[bookmark: _GoBack]Important information for Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSAs) Needs Assessors


Dear Colleagues,

1. You will know that from September 2016 there are changes to the way DSAs will be delivered for students making their first claim for DSAs. You play a critical role in communicating these changes to students, as nearly all DSAs students will have face to face contact with a needs assessor. We therefore wanted to provide additional information about various aspects of the changes, so that you are able to support students in their understanding of how these changes will affect them. This includes some high level detail on how the new Exceptional Case Process (ECP) will work.  This note sets out the following information:

A. A brief overview of the ECP
B. A reminder of responsibilities of Higher Education Providers (HEPs) with regard to the Equality Act
C. HEP provision of support and the Needs Assessment Report
D. A reminder about the importance of up to date information about a students’ chosen HEP
E. Clarification on some issues raised around DSAs guidance

A  The Exceptional Case Process (ECP)
2. The ECP is intended to help students who are in dispute with their HEP over reasonable adjustments.  It provides interim funding to pay for support which will enable the student to study whilst the dispute is being decided.  

3. It applies to students eligible to receive DSAs support from Student Loans Company who are studying on a higher education course.  Students can be studying at a university, a college providing higher education courses, or an alternative provider of higher education.    

4. The important rules for the students wanting to take advantage of the ECP are as follows:
i. The student must have applied for DSAs;
ii. The dispute must be about support which a student believes they require because of their disability to access their course, and which the HEP has stated they do not deem as a Reasonable Adjustment under the Equality Act 2010 (the HEP may have suggested an alternative means to address the specific barrier, which the student does not think is sufficient);  
iii. The disputed support must address a barrier that has been identified in the Needs Assessment Report;
iv. The disputed support must have been previously available via DSAs, and within the scope of DSAs regulations; 
v. The student must have commenced their HEP’s formal dispute or appeals process. 


5. Students apply for  interim ECP funding by completing the first part of a new Support Request Form which is here: http://www.practitioners.slc.co.uk/media/7176/request-for-temporary-dsa-support-form.pdf.  
Students should then pass the form to their HEP disability advisor to complete. The student or their disability advisor should then send the form to SLC at disability_adviser@slc.co.uk.

6. If a student’s request for temporary support is agreed by SLC, they can receive support for 45 calendar days from the date that the decision to issue support is made by SLC.  The support received will be pro-rated over the length of the student’s academic year (see 7 below). 

If the student’s HEP subsequently decides the dispute in the student’s favour, the HEP will take over providing the support, and funding for this support from SLC will stop. The student should notify SLC as soon as their HEP has reached a decision.

If the student’s HEP subsequently decides the dispute against the student and the student accepts this decision (or does not escalate it to the Office of the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education (OIA)), then their support will end after 45 calendar days.

If the HEP subsequently decides the dispute against the student, and the student decides to escalate their dispute to the OIA, the student can receive support for a further 90 calendar days.  This will again be pro-rated. The student will need to notify SLC that they have escalated their complaint.

7. The temporary support available will be pro-rated.  When students enter the ECP, SFE will contact assessors to obtain an estimate of the number of hours of support they would previously have recommend for the student for the duration of the academic year, and this estimate will then be pro-rated over the 45 calendar days (and further 90 calendar days if escalated to the OIA) for which the student can receive temporary support.  So for example, a student studying over a 30 week academic year with a recommendation of 30 weeks of support could initially call down around 1 hour of support per week for 6 weeks (i.e. 45 calendar days = approximately 6 weeks), and if the dispute was escalated to OIA 1 hour per week for a further 12 weeks (90 calendar days = approximately 12 weeks).

8. The Department for Education will be monitoring the ECP closely to ensure that it remains timely and fit for purpose. 

B  Responsibilities of HEPs with regard to the Equality Act
9. The Government’s view is that all HE Providers have a legal duty under the Equality Act 2010 to make reasonable adjustments for students who have a disability. This includes both anticipatory adjustments and individual reasonable adjustments that a student might request.

The primary responsibility for less specialist non-medical help such as a scribe, reader, or notetaker, now rests with HE Providers. HEPs may meet a student’s needs by providing adjustments that do not require human support. 
Additionally, where a student’s accommodation is owned and managed by their HEP or its agent, the additional costs of providing specialist accommodation for disabled students should not be passed on to the student. This does not cover the costs of accommodation that all students pay.
C  HEP provision of support and Needs Assessment Reports
11.	It is for HEPs to decide what reasonable adjustments they will make.  Assessors will need to ensure that where non-DSAs funded support is needed, the NAR details the barriers a student faces, and does not make recommendations for the type of support that should be available or the mechanism for delivering it (please also see paragraphs 20 and 21 below).  The reason for doing this is to enable HEPs to decide how to deliver the support.   

D  Needs assessment reports: reflecting the changes to NMH support
12. Assessors are a key part of the DSAs process.  Apart from their role in providing an independent assessment of a disabled students’ needs in relation to their course, they are the only group of people administering DSAs who are guaranteed to have face to face contact with the DSAs recipient.  We are keen therefore to emphasise to assessors their important role in helping direct students to where to get the right support from their institutions.

13. All assessors will need to make sure that they have made all reasonable efforts to understand the students’ learning environment before the student attends their needs assessment interview and this may include contacting a student’s intended HEP. This will enable the needs assessor to identify the type of reasonable adjustments the HEP are offering which might be pertinent to the student, and to have an informed conversation with the student about the HEPs provision during the assessment.  Assessors may need to contact a range of people within an HEP to understand the range of adjustments in place.  So, whereas, in one institution they might only need to contact a disability officer, in others they might also need to contact an accommodation officer, a librarian and so on.  

14. It is important that assessors are able to pass on to the student during the interview this and other sorts of ‘local knowledge’ which will help them identify who they will need to contact in their HEP to obtain the help on offer.  Given that, it will also be important for assessors to include a ‘what happens next’ section in the NAR to contain this sort of information.  In the longer term, we are hoping that a section will be included in a standard NAR, but in the interim you will need to ensure that it contains clear information to the student about what will be noted by a student’s HEP, what will be noted by Student Finance England and so on.  The NAR should also include any details that will enable the student to make contact with the right people, and to ask the right questions to get the support they need.  Attached as an annex is wording based on that already in use by some assessment centres which we would recommend is used. 

E1  Clarification of guidance: Notetaking and specialist notetaking
Note: specialist notetaking used to be referred to in guidance as electronic notetaking
15. We have been asked to clarify the difference between notetaking and specialist notetaking as there appears to be some confusion around the use of these terms.  The typing up of written notes by a notetaker or a third party is not specialist notetaking.  

16. The purpose of notetaking is to produce an accurate handwritten or typed record for the student in their preferred style and format.   It requires the provider to be able to supply clear and legible notes with accurate spelling and grammar, to be familiar with appropriate specific vocabulary and language, and to consider the student’s disability in their production.  From 2016/17, notetaking support is the primary responsibility of HE providers. For DSAs funded support (under the Exceptional Case Process), it requires the notetaker to fulfil the mandatory criteria for notetakers set out in the NMH Quality Assurance Framework (NMH QAF).

Specialist notetaking is specifically for sensory impaired students (hearing impaired/ deaf or visually impaired/blind) and again requires the notetaker to produce clear and legible notes in a student’s preferred style. These may be handwritten or electronically produced. If electronic, it specifically requires a trained operator using their own laptop and specialist software (NoteEd®, Speedtext® or Stereotype®).  This enables them to provide summary notes to the student in their preferred format at approximately 120 words per minute, sometimes providing this in ‘real time’.  Specialist notetaking will remain primarily funded 
through DSAs. 

17. For DSAs funded support, it requires the note taker to fulfil the mandatory criteria set out for specialist notetakers in the NMH Quality Assurance Framework (NMH QAF).

18. As specialist notetaking is a support activity which is for students who are deaf / hard of hearing, or are visually impaired, assessors should ensure that their reports are clear that this specialist support is required as well as providing evidence to support that.   

19. Further information about the two roles is contained in SFE’s DSA guidance which is available at http://www.practitioners.slc.co.uk/media/7163/dsa-guidance-document-for-new-dsa-students-in-ay-2016-17.pdf

E2  Clarification of guidance: guidance on the role of assessors. 
20. A number of assessors have contacted us to point out that part of the Guidance with regard to NARs recommendations on band 1 and 2 support is confusing and contradictory.  Section 1.8 of the guidance states:

“The assessor should not state how support that is required from the institution should be delivered or the level required - that is for the institution to determine taking into account the individual needs of the student”

However, section 9.2 states:

“The Needs Assessor should consider the barriers that need to be addressed and set out the strategies that are necessary to overcome the barrier in the NAR.”   


21. We can confirm that section 1.8 states the correct policy intention, and we have altered the guidance at section 9.2 to change the latter part of the wording.  Section 9.2 now reads as follows:

“The Needs Assessor should consider the barriers that need to be addressed and set these out in the NAR.  The NAR should not state how the support should be delivered or the level required, except for that support which is fundable by DSAs.”

We would like to apologise for any confusion this has caused.  




If you have any questions regarding the information above please email disabledstudentsallowances@bis.gsi.gov.uk


Annex – suggested wording for inclusion in all Needs Assessment Reports

Important information for [insert HEP name]

This DSAs study needs assessment has identified some areas where the student may require support, but where the support falls outside the scope of DSAs.  

It is therefore suggested that the university and its academic, administrative and disability support departments note the following areas where the student may require additional support and consider what reasonable adjustments can be put in place to meet the following identified needs:

[List here the needs identified, such as accessing and capturing points from lectures and formal sessions, accessing course books and reference material, arrangements for examination and timed assessments, gaining access to practical elements of the course, support in adapting to the academic demands of the higher education environment, etc.]

Important information for [insert student’s name]

You should be aware that reasonable adjustments and/or provision to meet your needs in the areas noted immediately above is now the responsibility of your  College or University.  

Your Disability Adviser will work with you to identify and consider strategies for meeting those needs.  

You will therefore need to discuss this further with your Disability Adviser.  


