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So, you have received your offer letter or admission
letter for university.

Your excitement coupled with your anxiety and the fear of
the unknown can be slightly unsettling. As an Autistic person
about to enter university, what do you need to know? You
will be surprised to know that there is an extensive range of
support available from funding bodies such as Student
Finance, even if you are not applying for a student loan.
What you need to do is to contact your funding body either
directly or through the Disabled Students Allowance (DSA)
form on their website.

The funding body will ask for:

• Details of your official diagnosis.

• Your GP’s details.

• Your enrolment/offer letter from your institution.

• Details of previous support you received during your
studies, if any.

After you have sent these, they will get in touch to ask you to
book your Needs Assessment. A Needs Assessment is an
informal interview aimed at identifying your needs. It is NOT
aimed at determining whether you are disabled or not. Your
needs assessor knows, and they need to get a better
understanding about how your condition impacts your
studies so that they will be in a better position to recommend
the most effective support package for you.

Examples of interventions they might provide

A specialised laptop

You might have to pay a small
contribution of about £200
towards the cost of a new laptop
if your current laptop is not
equipped to run the assistive
software they provide.

Assistive software

Based on the outcome of your
needs assessment, assistive
software packages would be
recommended. These could be:

Reading software

E.g. Claro Read, which would be useful if you are
overwhelmed by large amounts of reading materials. The
software can audibly read text from a wide range of
applications (Word, PDF, ePub, websites etc). The words
are highlighted as they are being read to facilitate your
ability to read along if you wish. Also, some of these
come with a focus ruler function, which darkens all other
lines of the text and brightens one line at a time so you
can better concentrate on what is being read.

Dictation software

E.g. Dragon. If you struggle with typing for one reason or
the other (such as poor muscle tone or motor skills/
dyspraxia), Dragon or similar software will be installed on
your laptop to enable you to dictate your written work and
essays for your computer to transcribe. The software
would need some time to adjust to your style of writing
and your voice/accent.



Audio notetaker

E.g. Sonocent. This enables you to record lecture notes
in class. Prior consent would need to be obtained from
your lecturers and class due to the sensitive nature of
discussions within some disciplines. Similarly, it would be
beneficial for you to obtain the lecture slides beforehand
to enable you to upload the slides and record the audio
next to each corresponding slide. You can then export the
end result as an MP3 or even as a video with a visual of
all the slides along with the lecturer’s voice explaining
what each slide is about. Hence you can relive and
replay the lecture for as many times as you wish to
ensure that you do not miss a thing!

Mind-mapping software

E.g. Mind Manager. If your condition affects your
executive functioning, you might struggle with planning
and organising your thoughts when producing written
assignments, reports, and dissertations. Mind Manager
would help you to have an overview of what you wish to
write within a spider diagram, among other formats. You
can move the bubbles, add topics and sub-topics, and
rearrange them as you please. Mind manager is a
powerful multifunctional tool with numerous utilities.

Zotero

This is a referencing software. You can add to Zotero any
reading material you peruse, with a simple click of a
button, websites and documents would load a reference
metadata into Zotero. Hard copy books can also be
added by their International Standard Book Number
(ISBN) and online journal articles, by their Digital Object
Identifier (DOI). With these, you can automatically
generate and paste into your work a reference list in the
format required by your institution without having to type
it. Zotero is free to download online, and you do not need
a needs assessment or a disability to acquire it.

Brain in Hand App

This is a phone app developed by the National Autistic
Society to assist if you experience depression or anxiety.
With it you can plan your day and anticipate any
disruptions to your routine and suggest alternative
actions in any eventuality. You can also record your
moods hourly using a traffic light system. If you press the
amber light three consecutive times within a day, or the
red light once, a trained respondent will phone you
shortly to walk you through a support plan. You also have
the option to have the red light send a message to a
friend or family member to phone you instead.

Non-medical helper

You could be given a mentor to meet you weekly at your
institution for mentoring sessions.

Assistive software training for first time users

Printing allowance

If you do not have access to your own printer, you will be
given one. Also, you may be refunded on your purchase of
plain A4 paper and printing/ cartridges if you send in the
receipts. These have a maximum amount limit per year.



The recommendation from your needs assessment would
then be forwarded to your funding body for approval. This
may take a while. Once this is in place, you will receive your
support and you may start using them straight away.

As soon as you start your course, or shortly before, be
proactive in making the first contact with your institution’s
Disability office and arrange a meeting to discuss your
needs. They can help to chase up the progress of your DSA.
The disability department will draft a statement of needs to
be shared with your lecturers. Depending on your institution
it could be known as a Reasonable Adjustments Support
Agreement, an Internal Needs Assessment Record, or some
other name. The document will state what the university can
do for you. This could be:

• A personalised tour of the library

• Three-week library loan of books as opposed to the
default one week

• Study skills session

• Mitigating circumstances/extension of exam assignment
deadlines. If your condition makes it harder to meet a
particular deadline, you could be granted an extension if
you make an application in due time.

• A note for lecturers to not put you on the spot in class or
group work.

• A note for lecturers not to mark you down on fluency or
structure but to mark you based on the content of your
work.

• Permission to work alone or with a buddy as opposed to
whole class or group work.

These vary from institution to institution.

Note about Self-diagnosis

There is still very little understanding about autism in general
and for many of the institutions an official diagnosis is the
only passport to obtain these things, although with a self-
diagnosis you might, with some difficulty, reach an
agreement with your institution to obtain a little adjustment.
This is not to say that a self-diagnosis is not valid. A self-
diagnosis is just as valid: I cannot stress this enough. The
only problem is that without an official diagnosis you might
not get as much, so if you have a self-diagnosis (most of us
started from there) you might wish to carefully consider the
prospects of pursuing an official diagnosis so that you will
not be at a disadvantage during your studies.

If you still choose not to have a diagnosis, or you do not
have recourse to public funds while studying in the UK, the
software packages named in this guide are available for
purchase online although they can be a bit pricey. Free
alternatives to the software packages are also available
online if you do a bit of research. Although these would do
the job, they might have reduced functionality, be harder to
use and might not be as responsive as the recommended
ones.

I believe you have a greater insight into the support available
to you as an autistic individual studying at university. The
process can be very lengthy, so it is vital for you to start
early by making an application to your funding body in a
timely manner. If possible, give yourself plenty of time by
applying early so that by the time you begin your studies,
you won’t have to wait long for your intervention.

Good luck!
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