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Abstract
This paper explores the lived experience of university students with dyslexia, 
focusing on identity and self- esteem. The qualitative study used semi- structured 
interviews with five students with dyslexia and discussions with learning support 
tutors at four UK universities. Thematic analysis of the interview data revealed the 
impact of dyslexia's stigma on students' academic self- concept and self- efficacy in 
their studies, including how students manage stigma through decisions on when 
and with whom to declare dyslexia: some even rejected study support. Concealing 
dyslexia led to identity conflict and low self- esteem, compounding students' already 
low academic self- concept, particularly when dyslexia had been unrecognised 
through school. The study highlights significant academic, practical and identity 
consequences for students who hide dyslexia from their peers, subject lecturers 
or study support. The conclusions outline priorities to lessen dyslexia's stigma at 
university, increase student agency in their support and open dialogue on dyslexia, 
particularly important between students with dyslexia and subject lecturers. By 
exploring dyslexia's identity impacts and disclosure, this paper contributes to 
wider conversations on increasing the representation, achievement and retention 
of students with dyslexia.
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Key points

• Study participants described the stigma of universities' approach to dyslexia, 
where policy and practices situated it as an individual defect and support is de-
livered through segregated disability support departments.

• Students made complex decisions on dyslexia disclosure to manage its stigma, 
fearing misconceptions from student peers and dyslexia scepticism or denial by 
subject lecturers, particularly devastating when voiced in front of their peers.

• Concealing dyslexia led to personal inconvenience, low self- esteem and identity 
conflict, as students balanced hiding their struggles from peers and lecturers, 
against asking for and accepting study support for dyslexia at university.

• To counter this, university support departments and policy makers should de- 
emphasise dyslexia portrayed as defect and disability; open dialogues on dys-
lexia between subject lecturers and students; and increase inclusivity in teaching 
to extend dyslexia support beyond segregated learning support spaces.
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INTRODUCTION

While there are many gaps in our understanding of 
the experiences of those with dyslexia, the most fun-
damental relate to dyslexia at university: As Jacobs 
et  al.  (2022) noted recently, few researchers have ad-
dressed the lived experience of university students 
with dyslexia. Specific knowledge gaps have been 
highlighted over the past two decades, for example 
Burden  (2008) called for research relating dyslexia to 
identity and probing the consequences for self- esteem. 
Extending this, Prevett et al. (2013) suggested it is im-
portant to investigate the relationships between indi-
viduals' experiences of dyslexia and societal attitudes 
to dyslexia. Peña et al. (2016) and Cameron (2016) then 
proposed studies on the lived experiences of UK stu-
dents with dyslexia, to allow first- hand narratives to 
uncover the wider impacts of dyslexia (previous studies 
had focused on the specific difficulties of dyslexia and 
examining the benefits of existing support processes 
and structures). These researchers also highlighted the 
usefulness of relating lived experiences to a societal 
or institutional context, for example a university's ap-
proach to dyslexia.

More recent studies have started to explore these 
areas, for example Deacon et al. (2022) examined the bi-
ographical narratives of adults with dyslexia and Jacobs 
et al. (2022) probed the lived experiences of children with 
dyslexia through school. However, Jacobs et  al.  (2022) 
concluded that further work is needed to explore the 
intersection between the experience of dyslexia, stigma 
and students' academic confidence at university, which 
is explored in this paper.

Background on dyslexia among students

Dyslexia only emerged as a phenomenon in the past 
100 years, alongside expectations of universal literacy 
(Kirby & Snowling,  2022). It is associated primar-
ily with difficulty at the first stage of reading and 
comprehension: phonemic awareness, affecting how 
an individual learns to read and write (Shaywitz & 
Shaywitz, 2003, 2016). However, dyslexia is not limited 
to literacy in childhood; it persists throughout life as 
a heterogeneous phenomenon, affecting individuals 
differently (Snowling,  2012). In adulthood its effects 
widen beyond reading and spelling accuracy to af-
fect language fluency, short- term memory, organisa-
tion and planning (Lyon, Shaywitz, & Shaywitz, 2003). 
Moreover, as Bates (2006) argues, while dyslexia has a 
genetic basis, its inheritance and expression is complex: 
Dyslexia variance between individuals is also accom-
panied by a high degree of overlap with other cogni-
tive differences such as dyspraxia, ADD or autism. As 
Tamboer et al. (2016) assert, we struggle to define dys-
lexia succinctly so should instead ‘accept dyslexia as 

an alternative way of information processing that has 
evolved over thousands of years without being noticed’ 
(Tamboer et al., 2016, p.482).

Kim and Lombardino (2013) note that dyslexia is inde-
pendent of other higher- order cognitive functions, so is 
unrelated to intelligence, a common misconception being 
those with dyslexia are lazy or slow (Deacon et al., 2022). 
Van Viersen et al.  (2015) further suggested that higher- 
ability students, such as those who progress to univer-
sity, do not have consistent compensatory strengths 
associated with dyslexia but are generally those who 
efficiently mask the impact of dyslexia through a range 
of study methods or personal coping strategies. Indeed, 
these coping strategies may be the basis of some of the 
traits associated with dyslexia. For example, Deacon 
et al. (2008) argue that those with dyslexia use enhanced 
morphological processing to compensate for difficulties 
with decoding the smallest units of meaning in written 
words. This may explain one of the most common as-
pects of dyslexia, as it slows down the reading process.

At least 10% of the UK population are believed to iden-
tify with dyslexia (British Dyslexia Association,  2024). 
Yet only one in 20 undergraduate students declared a 
specific difficulty at UK universities, not all of which 
were dyslexia (Advance, 2018). One possibility that may 
explain this discrepancy is that students with dyslexia are 
under- represented (i.e., do not win the places they should, 
given dyslexia is orthogonal to intelligence), which, if 
true, is a failure of fair access in higher education. This is 
little understood due to difficulties assessing the extent 
of this in UK university applications but has implica-
tions for the teaching and support of those with dyslexia 
in their progression to university. A parallel explanation 
is that students with dyslexia are under- identified; either 
they are not aware of it as it is often missed at school 
(Gilroy, 2002) or students hesitate to declare dyslexia at 
university, perhaps rejecting previous associations with 
difficulty at school (Pollak, 2005). The under- identified 
hypothesis relates more directly to the themes of this ar-
ticle, relating to either low dyslexia disclosure rates by 
students (raising the question why) or highlighting un-
identified dyslexia through school. The extent to which 
UK students with dyslexia are under- represented or 
under- identified is still poorly understood.

Supporting the under- identified theory, the UK All- 
Party Parliamentary Group on Dyslexia and Other 
Specific Learning Difficulties  (2019), claim more than 
80% of children with dyslexia are not identified or as-
sessed at school, so many students with dyslexia may only 
learn of it when they reach university (if at all). This has 
potential implications for academic performance, given 
that researchers have shown that later dyslexia identifi-
cation impacts students' grades (Shaywitz et al., 2008).

As a result of dyslexia's persistence and heterogene-
ity, students with dyslexia who win a place at university 
continue to experience a wide range of difficulties, par-
ticularly as demands increase on their capabilities to 
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read, listen, think about and write volumes of text for 
their studies (Mortimore & Crozier, 2006). Students with 
dyslexia at university develop personal coping strategies 
to work- around their difficulties reading and writing 
and often hide their struggles in the classroom (O'Byrne 
et al., 2019). However, in the UK they achieve, on aver-
age, lower grades than their peers and are more likely 
to drop out from courses (Richardson & Wydell, 2003). 
Students' struggles with their studies have the potential 
to undermine self- esteem, in a university setting where 
the student is striving hard to prove their academic 
worth.

Dyslexia's legal and societal framing in the UK

In the UK, the Equality Act, (2010) requires universities 
to offer reasonable adjustments or accommodations for 
dyslexia. The Act positions dyslexia as a disability de-
serving protection. Universities let this dictate how they 
classify and treat those students with dyslexia who de-
clare it: Students must be formally tested for dyslexia 
by an Educational Psychologist and have their needs 
assessed by support tutors, to qualify for government 
funding of disability support through the disabled stu-
dent allowance (DSA).

The UK government aims to push institutions to-
wards inclusive teaching and Universal Design for 
Learning while reducing funding for student- specific 
support (Kelly & Erwin, 2022). Yet studies have found 
little evidence of inclusive pedagogy at universities 
(Hector,  2020) such that students claim they are not 
sufficiently supported due to a lack of dyslexia aware-
ness or good practices in teaching (Jacobs et  al.,  2022; 
Osborne, 2019). Therefore, dyslexia support at UK uni-
versities remains external to subject- teaching and is fo-
cused on the student applying for additional exam time, 
money for tools such as laptops or printers, and one- to- 
one study skills development with a support tutor. As 
Jacobs et al. (2022) point out, technology- based assistive 
tools such as screen- readers were often not appropriate 
to the individual and students found them hard to learn 
to use or to incorporate into studies.

While disability as a label confers legal protection, it 
comes with negative associations of bodily difference and 
social marginalisation (Grue, 2016). Dyslexia is an invis-
ible and heterogeneous phenomenon that many do not 
associate with persistent negative social constructions of 
disability (Cameron, 2016). Universities should be aware 
of the impacts associated with such loaded terms; for ex-
ample, researchers such as Goode (2007) highlighted that 
disabled students who are required to declare a disabil-
ity to gain accommodations find it stressful and time- 
consuming, it makes them ‘extra- visible’ and takes time 
away from studies. As a result, studies such as Brewer 
et al. (2023) reported impacts on disabled students' study 
time, finances, isolation and self- esteem.

Situating dyslexia as a defect located in the body 
can also impact how university staff and students view 
dyslexia, for example Griffin and Pollak  (2009) found 
that students who embraced a narrative of dyslexia as 
weakness adopted a medical language of suffering and 
symptoms. Fawcett (2018) found that university person-
nel believe those with dyslexia are limited in their stud-
ies and Cameron and Nunkoosing's (2012) study among 
university lecturers highlighted that there are those who 
are resistant to dyslexia, do not see the need to support 
it and were little informed about it. Moreover, there was 
a connection between poor awareness and negative atti-
tudes towards dyslexia and its support.

Therefore, the challenge of dyslexia in adulthood is 
not just limited to impacts on reading, writing or with 
short- term memory. Students with dyslexia must also 
deal with societal and institutional judgements of dys-
lexia's impact on their academic abilities (highlighted in 
Cameron & Nunkoosing's, 2012 study), as well as their 
own confidence in their competence and intelligence. 
The literature outlined above points to a potential con-
flict between the opportunity for students to disclose 
dyslexia to access support, set against a desire to dis-
tance themselves from a stigmatised aspect of their iden-
tity (Cameron, 2016). It is this conflict that the current 
study explores.

The relationship between dyslexia and identity

Identity theorists such as Giddens  (1991) related social 
interactions to identity in terms of our values and ide-
als, as well as our behaviour. In a review of identity the-
ory, Burke and Stryker (2016) elaborated on self- esteem 
as our response to how we perceive ourselves, which is 
impacted by self- concept, or our self- categorisation in 
different settings (e.g., academic self- concept). The au-
thors distinguished this from self- efficacy, which relates 
to our feelings of control over our environment and is 
linked to feelings of power over outcomes or overcoming 
difficulty. Such effects are referred to here as ‘identity 
impacts’.

Dyslexia affects self- esteem from an early age, im-
pacting an individual's academic self- concept as an eval-
uation of the self's academic potential (Burden,  2008). 
Most dyslexia studies probing self- esteem focus on chil-
dren: for example, in a review Zeleke (2004) noted that 
most studies found lower self- concept in children with 
dyslexia through a complex relationship between dys-
lexia, self- esteem and self- efficacy. The few studies with 
university students suggest a link between dyslexia, 
low academic self- concept and low self- esteem, which 
is still poorly understood and needs further work (e.g., 
Brunswick & Bargary, 2022; Jacobs et al., 2022).

While some identity impacts arise from social inter-
actions, others result from interactions with material 
cultures. For example, Armstrong (2003) and Collinson 
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and Penketh (2010) explored the impact of children with 
dyslexia being removed to separate learning spaces for 
remedial help or relegated to a ‘slow’ group. The fear of 
physical removal from peers relates to ideas of spatial 
markers and Foucault's  (1991) ‘bench of ignorance’ in 
school, affecting how individuals feel about their aca-
demic potential and limiting their ambition.

Identity research explores these impacts in terms of 
stigma in specific settings, which can lead to misunder-
standing and discrimination. Goffman (2009) proposed 
three categories of stigma: mental illness; physical im-
pairment; and group identity. This paper suggests dys-
lexia fits closest with mental disorder stigma, as it is 
innate, situational and non- visible. It is therefore an an-
ticipated stigma, where individuals expect to be stigma-
tised if others find out about the difference, so they fear 
uncovering prejudice or discrimination. Further, dys-
lexia's stigma is an identity threat in academic settings, 
associated with loss of status and assumptions of depen-
dency on help.

To avoid prejudice or discrimination, individuals 
with a stigmatised attribute can manage the stigma by 
deciding when, where and with whom they reveal the 
attribute (Goffman, 2009). Goffman's work highlighted 
normification, where the individual downplays the stig-
matised identity aspect or conceals it. For students with 
dyslexia, non- disclosure of dyslexia at university avoids 
any possible associated stigma but means no access to 
support. For example, Henderson (2017) found that stu-
dents with dyslexia at one UK university preferred not 
to disclose dyslexia due to fears about stigma. This find-
ing is important to explore further, as students' decisions 
not to declare dyslexia and therefore not access support 
could impact grades and student retention as well as 
self- esteem.

Conversely, disclosing dyslexia to the university but 
hiding it selectively (e.g., from peers or lecturers) could 
result in conflict between identities managed in differ-
ent settings. Researchers (e.g., Jacklin et al., 2007) have 
found that students prefer to be seen to fit in with a so-
cial group rather than seek help with their studies. Even 
university lecturers can be intimidating in this respect: 
students in Madriaga's (2007) study feared that revealing 
dyslexia would diminish them intellectually in a lectur-
er's eyes. Further, actively hiding an identity aspect can 
increase an individual's consciousness of the difference 
(Goffman, 2009), inducing a fear of discovery and result-
ing in conflict between different identities (outwardly 
acknowledged and hidden), which also impacts mental 
well- being (Orth et al., 2009).

Theoretical framework for the study

The study described in this paper examines the identity 
impacts of dyslexia at university, reflecting institutional 
constructions of dyslexia and the disclosure decisions 

students made to manage dyslexia's stigma. The analysis 
explores how societal and institutional prejudice limits 
freedoms and confers stigma (Rexhepi & Torres, 2011), 
following ideas from critical disability research, which 
views disability as a social phenomenon rather than an 
issue located in individual impairment (Liasidou, 2014). 
The project recognised that it is important to highlight 
and explore individual experience, but those experiences 
arise from action within a sociotechnical system (the uni-
versity) so, in line with the social model of disability, the 
study advocates for systemic changes, rather than indi-
vidual development based on ideas of deficit (discussed 
in Rocco & Delgado, 2011). The analysis highlights the 
potential for societal or institutional change by criti-
quing social structures that disable and listens to those 
affected, to help in decisions concerning their support 
(as advocated by Peña et al., 2016). The non- normative 
approach to difference taken in the study (discussed 
in Bolt, 2016) aims to build insight by appreciating the 
positive aspects of difference and developing policy and 
practices for the benefit of all students (rather than reme-
diating a few for a deficit located in the individual).

M ETHODS

This paper derives from a qualitative interview- based 
study (Hamilton Clark,  2022), gathering data from 
information- rich semi- structured interviews with five 
students (who self- identified with dyslexia) and four 
learning support tutors at different UK universities. The 
project was exploratory as it aimed to increase our un-
derstanding and advance theory, so focused on a deep 
exploration of the experiences of a few specific partici-
pants, rather than a broad assessment of many individu-
als' experiences to establish patterns of prevalence.

Participants

Students were recruited from flyers posted on learning 
support noticeboards and from information emailed to 
students by learning support departments at four uni-
versities located in the Midlands, south- central England, 
south- eastern England and London. The study sought to 
recruit from as wide a spectrum of students and univer-
sities as possible, without claims of this being a repre-
sentative sample given the small number of participants. 
Including a range of different aged students at differ-
ent stages of study at different universities suggests the 
data is not limited to one sub- set of students only. As 
Rocco and Delgado (2011) suggest, this diversity may be 
reflected in their experiences of the cultural response to 
dyslexia and the responses of the different institutions 
where they studied. The study included two undergradu-
ates, a masters student, and two mature postgraduate 
students. Participation was self- selecting and voluntary, 
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no rewards were offered. Self- identification of dyslexia 
within the study allowed the students to define and 
recognise their cognitive differences, but recruitment 
through learning support departments meant students 
were likely to be actively engaged with support services. 
All student participants said they had been tested and 
identified with dyslexia, so were receiving or had re-
ceived support.

Procedures

Students were offered a choice of interview mode and 
timing; either a phone interview or an email dialogue 
over a couple of weeks. One student preferred phone 
only, one email only and three chose to try both modes 
(consenting to a phone interview follow up from the 
email dialogue, which enabled the researcher to check 
responses across the two modes and ask for further de-
tail). Email is a collaborative mode of discussion, with 
participant and researcher co- constructing knowledge 
(James & Busher, 2009) through dialogue conducted in 
short bursts. Each subsequent email question set was 
sent a day after the student responded each time, al-
lowing the researcher time to clarify and probe the re-
sponses given and not to overwhelm the participant. 
The study acknowledged the potential for students 
with dyslexia to be biased against written over verbal 
communication, however all but one of the students 
who participated chose the email mode. The partici-
pants who used email for the dialogue cited its con-
venience and flexibility, suggesting email dialogue was 
not a deterrent to participating in research. Kitto and 
Barnett (2007) proposed that email interviews offer ef-
ficiency of time for both participants and researchers, 
ease of recording sequential responses, asynchronic-
ity allowing flexible time- scheduling, and enables a 
more considered response than an immediate verbal 
exchange. The researcher's experience and participant 
feedback in the study mirrored these findings, with stu-
dents noting they could choose when to respond (some 
very late at night) and reflect at leisure on what to say. 
For the researcher too, while responses were shorter 
than the verbal exchanges, email allowed a pause for 
reflection and to request clarification of what the stu-
dents had said.

Data collection

Each interview explored broad areas with open- ended 
questions, which evolved through the project to focus 
on the topics that participants raised as most important. 
The student interviews opened by asking for information 
about experiences of dyslexia in school, when it was rec-
ognised, experiences of testing for dyslexia, difficulties 
and coping strategies, experiences of study support, how 

others (peers, teachers and family) viewed dyslexia, who 
they were open about dyslexia with, and if the student 
felt that dyslexia had affected their sense of self as a stu-
dent at university.

The student interviews took place first, then the re-
searcher used the themes emerging from these student 
dialogues to triangulate with the perspectives of sup-
port tutors. The study recognised that the support tu-
tors spoke as individuals with specific expertise working 
with many students with dyslexia but also as employees 
of the university, with insight into the policy and prac-
tices prescribed by the institution. The student and tutor 
perspectives were useful to note areas of commonality 
and difference, which were reflected on in the discus-
sion. In this context, the study followed the ideas of 
Harding  (1992) on standpoint epistemologies, who ar-
gues that a researcher acting as witness to lived experi-
ence research doesn't oblige us to accept one participant's 
testimony as unchallengeable fact, instead these experi-
ences form part of a wider story and can involve other 
perspectives. One recent student who had trained and 
was working as a support tutor at a university, provided 
particularly interesting insights and highlighted conflict 
between the two roles. No individual student's case or 
comments were raised with a support tutor.

Data analysis

Thematic analysis was used to identify themes in the 
discussions (as described by Braun & Clarke,  2006). 
The student and support tutor interviews were first re-
corded, transcribed and pseudonymised, then coded 
in NVivo. The pseudonyms chosen used the first letter 
‘S’ for students and ‘L’ for learning support tutors. One 
student who had then trained as a support tutor was 
given the pseudonym ‘Sarah- Louisa’ to emphasise both 
perspectives.

The researcher used theoretical saturation and com-
parison with open, axial and selective coding to identify 
themes (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Data were sorted into 
individual topics, grouped into sub- categories, then con-
structed into over- arching themes, building a hierarchy 
of categorised data ranging from specific memories to 
thoughts on self- concept and societal attitudes. The re-
searcher used these themes as the basis for inductive the-
ory development: Figure 1 lists the themes arising from 
the student and support tutor interviews.

RESU LTS

The over- arching themes that emerged from the discus-
sions with students (see Figure 1) focused on (i) uniden-
tified dyslexia's impact since school; (ii) universities' 
approach to dyslexia; (iii) lecturers' resistance to dyslexia 
and the impact on student self- concept; and (iv) how 
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6 |   HAMILTON CLARK

students managed dyslexia as an aspect of their identity 
at university. These themes are expanded on and related 
to existing research in the Discussion section.

Unidentified dyslexia as a barrier in education

When asked about their experiences of dyslexia before 
university, only two students were made aware of it at 
school. ‘Throughout school I always fell through the sys-
tem as I wasn't ddyslexi [sic] enough’ (Sophia, email). 
One student asked for testing after arriving as an under-
graduate and, for the two mature students, dyslexia was 
only recognised during further graduate studies. ‘I got 
tested and it came back … ‘Yeah you are dyslexic.’ And I 
was, like, Oh! I probably should have done this a few years 
earlier’ (Selina, phone). The prevalence of unrecognised 
dyslexia was confirmed by a support tutor, Lilian, who 
said ‘About 75%–80% of our students [with dyslexia] don't 
know and come through our screening process by self- 
referral. Inevitably they approach this process by saying “I 
always knew there was something wrong with me”’ (Lilian, 
phone).

While they recognised difficulties reading and writ-
ing from a young age, those students whose dyslexia was 
recognised later did not have an explanation for their 

struggles at school. The lack of a reason for difficulties 
in education led some to develop avoidance or distrac-
tion tactics to evade difficult situations. Stewart said he 
‘could never concentrate, was very easily distracted, hated 
reading and writing and was generally quite disruptive’ 
(Stewart, email), he felt humiliation on being held back 
a year. Sylvia ‘was in the top set, but I never produced any 
written work’ then started playing truant. ‘No one ever 
asked me why. It was just ‘she's a truant’… It was never 
considered that the reason I didn't go to school was to do 
with learning’ (Sylvia, phone). She dropped out from 
school aged 13, only returning to studies in her 30's to 
help her career.

As a result of the difficulties in school, students' per-
ceptions of their academic potential plunged. Selina said 
that ‘at school and college I didn't know of my dyslexia, so 
I felt very down on my academic ability’ (Selina, email). 
As the tutor Lilian noted, ‘They are pushed through lower 
and middle ability groups in their schooling and are not 
perceived as university material a lot of the time’ so when 
they arrive at university ‘they have absorbed that ques-
tioning, self- doubt, that sense of ‘Do I even really deserve 
to be here?” (Lilian, phone). As Sarah- Louisa admitted: 
‘I am currently going to therapy to deal with my low self- 
value and the subsequent life choices I've made’ (Sarah- 
Louisa, email).

F I G U R E  1  Theme topics, sub- categories and over- arching themes developed in the project. [Developed from Hamilton Clark, 2022].

Theme topics Sub-categories Over-arching themes

Experience of dyslexia 

before university

Dyslexia as difficulty in 

education

Unidentified dyslexia as a 

barrier in education

Dyslexia identification 

process

Late dyslexia identification 

(after school)

University approach to 

dyslexia

Dyslexia as a disability Institutions classified dyslexia 

as defect and disability

Dyslexia and support Support segregated from 

subject-teaching

Dyslexia and lecturers Lecturer resistance to dyslexia Lecturers’ dyslexia resistance or 

denial compounds student low 

self-esteem

Student self-concept and 

coping with studies

Coping strategies vs institutional 

support

Disclosing dyslexia to peers Misconceptions and having to 

explain dyslexia

Students use selective disclosure 

to manage dyslexia’s stigma

Disclosing dyslexia to 

lecturers

Being seen to ask for special 

treatment

Disclosing dyslexia to 

student support

Rejecting support, to regain 

ownership of dyslexia
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   | 7DYSLEXIA CONCEALMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Institutions classified dyslexia as 
defect and disability

The study highlighted that universities' policy and 
practices for dyslexia support follow a medical ap-
proach that emphasised dyslexia as a defect of the 
student, with language focused on its diagnosis and 
remediation. Support tutors argued that universities' 
approach enabled arguments to fund support, as dys-
lexia was recognised as an impairment and therefore 
merited help through the DSA, administered through 
disability support departments. ‘We are still in the 
medical model, so dyslexic students have entitlements 
based on their dyslexia, as with other disabled students’ 
(Laurence, phone).

The students in the study had internalised universi-
ties' narrative of dyslexia as a flaw in academic settings, 
as Sylvia said: ‘It shows some dysfunction… that some-
thing doesn't add up. Maybe some intervention needs to 
happen’ (Sylvia, phone). But in contrast to the support 
tutors, student participants did not feel comfortable with 
the word disabled, for example Stewart said he saw him-
self ‘as dyslexic not disabled. I think there is a big differ-
ence… I wouldn't say you are impaired’ (Stewart, email). 
The students recounted social prejudice towards disabil-
ity, including from families and peers. They contrasted 
their ideas of disability with dyslexia's invisibility and 
situational nature. As a support tutor said of dyslexia: 
‘it affects very specific aspects of your life and in other as-
pects there may be areas where there's no impact at all’ 
(Lucy, phone). The conflict between students not consid-
ering dyslexia as a disability and tutors using the label to 
draw funding for support was highlighted by the recent 
student and support tutor Sarah- Louisa, who said it felt 
‘fraudulent’ (Sarah- Louisa, phone) to apply the term dis-
abled to herself as someone with dyslexia, yet profession-
ally she used it for her support students.

The students were also frustrated with how dyslexia 
is identified and supported at university, citing the stan-
dardisation of available support, which meant that it was 
not always relevant to the individual. ‘They try to support 
you and treat everyone with dyslexia in the same way, but 
it doesn't work like that’ (Selina, phone). The support tu-
tors agreed that there was a lack of inclusivity in subject 
teaching or access to general study skills help for all stu-
dents, noting ‘what I would like to see is a more inclusive 
approach to teaching those skills to all students’ (Lucy, 
phone).

Further, participants critiqued the centralisation of 
help in disability support services located in separated 
physical spaces ‘even going to the space where you get 
extra support… It's like going to a sexual health clinic’ 
(Sylvia, phone). This led to a feeling of ‘dependency’ 
(Sarah- Louisa, phone) on support and lowered student 
agency in their studies, with students ‘not fully exploring 
how they live with their learning difference, and how they 
master it’ (Laurence, phone). In summary, the students 

in the study felt dyslexia's stigma impacted self- concept 
and academic choices, as universities positioned dys-
lexia as a disability and defect of the individual, with 
students physically segregated from their peers when 
they accessed support external to subject teaching (see 
Figure 2).

Lecturers' dyslexia resistance or denial 
compounds student low self- esteem

The students in the study worried they would not meet 
lecturers' academic expectations, which was reinforced 
when marked work highlighted grammatical or spelling 
errors, rather than the ideas and structure. ‘I can come 
away feeling really terrible and really judged and not… 
bright enough’ (Selina, phone). Support tutors agreed 
that ‘there's still lots of misunderstanding [among lectur-
ers] about the needs of dyslexic students and their entitle-
ments’ (Laurence, phone). Resistant mindsets among 
lecturers towards dyslexia and a lack of time to spend in 
voluntary workshops run by the support team, did not 
help.

Two students noted specific instances when lecturers 
had been disparaging about student work and were re-
sistant to dyslexia. ‘I know some people do not think I am 
dyslexic. Some people think I'm making it up and trying 
to get extra time because I'm lazy. That does bother me’ 
(Sylvia, phone). They cited examples of lecturers who 
ignored notes to avoid focusing on spelling and gram-
matical errors, refused to record lectures, even denied 
dyslexia existed. The support tutors were also aware of 
resistance to dyslexia among lecturers: ‘we have a cou-
ple of lecturers who are, what can I say, they are dyslexia 
deniers’ (Lilian, phone). In one instance, the support de-
partment was even used as an intermediary to apologise 
to a student who complained when a subject lecturer 
denied dyslexia existed. The support tutor passed on a 
brief written apology from the lecturer: the lack of direct 
redress frustrated the student, made her feel helpless and 
came across as disingenuous.

Dyslexia denial, whether stated or implied, was ac-
companied by derogatory comments to the student or 
class which increased the shame, for example one lecturer 
called it ‘reading retardation’ (Selina, email). ‘Lecturers 
have an element of power… people take what they say re-
ally seriously. So, if a really credited lecturer is standing 
there in front of a group of people, saying ‘I don't think 
dyslexia's real'… That doesn't help the prejudice against it’ 
(Selina, phone).

Lecturers' dyslexia denial lowered students' academic 
self- confidence and increased their anxiety at university 
‘what that does is press all my insecurity buttons' (Sylvia, 
phone). Support tutors agreed with student participants 
that the impact of dyslexia resistance or denial on stu-
dents with dyslexia was catastrophic and long lasting: ‘it 
only takes one negative thing to override all the positive 
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8 |   HAMILTON CLARK

things we say to them, that's what unfortunately tends to 
stick in people's heads’ (Lucy, phone).

Students use selective disclosure to manage 
dyslexia's stigma

The study highlights that students are acutely sensitive 
to the potential for dyslexia misconceptions among their 
peers or denial by subject lecturers. As a result, students 
carefully managed when and with whom they disclosed 
dyslexia as an aspect of their identity. They also hid the 
fact they accessed support when they felt they would be 
judged harshly in terms of academic potential. The stu-
dents said dyslexia was too complex to explain to peers: 
‘I don't want to disappoint them and I don't have time to 
explain…So I'd walk away from conversations, as I didn't 
want anyone to know’ (Sylvia, phone). Stewart avoided 
classes when he had to read aloud ‘I would say I'm not 
well, I'm not going’ (Stewart, email). Selina chose to hide 
the fact she went to support from peers, missing her 
usual morning lift- share: ‘I didn't say why so I just said I 
didn't need the lift’ (Selina, email).

While students said they would like in- subject sup-
port, they were reticent about raising dyslexia with 

subject lecturers, ‘I don't think my teachers or lecturers 
are aware… I don't tell people to get special treatment’ 
(Stewart, email). The support tutors agreed that students 
‘do not know how to break down the challenges with the lec-
turers… they would not initiate the conversations' (Lilian, 
phone). Yet universities leave it to students to start the 
dialogue on dyslexia with lecturers.

The students in the study even weighed up the benefits 
of continuing with support at university (often hard- won, 
due to the onerous process of diagnostic testing, needs 
assessment and application for government funding for 
support) against the stigma of declaring dyslexia and the 
low self- efficacy of having to accept additional help with 
studies. Sarah- Louisa noted a paradox between her view 
as a student and support tutor: She saw ‘needing sup-
port as a weakness, which is ironic given my line of work’ 
(Sarah- Louisa, phone).

One student had rejected support after a year, say-
ing the decision had re- built her self- efficacy in her own 
work: ‘When I stepped back from it, I almost felt relieved, 
because I didn't have to run my work by anyone… I felt this 
is good enough. So it's been “Yes I can do this, I'm just as 
capable as everybody else in this room”’ (Selina, email). 
The support tutors noted that few students took ‘own-
ership of dyslexia’ (Laurence, phone) as they described 

F I G U R E  2  Universities' dyslexia approach impacts student self- esteem. [Developed from Hamilton Clark, 2022].

Dyslexia 
lowers 
ambition 
and self-
esteem

Testing for
dyslexia

identifies the
student as
other than

normal

Student is
isolated as
they are

different from
their peers

Student feels
the shame of

needing
additional help
with studies

Student is
dependent on

learning
support for

accommodations
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   | 9DYSLEXIA CONCEALMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION

it, by internalising the locus of control over studies to 
increase self- efficacy and self- concept. Instead, the stu-
dents in the study navigated complex decisions around 
disclosing or concealing dyslexia with peers, lecturers 
and support departments, to cope with the stigma asso-
ciated with dyslexia and accessing segregated learning 
support (see Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

The results develop our understanding of students' lived 
experience of dyslexia before and at university; the rela-
tionship between universities' approach to dyslexia and 
student self- concept; and the impacts of students' at-
tempts to manage dyslexia's stigma through disclosure 
decisions in different settings. In the discussion of these 
findings, this paper follows Gibson  (2012) in applying 
critical perspectives to highlight disadvantage, argue for 
inclusion and amplify the voice of the disadvantaged.

Unrecognised dyslexia is associated with low 
academic self- concept

The study agrees with Henderson (2017) who found that 
dyslexia was often not identified before university study: 
three of the five student participants did not have dys-
lexia identified until after they had started their courses 
(either undergraduate or graduate studies). Late dys-
lexia identification among current university students 
may reflect societal misconceptions or poor guidance 
for teachers on dyslexia recognition. Study participants 

saw unrecognised dyslexia as an absence of explanation 
for struggle or access to support, affecting students' aca-
demic self- concept, behaviour and persistence with stud-
ies. Therefore, unidentified dyslexia has the potential 
to impact academic performance, for example though 
lower grades, class disruption and truancy. This study 
extends the work of Shaywitz et al. (2008) on late dyslexia 
identification at school, who highlighted how hard it is 
to boost grades if dyslexia is recognised even in second-
ary rather than primary education. There is a clear op-
portunity for further work to explore the potential for 
early dyslexia identification and support to lessen dys-
lexia's impacts in higher education.

Universities' dyslexia approach impacts student 
self- concept and self- efficacy

Researchers (e.g., Mellifont, 2023) who probed the nega-
tive lived experiences, ableism and stigma derived from 
the medical model of disability have called for a better 
understanding of the impacts of different approaches 
to disability in universities. While Deacon et al.  (2022) 
found situating dyslexia as a neurological defect had a 
negative impact on the self- esteem of adults with dys-
lexia, the current study adds insight from the perspec-
tives of university students.

Situating dyslexia as a disability under the UK's 
Equality Act, 2010 affords a moral and legal argument 
for accommodations or support, however the disability 
label carries additional stigma. This study extends the 
findings of Lister et al. (2020), who showed that students 
with dyslexia were resistant to a disability label. The stu-
dents and support tutors in the current study highlighted 
that universities' medical approach to difference through 
policy and practices stems from a positivist perspective, 
which describes impairment as a defect located in the 
individual. The participants argued that universities' 
approach impacted negatively on students' academic 
self- concept. In contrast to the university's approach, 
support tutors and students highlighted their individual 
view of dyslexia as nuanced, heterogeneous, invisible 
and situational, so they were uncomfortable with dys-
lexia characterised as defect and disability by university 
policy and practices.

Dyslexia situated as a condition needing interven-
tion or remediation challenges the value of those with 
dyslexia in society, further highlighting deficit against 
normalcy. Universities' segregation of support from 
subject teaching further underlines this narrative. 
Goffman (2009) highlighted how those specialists, who 
identify and help the disabled, exert power due to their 
control of assistance. Researchers such as Beauchamp- 
Pryor (2012) similarly argued that disabled students are 
passive receivers of support, dictated by the university's 
disability support department as gatekeeper and deliv-
erer, where student agency was not invited. The current 

F I G U R E  3  Students' decisions on dyslexia disclosure impacts 
access to peer support, lecturer help, and learning support. 
[Developed from Hamilton Clark, 2022].

•Students with dyslexia feared 
negative assumptions of traits 
associated with dyslexia

•Students worried their peers 
misunderstood what dyslexia 
meant for them, or their need 
for support

Concealing 
dyslexia 

from 
peers

•Students wished for adjustments 
in teaching and marking but 
didn’t feel comfortable 
acknowledging dyslexia openly to 
lecturers

•Students didn’t want to be seen 
to ask for special treatment

Dyslexia 
non-

disclosure
to 

lecturers

•Students felt the benefits of 
support didn't outweigh having 
to acknowledge dyslexia and 
disability as part of their 
identity

•Students felt relief after 
dissociating from learning 
support, they took ownership of 
their work

Rejection 
of

learning 
support
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10 |   HAMILTON CLARK

study found that segregated learning support lowered 
students' self- efficacy in their studies, negatively impact-
ing self- esteem. To counter this, disability research (e.g., 
Liasidou,  2014) argues that we should encourage indi-
viduals to be involved in decisions on what they want, 
boosting self- efficacy, rather than be assessed by others 
for their needs. This follows from the active stance of the 
individual enshrined in international agreements on dis-
ability rights (Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities, UN, 2006).

Dyslexia non- disclosure leads to further 
academic and identity impacts for students

The study findings add to our understanding of the 
connections between dyslexia disclosure, stigma, low 
academic self- concept and low self- esteem in students. 
The results support previous research which links dys-
lexia to low student self- esteem, anxiety and depression 
(Burden, 2008). Dyslexia's stigma is therefore rooted in 
societal expectations of academic performance at uni-
versity, based on large amounts of reading, written work 
and exam assessment, which does not sit easily with dys-
lexia characterised as persistent difficulties reading and 
writing.

Existing research suggests that the primary fac-
tor why students don't disclose disability (Lindsay 
et  al.,  2018) or dyslexia (Henderson,  2017) at univer-
sity is fear of stigma. The study's findings agree that 
students use dyslexia's renounceability to manage its 
stigma but also extends this to understand stigma man-
agement with specific audiences at university and in 
terms of impacts on academic self- concept and self- 
efficacy. The student participants had to choose be-
tween being perceived falsely, by hiding their dyslexia 
from peers and lecturers, or having to (i) publicly ac-
knowledge dyslexia and its association with difficulty 
in academic study as part of their identity, (ii) confront 
and explain societal misconceptions about dyslexia 
among peers, (iii) face prejudice and derision from lec-
turers, and (iv) own an identity of needing support to 
achieve success.

Research is yet to explore in detail the consequences 
of dyslexia non- disclosure at university. The study's 
participants noted that hiding dyslexia led not only to 
personal inconvenience, for example avoiding lift- shares 
with peers, and academic impacts, such as missing 
classes or not accessing support. It also led to feelings 
of isolation, as the student was aware of an identity dif-
ference from their peers, adding to stress over dyslexia's 
discoverability as a hidden aspect and identity conflict in 
maintaining a false identity.

The study specifically advances our understanding 
of the impact of lecturers' dyslexia denial on students' 
preparedness to disclose dyslexia, extending research 
on lecturer attitudes to dyslexia by Cameron and 

Nunkoosing  (2012). Student participants in the current 
study highlighted lecturers' position of power in a class-
room setting and the devastating impact if they met dys-
lexia resistance or denial. As a result, the students were 
keen not to raise dyslexia with lecturers, worrying about 
highlighting difficulty and inviting prejudice. They even 
went as far as avoiding classes, removing themselves 
from the setting where dyslexia might become obvious. 
This was despite acknowledging a potential advantage 
in lecturers understanding how the student worked best 
or avoiding exacerbating dyslexia's difficulties through 
their teaching. There was clear conflict between students' 
desire for dyslexia to be understood and accommodated 
by lecturers, set against students' reluctance to admit a 
stigmatised identity in an academic setting to someone 
in a position of power, who may not be sympathetic. The 
support tutors also noted that lecturers had little aware-
ness or training on how to understand dyslexia or teach 
inclusively for neurodiversity.

There is scope for further work to develop our un-
derstanding of when and why students hide dyslexia; 
the inconveniences of this concealment; and the im-
pacts of hiding a sensitive identity aspect in academic 
settings, particularly with subject lecturers who could 
be a source of support. Studies exploring identity in uni-
versity settings have only touched briefly on our under-
standing of students' self- denial in identity concealment 
(Ragins, 2008) and the resulting stress and low feelings 
of belonging (Newheiser & Barreto, 2014).

IM PLICATIONS 
FOR U N IVERSITIES

This study develops ideas suggested by researchers (e.g., 
Cameron & Billington,  2015), who argued it is impor-
tant to clarify the constructions of phenomena such as 
dyslexia, to counter prejudice and stigma in education 
and to promote social justice and inclusion. The project 
therefore advances our understanding of the interactions 
between students' lived experience of dyslexia, universi-
ties' approach to dyslexia and student self- esteem. The 
findings emphasise an opportunity to adapt university 
policy and practices to reframe dyslexia, challenge mis-
conceptions, highlight prejudice and improve the in-
clusion of university students with dyslexia, to impact 
positively not only on student self- esteem, but also on 
academic success and persistence in education.

Reframe dyslexia to remove the emphasis on 
defect and disability

The students and support tutors in the study rejected as-
sumptions of dyslexia as low academic ability; criticised 
universities' unhelpful language around dyslexia as an 
individual defect needing remediation; and argued to 

 14713802, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1471-3802.12683 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [14/05/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



   | 11DYSLEXIA CONCEALMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION

reduce the emphasis on qualifying as disabled to access 
support. The findings suggest university support depart-
ments could build a positive and student- led narrative 
around dyslexia as one of many examples of neurodi-
versity, to lessen dyslexia's stigma for students who may 
already be reticent of asking for help. Support depart-
ments could frame positive discussions on dyslexia as 
neurodiversity and how it is accommodated at university 
on their web pages; highlight the value of recognising 
dyslexia early to encourage students to come forward be-
fore they are in difficulty; and raise awareness of where 
students (and lecturers) could seek information and help, 
to counter misconceptions and reduce the stigma of ac-
cepting support.

The study furthers the arguments of other dyslexia 
researchers (e.g., Blessinger et  al.,  2019; Cameron & 
Nunkoosing,  2012; Henderson,  2017) who call for uni-
versities to foster dialogue on dyslexia among student 
peer- groups, tackling misconceptions and increasing 
opportunities for peer support at university. This study 
adds that it is important to encourage dyslexia aware-
ness particularly in the first year at university so stu-
dents don't delay seeking support. Student mentoring 
is another way that universities have started to pair stu-
dents either with older years or alumni for support and 
career advancement. Early studies on disabled student 
mentoring have shown positive results (Burgstahler & 
Crawford, 2007) but further work is needed. In the cur-
rent study, one support tutor reported they had tried 
mentoring between students and alumni with dyslexia, 
with positive feedback from a careers as well as mental 
health perspective.

Reduce dyslexia misconceptions among 
lecturers and increase inclusivity in teaching

Universities have an obligation to reduce prejudice among 
their staff. Previous studies (e.g., Mortimore, 2013; Ryder 
& Norwich, 2019) showed that despite a willingness to be 
inclusive, lecturers had low confidence in their dyslexia 
inclusivity skills, made assumptions that disempowered 
students with dyslexia and relied on generic accommo-
dations from support departments. The current study 
extends our understanding from the students' perspec-
tive: participants said that lecturers' dyslexia denial or 
resistance had a marked effect on student academic self- 
concept, given lecturers' power and status in academic 
settings.

To counter lecturer dyslexia resistance and denial, 
universities should enhance dyslexia awareness and un-
derstanding as part of accommodating neurodiversity 
and incentivise lecturers to find opportunities for dia-
logue around student learning preferences and in- subject 
support. By encouraging teaching staff to open discus-
sions with students on ways to support neurodiversity, 

institutions will reduce the obstacles to students making 
lecturers' aware of their difficulties studying. Discussing 
dyslexia with students could build choice in where stu-
dents can turn for help and reduce the study barriers in 
subject teaching. Lecturers will understand the impor-
tance of widening sources of student help when framed 
in terms of highlighting issues early, raising grades and 
reducing course drop- out.

In a study among academic staff, Kendall  (2017) 
found that most lecturers recognise a need for ongo-
ing training to update on policy issues as well as best 
practice in inclusive teaching at university. The study's 
support tutor participants noted that voluntary work-
shops for lecturer training were poorly attended, so 
universities need to consider compulsory online train-
ing to challenge attitudes as well as refresh pedagogy. 
It is important to recognise that inclusive pedagogy 
needn't be at the expense of other students' quality of 
learning: For example, simple steps such as lecture re-
cording and making slides available in advance could 
benefit all students not just those with dyslexia (Pino 
& Mortari, 2014).

Extend support beyond standardised help in 
segregated support spaces

As Kelly and Erwin  (2022) point out, student support 
should be a balance between inclusive in- subject teach-
ing and additional learning support, which can still play 
an important role. Student learning support is still an 
area where universities can differentiate their offering 
from other universities in a competitive market. Study 
support departments are a place where some students 
may still prefer to seek specialist help, in addition to 
within- subject teaching. Further, support tutors can be 
advocates for students with dyslexia as they manage the 
process for identifying dyslexia and they are also fantas-
tic repositories of specialist experience in helping stu-
dents with a wide range of cognitive and developmental 
differences.

The study found students' only source of support 
was from segregated departments, which students felt 
marked them out as it was ‘like going to a sexual health 
clinic’. Students also felt that support tutor sessions 
could better suit individual profiles and include student 
agency in decisions about support. Given the impacts on 
self- esteem discussed in the study, support departments 
should also proactively signpost emotional and mental 
health support as well as study skills, as few students saw 
dyslexia in a positive light.

Universities could also offer access to general study 
skills training to all students, to de- stigmatise seeking 
help, widen awareness of dyslexia and reach students 
who might not access formal support. Examples of this 
training could include self- paced video tutorials on study 
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12 |   HAMILTON CLARK

methods, bridging the gap to university, promoting ap-
preciation of neurodiversity and where to find help. This 
will enable a keener focus on personal study strategies 
for those students who then pursue one- to- one learning 
support.

CONCLUSIONS

As an exploratory research contribution in an emerging 
field, this project applied critical perspectives to develop 
our understanding of the intersection between educa-
tion studies, identity work and dyslexia research. It does 
relational work between individual, societal and institu-
tional constructions of dyslexia at university to expose 
the impact of students' lived experience of dyslexia. The 
most startling outcomes from the study examine how 
students managed dyslexia's stigma through decisions on 
when and with whom to declare dyslexia at university. 
Dyslexia non- disclosure impacted student self- esteem 
through the conflicts arising from managing a hidden 
identity with student peers and lecturers. This was com-
pounded by students' low academic self- concept asso-
ciated with dyslexia, particularly when unrecognised 
through school, and low self- efficacy from accessing 
learning support at university outside of subject teach-
ing. Future studies among students with dyslexia should 
prioritise the identity impacts of late dyslexia identifi-
cation and explore further students' dyslexia disclosure 
choices with lecturers, peers and support departments at 
university.
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