[image: Our Grant Programmes - Thomas Pocklington Trust][image: Activities available to blind and partially sighted people - Doing Good ...][image: Visual Impairment Logo Vision Support Barrow & District Celebrates 100][image: Guide Dogs - G7 Business Solutions][image: ]
Assistive software funded through Disabled Students’ Allowance: Government consultation
Assistive software funded through Disabled Students’ Allowance - GOV.UK
Introductory questions
What is your name? 
Lucy Merritt

What is your email address? 
EducationPolicy@pocklington.org.uk

Are you responding as an individual or on behalf of an organisation? 
Organisation

If on behalf of an organisation, what is its name?
Thomas Pocklington Trust, RNIB, Guide Dogs, Look UK and VIEW.
 
What category do you fall into?
Charity

Would you be happy for us to contact you about your response? 
Yes
Artificial intelligence (AI)
Are the AI features in DSA-funded assistive software compliant with HEP AI policies? 

To date Thomas Pocklington Trust’s education advice service has not encountered any blind and partially sighted students who have experienced any barriers to the use of their assistive technologies due to AI. 

AI and its use in higher education continues to develop rapidly which makes it hard to respond robustly.

How should HEP AI policies influence DSA funding decisions? 

Disabled Students’ Allowance funds software that enables disabled students to access learning, participate in teaching, and complete assessments on an equal basis with their peers. While higher education providers (HEPs) may develop policies governing the use of AI, these policies should not be the primary determinant of DSA funding decisions where software forms part of a student's required assistive technology provision.

The duty to make reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act 2010 includes reviewing and adapting policies where they create barriers for disabled students. Where assistive technology incorporates AI features that are necessary to support access, institutions should be expected to consider how their policies can accommodate those tools appropriately, rather than restricting students' access to them through funding decisions. The starting point should be whether the technology is required to enable equitable access to learning and assessment, not whether existing institutional policies have been designed with that technology in mind.

Where concerns exist around academic integrity or appropriate use, these should be addressed through clear guidance, safeguards and reasonable adjustments to institutional policies, rather than by removing access to assistive technologies that disabled students rely upon. DSA funding decisions should therefore be based on students' functional needs and the effectiveness of the technology in meeting those needs, with university policies remaining sufficiently flexible to ensure disabled students are not disadvantaged.

Should DSA fund software with generative AI that creates academic content? 

Not answering

Are there ethical concerns or risks from AI in assistive software? 

Not answering

How can AI improve support for disabled students? 

The extent to which AI can improve support for disabled students depends on how "support" is defined. There is an important distinction between AI being used to replace human-delivered support, AI being used to overcome barriers in the learning environment, and AI being used as an additional tool alongside existing support. We would be cautious about any approach that seeks to position AI as a replacement for specialist human support or specialist assistive technology. Instead, AI has the greatest potential when it works alongside these forms of support to enhance independence, access and participation.
For blind and partially sighted students, AI is already playing a significant and growing role in education. AI-powered tools can help students access information that would otherwise be difficult or impossible to access independently, including reading printed text, describing images and diagrams, identifying objects, and providing information about the surrounding environment. Tools such as Seeing AI can convert printed materials into accessible formats, while AI-powered image descriptions can help students engage with visual content that may not otherwise be accessible.

AI can also support learning more directly. Chat-based platforms can help students search large volumes of information, identify relevant content, explore unfamiliar topics, and receive explanations in accessible formats. This can be particularly beneficial for blind and partially sighted students, as text-based interfaces are often highly accessible when used with screen readers and other assistive technologies. Tools that summarise and organise information can also help reduce visual fatigue and support revision, research and independent study.

At the same time, AI should not be viewed as a solution to inaccessible learning environments. For example, while AI can help extract text from printed documents, this should not be seen as a substitute for ensuring that learning materials are provided in accessible formats from the outset. Similarly, AI can support navigation around a campus by identifying signs or providing information about the environment, but it is not a replacement for mobility training, orientation support or the development of independent travel skills. In these contexts, AI can complement existing support, increasing confidence and independence, but should not replace it.

It is also important to recognise the limitations of AI. Like any technology, AI can make mistakes, generate inaccurate information, or fail to interpret content correctly. The accessibility and usability of AI tools can also change over time as products are updated or redesigned. As a result, AI should not be relied upon as a sole source of support, particularly where accuracy, safety or academic outcomes are concerned. There are also ethical concerns.

Overall, AI has enormous potential to improve access to education for blind and partially sighted students. However, its role should be to enhance and complement specialist human support and assistive technology, not replace them. The focus should be on empowering students to decide how AI fits into their own learning and support arrangements, recognising that needs and preferences will vary between individuals. As AI continues to evolve, funding and support systems should remain flexible enough to enable students to benefit from these innovations while ensuring that essential human support and specialist technology remain available where required.

How do general AI tools differ from assistive AI tools, and how does this affect usability/accessibility? 

The key difference between general AI tools and assistive AI tools is that assistive AI tools are designed specifically to address accessibility needs. In principle, accessibility and usability should be embedded within their design from the outset, and their development should be informed by the experiences of disabled users. As a result, assistive AI tools are often more likely to provide features, interfaces and workflows that meet the needs of blind and partially sighted students.

By contrast, general AI tools are typically designed for a broad audience and accessibility may not be a primary consideration during development. While some mainstream AI platforms, such as ChatGPT, Gemini and Copilot, are reported by many blind and partially sighted users to be relatively accessible, this is not true of all AI tools. There are now thousands of AI-powered products available, and accessibility varies significantly between them. As with other forms of software, some products are highly accessible and usable, while others present significant barriers.

Importantly, accessibility and usability are not the same thing. A tool may technically meet accessibility requirements but still be difficult to use in practice. For blind and partially sighted students, factors such as keyboard navigation, compatibility with screen readers and magnification software, the structure of information, and the ease with which content can be reviewed and edited are all critical to usability. Accessibility must therefore include assessment of whether a student can use a tool effectively and independently, rather than simply whether accessibility features exist.

It is also important to recognise that accessibility is not a fixed characteristic. A tool that is accessible today may become less accessible following updates, redesigns or the introduction of new features. Accessibility and usability are not always prioritised by developers, particularly in a rapidly evolving market where products are being released and updated at pace. This means that assumptions about accessibility cannot be made on the basis of a tool's reputation or previous performance alone.

For this reason, decisions about the use or funding of AI tools should not be based on whether they are described as "general" or "assistive". Instead, all tools should be assessed against the same criteria: whether they are accessible, usable, reliable and compatible with the assistive technologies that students rely on. Any AI tool recommended or funded through DSA should meet recognised accessibility standards and, crucially, should be tested with the student to ensure that it works effectively in practice and supports their individual needs.
Demanding software
Comments on restricting funding for demanding software to cases where no suitable non-demanding alternative exists? 

Blind and partially sighted students rely on laptops to access their education. For most of these students the laptop will be used throughout the study day, including in lectures and seminars, often with screen reader and magnification software, as well as other applications required to access their learning (which may include more assistive technology). A high spec laptop is necessary in most cases to ensure access to learning. How a laptop is going to be used, as well as the software being used and the amount of software being used (free and paid for) must continue to be considerations for selecting the right DSA tech offer, understanding this to be based upon individual needs. It is a decision that must be needs led, rather than funding led. 

At Thomas Pocklington Trust we have supported blind and partially sighted students who have struggled to get access to the right technology to access their learning. Students have reported that needs assessors have limited knowledge about what tech is right and have encountered inconsistent knowledge of and limited skill sets in vision impairment specific software when being trained by assistive technology trainers. More training is necessary to ensure that the right recommendations are made by needs assessors and tech trainers.

We are also cautious of any move towards recommending web-based applications as these are generally considered to be much less accessible than app versions. 

Comments on the definition of “demanding software”? 

See qu. 13.

Software types
Composition & mind mapping
Comments on the proposal to fund these only in exceptional circumstances?

We welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation and recognise the Department’s intention to modernise DSA and ensure value for money. However, we are concerned that the proposals are not supported by a sufficiently robust evidence base. Key assumptions, including that students are overwhelmed by multiple tools or that free and built-in software can meet most needs, are presented largely as anecdotal observations rather than evidence supported by user outcomes, comparative analysis, or equality impact modelling.

A central assumption throughout the consultation is that free or widely available tools are broadly equivalent to specialist assistive software. However, no meaningful comparison is provided of functionality, accessibility, usability, or effectiveness. Availability does not equate to accessibility, and technical accessibility does not necessarily result in effective, independent use.

Blind and partially sighted students consistently report that free alternatives do not provide comparable access or independence:
“The free things that are out there, they’re free. They’re not going to be
helpful in the same way. They meet the bare minimum and, with being visually impaired and being a student, the bare minimum does not cut it.” Blind and partially sighted student

Students also highlighted significant differences between apparently similar tools:
“NVDA really didn’t do what I needed it to do. It was slow and it kept causing my laptop to crash… it just wasn’t doing what I needed it to do. Now I’ve used JAWS, I could never go back… because JAWS does so much more.” Blind and partially sighted student

At focus groups Thomas Pocklington Trust held to discuss these changes, students described barriers even where tools were technically accessible:

“It’s technically accessible, but it’s really hard and really time consuming and incredibly slow. You have to go through every single button and heading just to find the smallest bit of text.” Blind and partially sighted student

Compatibility issues are also common:
“ZoomText made everything crash… Word, Microsoft Office, everything on the internet – literally anything and everything.” Blind and partially sighted student

“When I tried to use the built-in tools together… it just wasn’t working. It was crashing and not usable.” Blind and partially sighted student

Even where tasks were technically possible, they often could not be completed independently:
“I could technically do it, but it required a lot of sighted assistance… and that’s just not realistic when you’re working independently.” Blind and partially sighted student

These experiences demonstrate that accessibility must be understood in  terms of effective, reliable and independent use, particularly when software is used alongside screen readers, magnification tools and braille technology. This must also consider how software integrates with hardware such as Braille displays, which will impact how easily and consistently students can access learning. This is also important to consider for students physical and mental health, particularly where students may have to spend large amount of time using a screen or using limited vision to access a screen, which can create additional fatigue or strain compared to sighted peers.

The consultation focuses heavily on whether a task can technically be completed using a free or built-in tool. However, the relevant question for disabled students is whether the task can be completed efficiently, independently and to the same standard as their peers. Where students must spend significantly longer navigating inaccessible systems, troubleshooting compatibility issues, or relying on support from others, they experience a cumulative disadvantage that affects academic attainment, wellbeing and participation. The Equality Act 2010 requires consideration not merely of access in principle but of equitable access in practice. A tool that enables a task to be completed only with substantial additional time, effort or assistance cannot be regarded as equivalent to a specialist solution that enables independent participation.

We are also concerned about the implications for needs assessments. Through Thomas Pocklington Trusts advice service, blind and partially sighted students frequently report being assessed by practitioners without specialist knowledge of vision impairment or assistive technology. Students described a process that often relies on them knowing what to ask for:
“It was pretty much a ‘if you know what it is, you can have it’ situation. I 
didn’t really know anything, so I ended up being given loads of things that were not good for me.” Blind and partially sighted student

This can result in inappropriate provision:
“She (my needs assessor) gave me loads of applications that just didn’t work for me, and it used up all of my funding… everything had to be uninstalled… in the end my university had to step in to support my access to the right tech” Blind and partially sighted student

The proposed shift towards funding software only in exceptional circumstances places greater reliance on needs assessor judgement, as well as assistive technology trainers expertise. Without strengthened guidance, training, specialist expertise and quality assurance, there is a significant risk of increasing inconsistent and inappropriate decision-making. Consideration should also be given to existing evidence, such as Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) and reports completed from vision impairment professionals who have supported a student throughout their educational journey.

We also note that many blind and partially sighted students have multiple or overlapping needs, whose needs are met through a combination of technologies. According to Student Loans Company data, of the 1,363 DSA recipients in England who disclosed a vision impairment in 2025/26, 660 (48%) were in receipt of support for multiple disabilities, consistent with 45% in 2024/25. For these students, it is essential that any recommended technology has been rigorously tested for accessibility, usability, and interoperability with vision impairment software such as screen readers and magnification tools. Restricting access to software risks creating gaps in support where integrated solutions are required.

This point is particularly important for blind and partially sighted students, who frequently depend upon a highly integrated ecosystem of technologies, including screen readers, magnification software, braille displays, optical character recognition tools, note-taking applications and accessible document workflows. The effectiveness of any individual product is therefore dependent not only on its own functionality but on its ability to operate reliably alongside other assistive technologies. Comparisons that consider software products in isolation risk overlooking the complexity of the real-world access arrangements used by blind and partially sighted students.

There are also important practical considerations that are not addressed in the consultation. Even where free or built-in tools are available, it cannot be assumed that students will be permitted to use them across different education and employment settings. We regularly hear from blind and partially sighted students who encounter difficulties with schools, colleges and universities being unwilling or unable to install particular software, including assistive technologies, on institutional systems. Similar challenges may arise when students transition into employment, where employers may have their own IT policies, security requirements and approved software lists. The consultation also does not address how students will access technical support if they are directed towards free alternatives. Specialist assistive technologies are often accompanied by dedicated technical support, training and established expertise. If a free tool fails, becomes incompatible with other software, or stops working following an update, it is unclear where responsibility for resolving those issues would sit. These practical considerations are critical to determining whether a tool can provide effective and sustainable access in real-world study and employment environments, yet they do not appear to have been fully considered within the proposals.

The consultation also assumes that restricting software funding will result in cost savings. However, it does not consider the potential downstream costs arising from reduced access to appropriate assistive technology. Where students receive unsuitable software, additional support may subsequently be required from disability services, specialist staff, academic departments and external support providers. Students may require reassessments, alternative adjustments, additional human support, extensions or other interventions to compensate for ineffective technology provision. Any assessment of value for money should therefore consider the whole-system costs associated with inappropriate or insufficient support, rather than focusing solely on the upfront cost of software licences.

Furthermore, a funding system that effectively treats specialist software as exceptional risks limiting future technology innovation and reducing the availability of solutions for students with complex or low-incidence needs.

The Equality Impact Assessment does not provide sufficient assurance that these risks have been fully considered. It lacks detailed analysis of differential impacts on impairment groups and relies on mitigations, such as free tools and exceptions processes, without evidence of there effectiveness in practice.

Overall, we do not believe there is currently sufficient evidence to justify a broad move towards restricting software funding to exceptional circumstances.

Note-taking, recording & captioning
Comments on the proposed approach to these tools? 

See question 15.

OCR
Comments on maintaining the current OCR approach?

We support this proposal – this is complex technology. See question 15.

Presentation support
Comments on funding only in exceptional circumstances?

See question 15.

Research & referencing
Comments on funding only in exceptional circumstances?

See question 15.

Revision software
Comments on funding only in exceptional circumstances?

See question 15.

Vision impairment software
Comments on continuing current funding approach?

We strongly support the continued funding of specialist software used by blind and partially sighted students. Student choice should be built into decisions, ensuring it is tailored to individual needs.

While free tools such as Windows Narrator and NVDA provide an important baseline, they are not equivalent to products such as JAWS,  Dolphin Supernova or Fusion. JAWS (and other VI specific screen reader tools) offers stronger compatibility with Microsoft Office, better support for complex documents and spreadsheets, enhanced braille functionality, greater customisation, and more consistent technical support. For example, JAWS is the pre-eminent screen reader for access to technical notation and script can be made compatible with academic software. These differences directly affect efficiency, independence and academic outcomes.

It is also important to recognise that there is no single software solution that meets the needs of all blind and partially sighted students. This population is highly diverse, encompassing students who are blind, partially sighted, braille users, magnification users, and students with fluctuating or progressive sight loss. Individual preferences, study requirements, and technology ecosystems vary considerably. Continuing the current funding approach enables students to access the software that best meets their needs rather than being restricted to a one-size-fits-all solution.

The benefits of specialist software extend beyond higher education. Many blind and partially sighted students will continue to rely on assistive technology as they transition into employment. Maintaining access to widely used specialist software during study supports continuity, confidence and progression into the workplace. 

The continued funding of specialist software also reflects the reality that higher education often requires engagement with complex and specialist content. Students may need to navigate large academic texts, complex tables, data sets, mathematical notation, scientific content, virtual learning environments and discipline-specific software. In these contexts, seemingly small differences in software functionality can have a substantial impact on a student's ability to study independently and efficiently.

For blind and partially sighted students, access to reliable and widely supported assistive technology is essential to participate on an equal basis with peers. We therefore strongly support the continuation of the current funding arrangements for vision impairment software and believe that provision should remain based on accessibility, effectiveness and individual need. 

Speech-to-text
Comments on restricting funding mainly to primary users of speech recognition?

Blind and partially sighted students will use a variety of ways of writing. Where there a student has multiple disabilities, standard dictation can be unreliable. A student with a speech impediment and vision impairment could face significant barriers to using dictation for example. The presence of multiple disabilities should also be considered for the criteria to access this technology. 

Eligibility should be based on functional need and educational benefit rather than a narrow definition of primary use. This is particularly important for students with multiple or fluctuating disabilities whose access requirements may change over time.

See question 15.
Text-to-speech
Comments on restricted funding approach (mainly exceptional cases)?

Any changes to text to speech funding should be explicit about how this should be applied for blind and partially sighted students, to ensure that mistakes are not made which disregard the exception cited in question 21 for vision impairment software, 

Also see question 15.

Time & task management
Comments on funding only in exceptional circumstances?

See question 15.

Training software
Comments on maintaining current approach?

See question 15.

Typing tutor software
Comments on funding only in exceptional circumstances?

See question 15.

What exceptional circumstances should justify deviations from the proposals?
We do not agree with the proposed approach of restricting support to exceptional circumstances. Disabled Students’ Allowance should be based on meeting students’ functional needs, rather than requiring students to demonstrate why they are an exception to a general rule. The proposal risks creating additional barriers to support, increasing reliance on students’ ability to self-advocate, and leading to inconsistent decision-making. If the Department proceeds with this approach, exceptional circumstances must be clearly defined, transparent and consistently applied, with a clear and accessible route for review where students disagree with decisions about their support needs.
Students expressed significant concern about the concept and the risk of subjective decision-making.
“What will needs assessors define as exceptional? That seems like it could be very subjective and lead to a lot of problems.” Blind and partially sighted student
“Why do we have to be an exceptional circumstance? If something genuinely supports us and works for us, I don’t see why that should be framed as exceptional.” Blind and partially sighted student
Students were also concerned about the burden this may place on them:
“You shouldn’t be having to learn how to advocate for yourself just to get what you need. Your job should be being a student, not fighting for every single thing.” Blind and partially sighted student
“We already have to advocate for ourselves enough… why would you make that even harder?” Blind and partially sighted student
These concerns highlight a fundamental weakness in the proposed approach. Students should not be required to overcome additional hurdles to access support that enables them to participate on an equal basis with their peers. Any exceptions-based system risks inconsistency and places too much emphasis on individual students' ability to advocate for themselves.
If the Department proceeds with this approach, exceptional circumstances should, at a minimum, include situations where free or built-in tools are not genuinely accessible, usable or compatible with a student's wider assistive technology setup, as well as students with multiple disabilities or complex assistive technology requirements. The existence of a free or lower-cost tool should not be treated as sufficient if it does not deliver effective, reliable access in real-world study environments. The burden should rest with the Department to demonstrate that standard provision is adequate, rather than requiring students to prove why they are exceptional. Any exceptions process should also include a clear and accessible route for review where students disagree with decisions about their support needs.
The Department should not assume that free or widely available software is equivalent to specialist provision. For blind and partially sighted students, effective access depends not only on accessibility, but also on interoperability with screen readers, magnification software, braille displays and other assistive technologies. Before any software is removed from DSA funding, the Department should provide evidence that alternatives have been independently tested and proven to be accessible, usable and compatible across a range of assistive technology combinations and academic tasks. Without this assurance, there is a significant risk that students will be directed towards tools that are available in principle but do not provide meaningful or independent access to learning.
Software pricing
Thoughts on funding the lowest-cost product that meets student needs?
While value for money is important, provision through Disabled Students’ Allowance should be needs-led rather than funding-led. Value for money should be assessed over the lifetime of a student's studies, taking account of effectiveness, training requirements, ongoing support needs and educational outcomes, rather than solely the upfront cost of software licences. Funding decisions should be based on whether a product effectively meets a student's needs and enables them to study independently, rather than on a single cost alone.
At Thomas Pocklington Trust’s recent student focus groups, students highlighted the impact of cost-driven decisions:
“I was using a free version… it had ads constantly popping up and it was really distracting. I was then marked down on my assignment for silly mistakes because of that.” Blind and partially sighted student
“Just because it might be financially convenient to offer free software alternatives, that’s not being fair to the student and that’s not necessarily meeting their needs.” Blind and partially sighted student
For blind and partially sighted students, the lowest-cost product may not  provide effective access. Decisions must consider usability, compatibility, reliability, interoperability with other assistive technologies and a student's existing proficiency with particular software. What meets need should be judged by outcomes, independence and effectiveness, not simply by basic functionality or cost. Robust knowledge of the capabilities and limitations of different software products amongst needs assessors is therefore critical. Given these complexities, any changes to the DSA offer should be subject to robust accessibility, usability and interoperability testing.
A further important consideration is the time and investment required for students to become proficient users of assistive technology. Developing advanced skills in a particular tool, such as a screen reader, can take substantial time, training and practice. Requiring students to switch to a lower-cost alternative risks rendering that investment ineffective, forcing them to relearn core skills and disrupting their studies at a crucial transition point. Students entering higher education are already adapting to new academic expectations, learning environments, support systems and independent living responsibilities. It is important to consider whether it is reasonable to expect students to simultaneously learn entirely new assistive technologies, particularly where they are already proficient in a tool that effectively meets their needs. Proficiency should therefore be recognised as a key component of what it means for a product to "meet need".

The DSA assessment process should consider findings from previous assessments, including provision outlined within a child’s Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) (or future equivalent, such as an Individual Support Plan), and that this is carried out in advance of a transition into higher education. This is essential to ensuring that there is not a move away from software already learnt and embedded within a student’s earlier educational experience, which may require adjustments that impact their studies, without adequate time to prepare. Even relatively simple changes, such as different key combination commands, can take time to learn and adapt to. 
There are also important implications for progression beyond education. Professional environments, including those supported through the Access to Work scheme, commonly use and fund established specialist assistive technologies. Restricting students to lower-cost or less widely used tools during their studies risks creating a disconnect between education and employment, limiting opportunities to develop proficiency in the technologies they are most likely to encounter in the workplace.
Overall, while value for money is an important consideration, funding decisions must not be driven solely by cost. They should be based on evidence of what enables blind and partially sighted students to access their studies independently, efficiently and on an equal basis with their peers, while supporting successful progression into employment and adult life.
Equality impact
What are the equality impacts of the proposals?
The proposals risk creating significant negative equality impacts if access to support becomes conditional, inconsistent or dependent on a student's ability to evidence exceptional need. There is also a risk that the proposals could undermine the objective of advancing equality of opportunity if students are required to overcome additional barriers, expend greater effort or rely on greater levels of support in order to access education on an equal basis with their peers.
At a recent student focus group held by Thomas Pocklington Trust, students highlighted concerns about fairness:
“If you have two students with equal need, but one gets the software and the other doesn’t… that feels really unfair.” Blind and partially sighted student
“Why are we adding more barriers than necessary? It’s already hard enough to be a student.” Blind and partially sighted student
“Being a student is already really difficult… why make it harder for people with a visual impairment who already struggle enough?” Blind and partially sighted student
“It’s like taking an old man’s cane away from him. It’s not fair.” Blind and partially sighted student
There is a particular risk of indirect discrimination where assumptions about free or built-in tools do not reflect real-world accessibility for blind and partially sighted students. Increased reliance on assessor discretion may also result in more inconsistent decision-making and unequal access to support.
Key themes and asks
· The evidence base for the proposed reforms is insufficient and relies heavily on anecdotal assumptions.
· Free and built-in tools should not be assumed to be equivalent to specialist assistive technology.
· Accessibility must be assessed in terms of effective, independent and reliable use, not simply availability of features.
· Greater reliance on exceptional circumstances and needs assessor discretion risks inconsistency and under-provision.
· The needs of blind and partially sighted students with multiple disabilities must be explicitly recognised.
· Funding decisions should consider usability, compatibility, interoperability and student outcomes, not cost alone.
· The Equality Impact Assessment should be strengthened with robust analysis of impacts on different impairment groups.
The consequences of these proposals extend beyond access to individual software products. Where blind and partially sighted students are unable to access the most appropriate assistive technology, there is a significant risk of reduced independence, greater reliance on human support, and increased barriers to participating fully in higher education. This may affect students’ ability to access learning materials efficiently, complete academic tasks on an equal basis with peers, achieve their full academic potential and successfully progress into employment and adult life. These barriers could contribute to poorer student experiences, lower attainment, reduced retention, and an increased risk of withdrawal from study. The proposals are likely to also place additional pressure on higher education providers to fill gaps in support, creating greater inconsistency across the sector. Ultimately, if funding decisions are driven by assumptions about the adequacy of free or lower-cost alternatives rather than evidence of effective access, there is a risk that these proposals will reinforce existing inequalities and make higher education less accessible for blind and partially sighted students.
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