachers impacted his self-esteem, making him feel academically 

inferior in front of his peers. Whilst this experience may have been humiliating for someone 

without dyslexia, it appears Oscar’s own self-consciousness about his abilities may have 

heightened his embarrassment. 

 In HE, participants explained they often felt frustrated and embarrassed when speaking in 

lectures and seminars, as their words came out scrambled or experienced momentary problems 

with word retrieval. In the following extract, Sarah expresses strong emotions elicited after she 

had struggled to get her point across coherently when speaking to her tutors about her coursework 

ideas, and they were unsure of what she meant: 

Extract 3 - I always think of myself as one step behind everything and that shock 

when someone is like “what are you talking about?” That real feeling like you’re 

an idiot […]. It’s the overwhelming wave of I’m so stupid. Its sits in your stomach 

and you feel really dumb. But I’ve like tried to embrace that ‘I’m an idiot’ thing 

because then it makes you feel much better. I’m an idiot so whatever you say, I 

already feel, I already know it’s coming so you get used to it. (Sarah) 

 

For Sarah, the difficulty of getting words out when speaking to academic staff meant that others 

respond to her in a way that implies she is being nonsensical, using phrasing such as “what are 

you talking about?”, giving her the feeling that she has said something incoherent. Such rhetorical 

questions make Sarah feel foolish, feeling that others viewed her as incompetent. This highlights 

that teaching staff are seen as significant sources of information about the self and students’ own 

self-image. She has given herself self-deprecating labels, despite being a successful postgraduate 

student. In order to manage the societal stigma, Sarah appears to be internalising her feelings of 

inadequacy and learns to live with these feelings, as opposed to choosing to express her frustrations 
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verbally, or challenge the individual. By asserting this kind of identity, she tries to retain ownership 

over her own identity. This highlights how the social construction of dyslexia in a western society 

can impact the way in which people with dyslexia form an identity.  

 

Superordinate Theme 2: ‘Adapting to the Learning Environment’  

In addition to contending with the impact dyslexia may have on self-image and identity, students 

with dyslexia have to manage the challenge of transitioning between different stages of education. 

This theme discusses students’ experiences of adjusting to new learning formats, and the tools and 

strategies they have developed to help them to complete challenging work. 

For participants, the transition from primary school to secondary school was marked by 

change in learning formats, including an increase in workload and the requirement of standardised 

examinations. After years of overcoming challenges in school, participants were apprehensive 

about starting university. The transition from secondary school to further education then to HE 

was perceived to pose additional barriers to learning; including experiences with further change in 

learning formats such as large-group lectures, seminar engagement and the emphasise on 

independent learning.  

For participants, the relationship between self-concept and academic achievement was 

influenced by how well they believed they could perform in education. Participants reported that 

they often used their creative skills to help with learning, such as making up songs, stories and 

rhymes to help retain facts, to attempt to compensate for their perceived poor working memory. 

Participants explained that they attempted to identify and build upon the strengths developed over 

the years in education and apply these skills to try to succeed in HE. Millie, a drama undergraduate, 

explained that she compensated for limitations in memory recall with respect to learning lines for 
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a performance by adopting a colour coding system to assist with retention, “highlighting in 

different colours”.  

Although participants in this study were motivated to learn, they perceived that their 

learning environments acted as a barrier to achievement in all stages of education. They felt 

successful in developing coping strategies to manage their barriers to learning but found that their 

learning environment was more difficult to control. Participants recalled that the transition from 

primary to secondary education meant that they went from having one teacher for all lessons to 

interchanging teachers and classrooms multiple times per day. Participants reported that they felt 

as though the larger class sizes permitted scope to allow their struggle to remain hidden and 

imperceptible to peers and educators. Lucia explained that she felt pushed aside in secondary 

school and in response would ‘shy away in the corner.’ She believed that her teacher would be 

unaware that she was struggling with classwork. 

In secondary school, William was placed in a lower achieving class for English lessons and 

understood this to be a direct consequence of having dyslexia. William experienced frustration 

with being placed in a lower achieving cohort because he perceived that other pupils within this 

cohort were there because of misconduct or because they were disinterested in learning: 

Extract 4 - My English teacher didn’t understand what was wrong with me so I was 

put in with the thick kids but I was an intelligent person and was willing to engage 

with the class […]it was for people who didn’t want to learn. […] How did I cope 

in that lesson? You never got owt [nothing] done. Dealing with those people was a 

nightmare because I couldn’t get anything done. I couldn’t learn, I couldn’t 

progress with my spelling and I feel, with dyslexia it’s something, if you practice 

your spelling you get better at. […] without the constant learning it was just never 

going to happen. (William) 

 

William resents an education system that has failed him. His teachers focussed on his perceived 

spelling deficits, rather than acknowledging that positively, that he was willing to engage in 

learning. This resulted with him being placed in a low achieving class. It appears much of 
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William’s distress comes from an education system that misunderstands dyslexia, using spelling 

as a measure of intelligence. William’s experience compares with many participants in this study. 

He was frustrated at being placed in inappropriate learning groups, either in terms of academic 

ability or conduct and externalises the blame on the teacher for their limited understanding of 

dyslexia.  

Regarding the transition into HE, participants emphasised the challenges they experienced 

attempting to learn via the prevalent lecture format because of their difficulty retaining information 

stemming from perceived deficits in attention and working memory. Participants reported that they 

were unable to ‘keep up with the pace’ (William) in making lecture notes. For Henry, the struggle 

of note taking meant that he did not have sufficient lecture notes to aid with revision: 

Extract 5 - They’re not easy [lectures]. Especially because at the beginning I didn’t 

have a laptop. It’s the whole they say something and I try and write it down. Then 

if I’ve written something down, listen to what they’ve said then I look up and they’ve 

moved on and it’s very difficult. So, my revision last semester was really hard, so I 

had to print off every single PowerPoint, even though it was all on black and white 

and I had no coloured overlays, I had no help. Going over the PowerPoints was all 

I could do. (Henry) 

 

Henry is frustrated that his university did not provide him with support to help him to learn 

effectively.  Adequate notetaking during lectures was perceived as fundamental to assessment 

success, and Henry felt as though his revision strategies were ineffective and so needed a better 

method if he was to succeed in his exams. A common strategy used by other participants was to 

record the lecture and refer back to it, and/or to print the lecture slides before the lecture. Although 

some participants benefited from this system, they also expressed their frustration that despite 

having a learning support plan which stated that lecture recording would be permitted and lecture 

slides would be made available before lectures, a provision that Henry in the above extract could 

have benefited from, these accommodations were not always offered by tutors because ‘some of 
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them don’t believe it’s helpful’ (Chloe). If accommodations such as these were readily available in 

all lectures, this could benefit both students with and without dyslexia. 

 

Superordinate Theme Three: ‘Experience of Learning Support’ 

As mentioned in theme two, limited accommodations in the learning environments meant that 

students felt as though their learning was not adequately catered for. This may be as a result of 

limited understanding or support from academic staff. This theme builds upon this, and discusses 

students’ experiences of learning support provisions, including the use of assistive technologies 

that are provided to students to support independent learning.  

Participants who did not receive a diagnosis of dyslexia until post-secondary education, 

received no learning support for their dyslexia in primary or secondary school. Alternatively, those 

who were diagnosed with dyslexia at a young age often had access to additional learning support 

and assistive technology (AT). Additional learning support for those at earlier stages in their 

education usually came in the form of a group intervention. Such group interventions formed part 

of the school day and were aimed to promote inclusivity within the larger cohort but allowed those 

with dyslexia to have extra learning support in small group settings. Participants who engaged in 

this type of intervention had mixed feelings regarding its effectiveness and ancillary benefits. Mia 

explained that ‘it was nice to be in a room filled with people who were dyslexic and had the same 

struggles’. For Mia, these interventions, although designed to help with her learning also provided 

a sense of belongingness which was valued. However, for others, being part of these group 

interventions in school had negative emotional consequences: 

Extract 6 - There was a room for learning support […] I wouldn’t go. I went three 

times in that entire year […]. But you would just sit there and they’d be like tell me 

how to spell this word and you would sweat and you would feel so stupid, you would 

cry and […]I couldn’t do the whole like, ‘tell me how to spell amazon.’ I don’t 
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know. The word would be written out in front of you, but they would cover it and 

up and go, spell it. I can’t, I can’t. I’m dyslexic and I can’t do this and you feel them 

getting angrier […] I couldn’t do it because it made me feel like an idiot. If I was 

there and I was like ‘I want to learn how to spell cantaloupe today’, I’d look at it 

and be like ‘cantaloupe.’ (Sarah) 

 

It appears Sarah was resistant to take up learning support as she found the experience humiliating 

and belittling. Moreover, the fact that Sarah made no perceived progress throughout these sessions 

indicates that the learning support was inadequate. Being involved in a group intervention meant 

that attention was drawn to her difficulties, and led to further pressure to learn, which amplified 

the experience of stress, embarrassment and frustration. She explained that she desired to take 

ownership of her learning without the risk of feelings judged by the group or by the support 

facilitators.  

Participants discussed the suitability and uptake of assistive technology they have received 

throughout their years in education. Students in secondary school and in further education had 

access to laptops to assist with notetaking during class. In the extract below, Oscar explained that 

being permitted to use technology alleviated the perceived limitations associated with his 

handwriting speed:  

Extract 7 - I started typing a lot because I could make things look uniform and neat 

enough if it wasn’t handwriting. So, I still type now. My GCSE’s I typed up most of 

them that were written exams. […] Using a computer… at college they did a test 

and they noticed that my writing speed was 3 times faster than my handwriting, so 

I just type everything now. (Oscar)  

 

The provision of assistive technology in secondary school has allowed Oscar to develop effective 

strategies to compensate for dyslexia-related limitations. His strategies are demonstrative of 

success brought about by assistive technology. Oscar applied these compensatory strategies in 

further education and continues to in HE to help manage the handwriting demands of learning and 

assessment. However, not all participants were equally keen to use AT, such as laptops, as they 



      19 

felt embarrassed to use it in an educational setting in front of their peers. In secondary school, 

participants felt as though their peers would question their decision to use a laptop during lessons 

and they would be judged negatively. Chloe disclosed that being the only one of her peers to use 

a laptop in her further education institute made her feel conspicuous and uncomfortable: 

Extract 8 - I think I was the only one in my class who did that so it was seen as a 

bit odd to some teachers and some teachers didn’t really like it that much […] it 

was a little uncomfortable to be singled out. I stuck out. (Chloe) 

 

Chloe disliked the idea of drawing attention to herself for using AT. The process of having to 

provide an explanation for using a laptop in educational sessions effectively means having to 

disclose they were dyslexic. Participants expressed that revealing that they were dyslexic to a peer 

could pose a threat to social identity and could lead to undesirable comments or social exclusion. 

It appears that Chloe’s continued use of learning aids, is dependent on how others may perceive 

them when using it.  

 Students felt unprepared for the demands of independent learning in higher education, so 

sought support from their local disability support service. In doing so, they all received a study 

needs assessment to determine which learning support provisions would be most suitable to meet 

their study needs. During the assessment, participants were unaware which of the available 

facilities would be most effective for them at university, so depended upon the advice and 

recommendations of the needs assessors. Many were not satisfied with the effectiveness of the 

learning support received. Funded through Disabled Students Allowance (DSA), participants in 

this study all received hardware including a laptop, scanner and a dictaphone. In addition, software 

provided included speech recognition and mind-mapping software. Two participants in this study 

received specialist one-to-one study skills support with a tutor every week. With respect receiving 

a tutor, Millie said that ‘this extra bit of support I get, I find is invaluable’ (Millie). In the extract 
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below, Sarah articulates her experiences of the study needs assessment and the support offered as 

a result of the assessment:  

Extract 9 - What did I get, I didn’t even use and it was like a 20 minute meeting. 

I’m not joking it was so fast. It was like “so do you have a computer?” I was like 

“yeah.” “Ok so what we’re going to do is give you this headset so you can talk into 

the headset and then it will write it for you.” And I was like why do I need that? But 

you’re so young you’re like yeah sure. […] This is also really stupid and they were 

like we’ll get someone to come round and install the software on the computer. I 

don’t want someone, I don’t want this and that’s what I got given. […] Told come 

to us whenever you want just be taken around in a big circle. But here’s a headset 

that you can talk into. It doesn’t make any sense. (Sarah) 

 

This implies that Sarah felt as though the assessor used a pre-determined checklist to quickly 

determine her learning needs, rather than discussing it. Sarah suggests that she was told support 

advisors would offer help but instead, she was offered assistive technology in place of this. Sarah 

wanted to receive support from a person, in the same way as Millie did, as opposed to this being 

substituted with technology. She indicates that she approached the process of requesting assistive 

technology with a degree of naivety. She trusted that those responsible for administering the 

technology would act within her best interests. But, in retrospect, it appears as if this trust was 

misplaced. For Sarah, the experience felt as if she was being given the same support received by 

other students, rather than tailored, individualised support. Other participants in this study 

proposed that meeting with a specialist one-to-one study skills tutor was something they would 

have benefitted from, because AT could not help with conversing about coursework concerns, 

ideas and thoughts. However, this type of support was rarely afforded to them and several stated 

they were unaware this service was available at the time of their study needs assessment. It seems 

that participants perceive personal interaction with a human as a valuable part of learning support, 

as many sought support from family and peers with dyslexia when institutional support was not 

available. Furthermore, it seems that all students in this study were provided with the same 
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assistive technology, regardless of the characteristics of their dyslexia or the requirements of their 

academic course and the training they were offered was inadequate. The perceived incongruence 

of academic limitations stemming from dyslexia and the learning support provided accounted for 

the lack of engagement and adoption of the AT allocated to them. 

Participants stated that once their learning support provisions were in place there was no 

further communication from the wellbeing/disability service and advocated there is a need to 

increase pro-active outreach. Participants explained that they wanted more contact time with the 

university disability services, and in particular for the disability service to ask how they were 

coping with their studies and whether the learning support was effective. Ultimately, the core 

sentiment of the participants is that they felt forgotten because the wellbeing centres ‘priority is 

not dyslexia’ (Sarah).  

 

Implications and Conclusion  

This paper explores the lifelong lived learning experiences of fourteen students with dyslexia, 

studying for an undergraduate or postgraduate degree in the UK. Narratives focus on the emotional 

and social context of their learning experiences. In line with social model of disability, findings 

imply that those responsible for facilitating an inclusive learning environment, for example 

teachers, tutors, wellbeing/disability support services, had an inadequate knowledge of how to 

support learners with dyslexia. In turn, this negatively affected students’ educational experience. 

Participants experiences highlight that barriers to learning manifested themselves in the procedures 

embedded in the educational organisations and disability services on which they relied. Despite 

the negative experiences in primary, secondary and further education, participants remained 

motivated to pursue higher education, and developed their own learning strategies, including 
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seeking support from peers with dyslexia, support independent from the institution, in order to 

adapt to the literacy demands of HE.  

Students contended with various learning formats across different academic environments. 

In HE, participants struggled to read lecture slides whilst listening and taking notes simultaneously. 

Participants recognised that not having access to lecture slides before the lecture was a barrier to 

learning and revision. However, they believed that tutors did not recognise the importance of this 

accommodation. Once again, this highlights how, for the participants, the institutions who were 

supposed to support their learning and allow them reasonable adjustment to succeed in the same 

way as their peers, were a barrier preventing them from accessing learning. Not only would this 

accommodation help those with dyslexia, but it could also help non-dyslexic students with revision 

and make the transition to learning in HE smoother. Students with dyslexia are expected to 

progress in general-education learning environments, with a curriculum typically designed for a 

homogenous group of students. The framework underpinning Universal Design of Learning (UDL; 

Rose and Meyer 2007) acknowledges that how information is presented and engaged with, can 

provide opportunities for all students to access, participate and progress in a general education 

curriculum, which in turn can reduce barriers to academic success. In line with the principles of 

UDL, if all students are provided with the right tools for accessing and understanding information, 

students can engage in the learning process and progress (Ralabate 2011). If the instructional 

strategies and materials used by educators are presented in varied ways this can help to meet the 

needs of all learners, not just those with dyslexia. For example, assistive technology can offer 

diverse opportunities for presenting content; instead of presenting information through a 

presentation, digital images or video content can be an alternative. Furthermore, if all students had 
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access to digitally accessible material, this could make way for effective peer learning in the 

classroom.  

Assistive technology was provided to all students in this study. However, in HE, 

participants did not make full use of all of the technology provided to them. This was because the 

technology was administered with a one size fits all approach. In one example, a participant 

explained how a headset did not seem useful, but they felt it was compulsory to accept it because 

they were being instructed by someone in a position of authority that it would benefit. Indeed, this 

approach made them feel as if they were going around in a ‘circle’, unsure who to turn to for 

support. The system that was supposed to support them was disabling them further, and did not 

signpost them in the right direction for the most appropriate support. This has implications for the 

HE sector and the way it supports those with dyslexia. Potentially, the extra stress experienced by 

the participants when receiving assistive technology could have been alleviated by a simple 

conversation or questionnaire to determine their learning needs and what strategies could be put 

in place to help them access higher education more effectively.   

Whilst some participants did not use the technology they received at all because they did 

not know how, others did begin using it. However, they often ended up abandoning its use because 

it did not meet their learning needs or required training. The Technology Acceptance Model (Davis 

1989; Davis, Bagozzi and Warshaw 1989) explains that factors such as ease of use, perceived 

benefits of the system and attitude toward the system are contributing factors for technology 

acceptance behaviour (Davis 1989). Since the model first emerged, TAM has developed in to one 

of the most significant models of technology acceptance in its field (Alomary and Woollard 2015). 

Literature recognises it as a valid and powerful model, applicable across a number of different 

contexts (Sharma and Chandel 2013), including in educational settings (Granić and Marangunić 
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2019). Students in this study who abandoned the use of their AT, did not understand its benefits 

or deem it useful; plus the requirement of training was discouraging and meant they did not use 

the technology to its fullest extent and see the potential benefits of it. TAM explains that the uptake 

of assistive technology is higher when it can be used without any additional support; it explains 

that an individual needs agency to adopt the technology (Davis 1989). It is understood that students 

with dyslexia may have a diminished academic self-concept; potentially, having to learn new 

information about software in front of a stranger could be perceived as daunting, particularly when 

a student may feel self-conscious about their own ability to learn and retain information.  

The findings of this study contrasts the findings of Draffan, Evans and Blenkhorn (2007), 

who found that students with dyslexia in post-secondary education were very positive about the 

technology provided. Therefore, through large scale quantitative measures amongst UK 

universities, future research needs to continue to explore which aspects of assistive technology are 

beneficial for students with dyslexia in higher education and why. Insights from this quantitative 

research will guide the recommendations for designing and refining assistive technology that 

meets the learning needs for university students with dyslexia. This could maximise the 

compatibility between the technology and the user as proposed by a recent stream of research in 

the interdisciplinary field of human-computer interaction (Menéndez-Blanco and De Angeli 2016; 

Miniukovich, De Angeli, et al. 2017). 

In line with existing research on university-based samples (Carroll and Iles 2006; Riddick, 

Sterling, Farmer and Morgan 1999), this study highlighted that students experience low self-

esteem, and a diminished academic self-concept. This, as a result of continuing misconceptions 

and negative connotations surrounding the label of dyslexia, meant they felt that others viewed 

them as unintelligent and incapable. Thomas (1999) contends that this is indicative of a barrier to 
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being. In addition to the disabling learning environment, students feel of lesser value and oppressed 

by their non-dyslexic peers. They explained that the lack of outreach from university wellbeing 

services, left them feeling isolated. This highlights the need for pre-emptive emotional support in 

education, as in this study, participants perceived that their emotional needs were overlooked. 

Furthermore, students in this study reflected on their attitudes towards the label of dyslexia, 

for example, for some, they did not want to be identified as dyslexic. With the range of terms used 

in society that are synonymous with dyslexia, i.e. ‘specific learning disability’ and are common in 

use, it would be interesting to hear from individuals with dyslexia about how they experience this 

kind of terminology and what they prefer. This not only gives individuals with dyslexia agency 

regarding their representation in society but can also help non-dyslexic peers to understand the 

most appropriate terms to use. Whilst broad generalisations cannot be made about whether these 

experiences apply to a wider sample of university students, given that all of our participants 

attended one university, this finding certainly raises wider questions about the ways the psycho-

emotional needs of students with dyslexia can be effectively supported by wellbeing services.  

 

Limitations: The objective of IPA is to gain an in-depth understanding of the lived experience of 

a given phenomenon. In this study the use of this methodology allowed participants to talk about 

their experiences of learning, reflecting on their earliest school experiences to the present day. 

However, this means there are epistemological limitations with IPA. For successful idiographic 

explorations of lived experience, researchers rely on participants’ ability to convey the significance 

of their learning experiences articulately. In order to maintain personal and epistemological 

reflexivity, conscious attempts were made to ensure any preconceptions and bias were controlled 

when interviewing participants and when interpreting data.  
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Furthermore, IPA methodology encourages small, homogenous sample sizes, which 

allowed for an in-depth exploration. However, a small sample size means that data collected is 

only representative of the fourteen participants with dyslexia in this study, meaning that their 

experiences may not be reflective of the wider population of students with dyslexia enrolled in UK 

higher education. Despite this, IPA’s idiographic nature emphasises the importance of gaining 

perspectives from those who have first-hand experience of given situations. Whilst we 

acknowledge that our findings are contextualised within a UK context, we envision for this paper 

to add to the currently limited discussion of the educational journeys of students with dyslexia. We 

hope that this paper will begin a discussion of the way university students with dyslexia are 

accommodated for across varying levels of education within a more global paradigm. We also 

acknowledge that we have a gender imbalance, and future studies in this field may wish to focus 

on improving this. 

 

Conclusion: This study builds on a small body of qualitative literature, providing a valuable 

contribution to the understanding of the lived learning experiences of fourteen university students 

with dyslexia in the UK. It highlights how dyslexia needs to be understood deeper than a taxonomy 

of cognitive deficits, and highlights, in line with the social model of disability, how a learning 

environment can be a disabling factor in their academic potential. Whilst these findings related to 

a small group of underrepresented students in higher education, it highlights the importance of 

researching the perspectives of those who have first-hand experience of the learning environment. 

The analytic findings show the challenges students face including environmental and attitudinal 

barriers and highlights how students have used their creative strengths to aid learning in HE. 

Negative attitudes and perceptions still exist in academic environments, and it is important to 
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continue to work toward an attitude shift and strive for promoting inclusive learning environments. 

This study also evidences that improvements are needed to the provisions of support offered to 

students in HE, calling for more research in different research fields ranging from educational 

studies to technology design. 
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Appendix A 

  

Semi-Structured Interview Topic Areas  

General Questions 

- At what age did you find out you were dyslexic? 

- Tell me how your learning needs were assessed in school. 

- Tell me about your dyslexia. 

Learning Experiences Through Education Timeline 

 

Tell me about your… 

 

- Positive / Negative educational experiences at primary school.  

- Positive / Negative educational experiences at secondary school.  

- Transition from primary school to secondary school.  

- Transition from secondary school to higher education.  

- Positive / negative education experiences in higher education – learning formats.  

 

Attitudes Towards Dyslexia 

 

Tell me about your… 

 

- Self-perceptions / own attitudes towards dyslexia 

- Attitude/s of friends/peers have towards their dyslexia throughout education. 

- Attitude of educators towards their dyslexia. 

Support System  

 

Tell me about your… 

 

- Support received in school for dyslexia.  

- Use of assistive technology as a support for learning in school, FE and Higher Education. 

- Opinions on using technology in the learning environment. 
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