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Sign language interpreting support for Deaf university students: How well is the current 
system working? 

 
Deaf students who use British Sign Language require interpreting support to access the university 
curriculum. These Deaf students form a small proportion of the 1,195 wider deaf student cohort 
(HESA) and have very different support needs. Unfortunately, the figures received under a 
freedom of information request from the three funding bodies do not allow us to calculate the 
exact number of first and second-year BA and BSc undergraduate Deaf students with agreed 
funding for interpreting support. We believe however there were fewer than 59 first and second-
year students studying at university in the UK in the academic year 2017/18.  
 
In June – July 2018, Deaf university students were invited to complete an online survey about 
their DSA funded sign language interpreting support and this report summarises the preliminary 
results. This survey forms phase one of a three-year PhD research project at UCL Institute of 
Education looking at sign language interpreting support in higher education. This is the first 
survey of its kind, providing a much-needed insight into the experience of Deaf students. 
Fourteen students took part in this study (approximately 25% of the Deaf student group). All 
were studying full-time and in their first or second-year of their undergraduate degree.  
 
Key findings 
Interpreting Procurement Process 

• DSA Budget 
The cap on the DSA budget is impacting the amount of interpreting support available to 
Deaf students. The DSA budget for Non-Medical Helper support for the academic year 
17/18 was up to £21,305 a year for full-time students and results suggest this is not 
adequate for Deaf sign language users. Whilst students are anxious that the cap on their 
budget will leave them without interpreting support mid-course, some students have in 
fact been told they cannot have full-time support as their budget won’t allow this.  
Additionally, students are being told they cannot attend extra study skills sessions 
provided by universities to help students improve areas such as their academic writing, as 
there are not sufficient funds in their DSA budget to pay for interpreting support. One 
third of students in this survey reported their interpreting funds had in fact run-out.  

• Consistency in Support 
Consistent interpreting support where interpreters work regularly with a student has many 
benefits including enabling interpreters to become familiar with the subject, to agree signs 
for concepts, and to develop a relationship with the Deaf student and university staff.  
Deaf students reported that interpreting support is an important factor when choosing 
where to study, however, just over half of students said all their interpreting support was 
in place at the beginning of the academic year. Not having interpreting support means 
Deaf students cannot access their lectures and also means they are unable to communicate 
with the tutor and their peers.  
Ten students in this study had a regular interpreter, seven of whom have their support 
provided via an agency where they can choose which interpreters work with them. These 
figures appear positive, however, comments from students reveal getting consistent 
interpreting support is problematic. Four students do not have an interpreter working with 
them regularly and report they are not able to choose which interpreters work with them, 
indicating inconsistency in support and lack of autonomy.  
Most interpreting support is provided by agencies and none of the students receive 
support from a DSA-QAG registered sign language interpreter. Elsewhere interpreters 
have highlighted problems with the DSA-QAG registration process stating it is 
unworkable for freelance interpreters, but that there are also significant issues when 
working via an agency. It is argued the DSA procurement process is a framework 
agreement which is unsuitable for facilitating interpreting support. A second survey of 



interpreters explores the experience of interpreters and a report will be available in Spring 
2019.  
More than half of students reported they find organising their interpreting support as 
either difficult or worrying / stressful suggesting that facilitating support via an agency is 
not working for Deaf students. 
At the time the survey was live, we were contacted by students and higher education 
professionals to report incidences where Deaf students have withdrawn from their 
undergraduate course because of insufficient interpreting support. 

• Quality of Support 
Deaf students are experiencing difficulty when booking their preferred interpreters via 
DSA-QAG registered agencies with some agencies telling students the interpreters’ fees 
exceed their DSA budget. 
Just half of the students receive all their support from fully qualified interpreters. This 
suggests underfunding of the DSA budget means less experienced and less qualified 
interpreters are undertaking this work.  
Even when Deaf students are able to choose which interpreters work with them, their 
additional comments suggest the process of achieving this is difficult and causes distress.  

 
Advice and Information Given to Students 

• DSA Budget 
Students need more advice and information about DSA and the support available to them 
as Deaf signers. Students report that following the changes in 2016, there is insufficient 
information available about issues including the DSA application process and the 
complaint process.  

• Awareness of Deaf Students’ Language Needs 
Deaf students report that agency providers and university disability support staff are not 
aware of the language needs of Deaf signers. Deaf students in this study use British Sign 
Language and most self-identified as Deaf and report that whilst they accept universities 
use the term deaf and hard of hearing to refer to the student group they are part of, this 
often causes a misunderstanding of their needs as sign language users. 

• Support Provider 
Most students report issues when liaising with their named provider (agencies) about their 
interpreting support. These include booking a student’s preferred interpreters, consistency 
in their interpreting support, and managing the university timetable. Many students 
believe agencies do not understand their specific needs and their comments suggest some 
agencies are profit-led, rather than student-focussed. 

 
The DfE Evaluation of disabled students’ allowances research report, 2019, makes no reference 
to deaf students and since there is only reference to students with a sensory disability, it is unclear 
whether the experiences of Deaf signers were included in the data.  
 
Conclusion 
The issues identified suggest the current system is not working well for Deaf students. This report 
raises areas of concern including the cap on the DSA budget, the need for information about the 
DSA process, and continuity of support. The rich data provided in response to the open-ended 
questions has also highlighted areas which need further exploration. A full report from the survey 
of Deaf students will be available later this year.  


