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Evidence for Professor Sir Deian Hopkin’s Review into Student Finance Delivery in England 2009 

NOTE: for the sake of simplicity and consistency within this document we are using the term “SLC” at all times, although we recognise that we are referring to Student Finance England (SFE) in many instances.

NADP is aware of the tight deadlines attendant on this review and the breadth of issues it has to cover. As a result this paper only includes those issues we believe are most significant – there are more. We would be happy to discuss these or provide more detail on the issues outlined above, if it is felt this would benefit the review.
Background

NADP is an organisation with over 650 members, including many who work as disability specialist staff in HEIs or DSAs needs assessors.  The organisation supports practitioners who work with disabled people in, or progressing towards, Further and Higher Education. 

Many of the NADP’s members work one-to-one with students, as advisers or supporting their studies as part of a reasonable adjustment.  Other members diagnose or assess students’ needs and many are managers responsible for the delivery of services and leading on disability policy and DDA compliance within their Institutions. In brief, our members are essential to the successful transition, retention and progression of disabled students through their chosen study paths.
As a result, NADP has an excellent overview of the entire disabled student lifecycle, one part of which is the key process of applying for and utilizing the Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSAs).   The importance of this process to students is highlighted by the National Audit Office report on retention (July 2007) which found that “…students receiving [the DSAs] are much more likely to continue their course than other students self-declaring a disability and, indeed, than students who are not disabled.”  It is axiomatic, therefore, that failures in the DSAs process lead directly to disadvantages for disabled students.

NADP understands and supports the decision to transfer responsibility for the administration of DSAs from Local Authority control to centralised administration by the Student Loans Company. The premise for change is clear, the Guidance on the Administration of the DSAs provided by the BIS is more likely to be consistently interpreted and applied by one company than by many different Authorities. It is also understood that such consistency is likely to achieve significant gains in efficiency, with benefits to the student likely to accrue from these gains, NADP is supportive of this further move.

Unfortunately, it is apparent that neither consistency of interpretation nor efficiency gains have occurred thus far in the SLC’s administration of applications for the 2009/10 academic session.  In fact there are significant problems for disabled students. NADP therefore welcomes this Review and the opportunity it gives us to alert the government to some of the issues we have encountered and to make some suggestions for possible solutions in the short, medium and long term.

Statistical background

According to the HESA
 statistics, in the academic year 2007/08 there were 62,510 students who declared a disability. In May 2009 a DIUS research report [09/06]
 states: “Overall, 49% of students who report a disability are also in receipt of DSA.”  

Given that the HESA statistics demonstrate a year on year increase in the numbers of disabled students attending HE, it is reasonable to assume that the minimum number of disabled students who should be entitled to receive DSAs for the academic year 2009/10 will ultimately be in excess of 30,000. According to statistics recently provided by the SLC to DSA-QAG, the number of Needs Assessment Reports (NARs) received and processed by 28/10/09 was 2,500, out of 30,000 expected.   

Thus, less than 9% of those expected to be in receipt of DSAs this year have so far completed the process.  The DSAs application cycle has been open since February and yet over 90% of students who will be entitled to DSAs this year have had to start their courses without their funding.

SLC have also provided statistics to DSA-QAG on the numbers of DSAs applications up to 28/10/09. They have logged 14,000 applications of which 2,000 are still unprocessed, 4,000 are described as “pended” (the application has been held pending further information) and 8,000 are processed (either approved or rejected – no breakdown of this figure was given).   Thus 33% of DSAs applications processed are being delayed awaiting further information. 

SLC figures published on the 27th Oct relating to student loan applications in general, show that a mere 4% are awaiting further information. (985,000 applications received, 39,000 awaiting further information). Since the key additional information required of those applying for the DSAs is medical evidence, it is reasonable to assume that this is a key element in the pending cases.

From the published statistical evidence available, it is clear that there are significant processing problems in the DSAs procedure, leading to delays and frustration for disabled students. This will have significant consequences for their transition and ultimate success.

The SLC has recently acknowledged and apologized for failings in the overall student loans system this year, yet to date there has been no acknowledgement of problems with the processes related to DSAs, despite SLC themselves having identified this group as vulnerable (SLC, June 2007
).   On the contrary, the SLC’s representative has repeatedly claimed that any problems in the process lie with Assessment Centres or HEIs or students not following correct procedures and has consistently denied that there are any problems existing within the SLC part of the process.
Causes of delay and key issues

The statistical analysis above is borne out by the experience of NADP members in their dealings with students and the SLC over the last 8 months. From the feedback received, we can suggest the following causes that need to be addressed by the SLC. These are all exemplified by individual cases that we have been allowed to share by the students concerned. (Details can be found in Appendix 1).  It is important to note that many more of these examples exist, but we are unable to provide details with identifying information. Many students feared, despite our reassurances that, were they to be identified as complainants, it might negatively affect their application and so were unwilling to be named or to have their cases included in this report.

Insufficient staff training

SLC Staff at the Darlington Offices appear to lack understanding of the general HE student environment as well as a number of the specific routine DSAs practices; medical conditions and systems. This has lead to the SLC staff providing demonstrably incorrect responses and causing unnecessary concern, delays and student and parent upset.  NADP acknowledges that some training has taken place, but we have not been involved with this training and its ineffectiveness is self-evident from the feedback from students and disability practitioners alike. (cf students: CB; LH; TR; WJ; ND; TW; AM; DW)

Insufficient staff resources

Particularly in the early stages, students reported that SLC staff were stating that there was an unexpected volume of mail and that sacks were lying unopened. The Royal Mail reported that they had been asked by SLC to re-direct mail as they could not cope with the volume. This has not been acknowledged in communications with the sector organisations.  Indeed HEI staff have continued to be told by the SLC representative that it is “business as usual”, despite also being informed by SLC staff at Darlington of the problems. Had the SLC been more open about difficulties HEIs could have worked with them to limit the impact of this situation.  (cf students: GH; unknown)
System failure

SLC planned to scan documents into a database but the system failed. (See SLC Operational Board minutes available at:http://www.slc.co.uk/about%20us/remit/operational_delivery_board.html ) In addition to the inevitable delays that this caused in itself, back up plans were inadequate to deal with the consequences of the SLC separating the medical evidence from the application form. This has resulted in many of these applications being ‘pended’ for lack of medical evidence, but the SLC apparently did nothing to address this.  Our evidence suggests that it was not until students enquired on the progress of their application that they were then told that their evidence “had not been sent in” and that they should re-send it (and in a few cases the student has been instructed to do this several times).  There has been little acceptance of responsibility on the part of the SLC and these students were apparently being placed to the back of the queue for processing. This known difficulty was not shared with sector organisations, who could have assisted the SLC in managing the situation in support of students. (cf students: GH; KC; unknown)

Process planning errors

Students send their DSAs applications to PO Box 210 in Darlington. This is the same address as all student loan applications sent by post. There is no separate address / PO Box or method of identifying DSAs applicants from the envelope.  Therefore the DSAs applications cannot be easily separated from the standard student finance applications. DSAs applicants are therefore caught up in the overall problems associated with the processing of student loans this year in addition to any DSAs related difficulties. 

(cf students: unknown; OW)
New rules introduced this year without effective stakeholder engagement

i) Medical evidence   

Students’ applications are held pending in vast numbers compared with those making applications for general loans. The only significant difference in requirements is the medical evidence required for DSAs. 

There is DSAs administration Guidance provided by the SLC on behalf of BIS
 that outlines what is required. This guidance is also available in the Bridging the Gap
 booklet provided for students who wish to apply. However, in the guidance attached to the DSAs application form, an additional element is introduced.  Under section 6, the description of medical evidence is:
 ‘A written medical statement from a doctor or appropriate qualified specialist confirming the nature of your disability or mental health condition, and how your study will be affected by it.’ (italics added)

This addition has resulted in cases experienced by students with severe impairments (e.g. quadriplegia, cerebral palsy, each with 24 hour care needs) whose applications are pending awaiting additional medical evidence demonstrating how the disability will impact their studies. Not only is this an inappropriate addition, creating an extra barrier for students, it also requires medical practitioners to provide detail they are not capable of providing (as a doctor has little knowledge of current HE courses). More significantly, it often requires students themselves to pay
 for the supplementary evidence (about impacts on study) that is properly within the remit of the DSAs Needs Assessment according to the SLC / BIS Guidance.

ii) Two quotes for non-medical helper (NMH) support

Assessors are now required to provide a second quote for the provision of NMH support. This was introduced by the SLC without a full understanding of the arrangements that were already in place for this provision and more importantly why. 

HEIs typically either operate their own services or have arrangements with an external supplier. This is required of HEIs under the DDA.  It was explicitly encouraged by HEFCE and the Quality Assurance Agency Code of Practice Section 3.  As a result, for a variety of contractual and quality reasons, it is not possible for two workable or “like for like” quotes to exist. This SLC requirement is still causing significant difficulties for students and all of those involved in establishing DSAs NMH support. 

A key component of supporting disabled students in HE is the capacity of the institutional disability services to deliver a holistic service which seamlessly passes between DSAs-funded  and non-DSAs funded provision. This aspect of supporting disabled students would be irreparably damaged were NMH services to be provided within one HEI by many different suppliers as could happen with a fully operational two quote system. 

Students’ Needs Assessment Reports were being returned as a result of having only a single quote, adding to the delays already taking place in the application stage.  Assessors therefore took the pragmatic route of including two quotes in the Needs Assessment Report (NAR) in order to prevent further delays occurring.   NMH suppliers whose charges were freely available were quoted in NARs as the second quote, without the consent or knowledge of the supplier and despite the supplier being unable to deliver either timely support or support at all, to the individual student. 

Ineffective stakeholder engagement

The success and smooth running of the process of applying for DSAs, of producing the NARs and enacting the outcomes, relies heavily on the advice, guidance and support for the process provided to applicants by the members of NADP (both as institutional disability advisors and Needs Assessors). 

The end-to-end administration of the DSA process is supported by guidance provided by the BIS. This guidance is legitimately interpreted by the SLC as they see fit. In order to be effective, process changes should be clearly articulated and disseminated to key organisations on a time-scale that allows advisers to modify their advice and guidance protocols, and to provide and deliver any additional staff development/training.
It is the experience of the NADP membership that this clear articulation has largely not taken place. The SLC have failed to engage appropriately and in a coordinated fashion with key stakeholder organisations such as NADP. As a result, a variety of groups and individuals have sought clarification from the SLC over a range of issues. The NADP recognizes that the SLC have been diligent in their attempts to respond to these individual and regional requests. Unfortunately the outcome of the ad hoc provision of information has been ongoing sector-wide debate and frustration over the nuances of meaning and implications of ‘decisions’ made by the SLC. In addition, various clarifications have appeared to be or actually were contradictory. If requested, the NADP will share anonymised postings from their members’ discussion lists which will demonstrate both the confusion and the frustration of NADP members. 

The SLC cannot rely on written publications (Bridging the Gap) or website guidance (www.direct.gov.uk) alone to enable their customers to utilize their services. Disabled people, in particular, will need the direct advice and guidance provided by NADP members and many others (e.g. Skill) to support them through the delicate issues that surround the DSAs process.  It is therefore imperative that the SLC effectively engage the DSAs stakeholder organisations (e.g. through a regular meeting of national representatives from each stakeholder group) as they attempt to make changes to processes and systems that will bring the desired twin successes of improved student experience and value for money gains.  This top level engagement has been markedly absent to date.

Recommendations

Short term: 

i) SLC Processing teams to fast track and approve applications immediately on the basis of simple medical evidence of a disability and direct students to Assessment Centres to assess whether the student has needs that warrant costed support via the NAR. This should include immediate review of those pended applications where the SLC requires more detailed medical evidence of effects of disability on study. Students who are still deemed to have submitted insufficient evidence for DSA should be directed to HEI disability advisors for advice about how to proceed.

ii) Two quotations to be an optional feature of the Needs Assessment. SLC to suspend the requirement for two quotations for NMH support and therefore also the listing of reasons why only one quotation has been supplied. Any working parties or commissioned consultancy on NMH supply to include representatives from BIS as well as NADP.


iii) SLC to provide clear reassurance and commitment to HEIs to reimburse costs for interim support to students who have applied to SFE but whose applications have not yet been processed. This must apply to all support provided which matches with support eventually recommended in the NAR. 

Medium Term: 

Collaborative workshops to be held for SLC processing operators and sector organisations to agree reasonable guidance criteria for applicants on the type of medical evidence required. A process for dissemination of this criteria to all those responsible for providing DSA application advice needs to be created.

i) SLC to meet with DSA Stakeholder organisations to agree appropriate ongoing training requirements for SLC DSA Support team in Darlington.


ii) To recruit a replacement for the Equality and Diversity Manager to ensure ongoing support for the DSA Support Team in Darlington and to ensure that appropriate Equality Impact Assessments are undertaken.

Longer Term

i) SLC to agree a memorandum of understanding between the SLC and NADP which will include: ongoing and regular consultation meetings with leaders of representative stakeholder organisations to work in partnership on developing and improving the DSA processes; protocols for sector wide communication of information updates and system changes.


ii) As part of the ongoing partnership work with UCAS, the SLC to include NADP in discussions towards developing enhanced IAG for disabled applicants to HE regarding applying for DSA.
Appendix 1
	Issue
	Summary of experience


	SFE Response
	Implications
	Name

	Staff Training/resources
	Student received approval 15/8- received by univ on 22/09-. NAR appt booked 5/10.

Student informed on 29/09 (dated 17/09) that Ed Psyc report not appropriate- new evidence required prior to appointment going ahead.
	No NAR appt until updated evidence received. No apology re initial approval being given in error.
	Delay could have been avoided if medical evidence request was dealt with over the summer
	L V

	Staff Training/resources/ system failure/ process planning errors
	Student going on a post graduate course was sent

 ‘Allowances Applications Pack’ and sent it back with evidence late July. Then was sent a claim for reimbursements form so she assumed it had all gone through
	SFE’s scanner broke at the time her information was sent back to them and so was sent off for processing to Glasgow in no particular order and so they think some of it may be lost. She must complete a new DSA1 and submit new evidence but Sue Morgan is willing to accept this by email.
	Student has now started the course with no DSA in place. This is likely to go on for a couple of months due to the SFE delay and the increase in DSA appointments being made at this time of the year.

Also through conversations with Sue at SFE it has come to light that people applying for a new DSA may be given a full NA, a top-up NA or no NA at all depending on what they want.
	C L

75771432157

	Systems failure
	Go ahead not yet received on the 03/09/09 when the DSA1 was sent on 06/06/09
	Spoke to SFE they looked at the file again, said ‘I don’t know why that didn’t happened’ and sent out approval.
	Student’s application delayed by 3 months already waiting for go ahead letter. Student is starting course without supportive equipment and enabler in place
	O W


	Staff training/systems failure 
	SFE requested student to prove her identity even though she had sent her passport details in. SFE had entered her onto their systems as Albanian even though she had lived in the UK for the past 50 years. She had to get a letter from the home office to prove her nationality.
	They would not process her application without more proof of her nationality
	Delay
	K C

03.03/1967

	Systems failure
	NAR sent on 09/06/09.  Having had no response from SFE we called and they had no record of it, although we had recorded that it was sent (and we had not received an ‘undeliverable’ report),so sent again on16/09/09
	Needed another copy of the NAR
	SFE is requesting the use of encrypted emails. Concern that if they are ‘lost’, how will the Assessment Centre or student be aware that the info has been lost in order to re-send. 
	C A
31/03/1990



	Staff Training
	Student called up to check the progress of her DSA application and was told that she had been deleted from their system, when asked why they said they didn’t know and couldn’t help her.
	When SFE were called they said that her undergraduate details had been deleted so that her postgraduate ones could be entered and that her application was going through normally.
	Student was caused unnecessary distress
	T R
12/07/09

	Staff Training
	Students applied to SFE as they were starting a new course. SFE said ‘no you’re with Cornwall LEA’ and sent his documents to Cornwall LEA contradicting their own guidance.
	This whole process costs the student 2-3 months waiting


	Lack of training impacting on the student
	LH
13/03/1985



	Staff Training
	28/09 student received letter from SFE stating the need for a new assessment for the coming year having already had one the previous year.
	
	Unnecessary second assessment requested. Student confused
	C B

	New rules
	SFE approved Equipment and IT training supplied by two different companies


	
	Usually both are supplied by one Company so the problems and queries can be resolved immediately—the principle of using 1 supplier for all equipment which has worked well. The decision caused confusion and created unnecessary work resolving the matter
	DW

29140266261

	New rules
	SFE recommended computer equipment from one supplier and training from another
	
	Usually both are supplied by one Company so the problems and queries can be resolved immediately
	B T
38035095500

	Staff Training/ new rules/Stakeholder engagement
	Student has been advised that any support over 10 hours will require an independent learning plan (ILP). The approved support involves specialist study skills 10x1hour, buddy support 34x1hour, and a library research worker34 x1hour
	
	Normally ILP are needed for study skills in excess of 10 hours not normally on buddy support and library research. Unnecessary work to argue the case that an ILP is not required for anything other than study skills support according to SFE rules (new requirement implemented by SFE in 2009—not previously required by LEAs)
	DW 

31373622743   *

	Staff training / new rules/stakeholder engagement
	Student has been advised any individual support over 10 hours will require an ILP. The support approved for this student is study skills 10x 1 hour, study mentor support 10 x 1 hour and reader 10x 1 hour.

	
	Normally ILP are needed for study skills in excess of 10 hours. Additional work created to resolve mis-application of the rules.
	A M
87923892349  

	Staff training issue
	Equipment supplied by one provider and training supplied by a different supplier. This student has also been allowed study skills10 x1hour and Mentor support 10 X 1 hour and has been asked for ILPs in both instance
	
	Normally ILP are needed for study skills in excess of 10 hours normally ILPs are not needed on mentor support as they are ongoing and are non medical help.
Additional work and confusion re staff interpretation of requirements which differed from those understood by disability practitioners
	TW

75702465447

	Staff training
	Equipment supplied by one supplier and training to be supplied by another. Also told that she needs an ILP for 17 hours mentor support and 20 hours note taking/transcription support
	
	This normally only applies to Study Skill Support.

SFE misunderstanding their own rules, resulting in confusion, additional work and delays.
	ND
38039069540

	Staff Training
	A student accidentally applied to SFE when they should have been with Cornwall, when they realised this they applied to Cornwall but SFE processed their application even though she was not their student.
	
	Lack of training impacting on the student leading to confusion
	W J

	Systems Failure

This experience was raised in May and demonstrates how long problems have been occurring. 


	SFE processing application for a high need student. He needs 3-4 carers and support with all activities, living/study. It has taken SFE over six month to authorise needs assessment. His form has been filled out three times. 
	SFC said they had no record of the student or receiving an application forms. No one signed for the recorded delivery, so it could not be traced.

The mother informed the DO who coincidentally was due to attend a mtg at the SLC. When the matter was raised with Elaine Urquart the application form was found and the student was subsequently  assessed. Stressful for the student and family
	Unnecessary stress for the student and family. Delay.
	

	Staff Training. 
	Student applied for DSA and received a reply in a week. The response was inaccurate and was identified by a Disability Adviser. 
	Was told he could claim a reimbursement of costs with a claim form No other correspondence has been received and no assessment of needs has been carried out. 
	Confusing/ misleading advise to students who don’t understand the system
	AC
11379674473

	Staff Training/

Systems Failure
	Student applied for DSA in July 09. The SFE returned her ID with confirmation of data being recorded. She chased up the application in Sept 09 and was told they hadn’t received the relevant ID so application was still in pre DSA stage. Was told that they had contacted her (they had not). They advised she use the student helpline (Not good for student with hearing impairment). After a week of phoning and finally getting through she was told that her ID was fine but it would take another week to show in SFE. 
	One person told her that her paperwork was fine and then another call she was told there was no ID.
	Inconsistent reports/ never able to speak to same person twice. Contacts didn’t return call as promised. No liaison between departments. Not accessible to hearing impaired people.
	EB 

	Process Planning errors/ systems failures/ staff resources. 

Formal complaint made to SFE by mother
	All docs sent to SFE on 16/06/09 via special recorded delivery. Subsequently advised by the PO that since no one could sign for it it would be redirected.  Numerous telephone contacts attempted by mother.

27/05 informed that applic received but needed med evid (which had been attached). Passed from one location and staff member to another.  Info sent again on 27/05. Informed on 22/08 that student needed a NAR (earliest appt 9/09. Student commenced term without support despite making n application in April. 
	Confused, disjointed response resulting in delay of 5-6 months
	Student without support despite early applic as recommended.
	GH

	Systems failure/ Staff resources/ New rules


	NAR report sent to SFE on 1/09/09—no record at SFE

 
	SFE had no record of receipt of hard copy and requested encrypted version on 15/10. 19/10 following student contact advised that report was being processed but ‘first receipt’ would be classed as 19/10 not 1/09—adviser requested immediate attention.

22/10 student contacted SFE and told her applic was in hand. 26/10 informed that the lap top recommended wasn’t approved—no flexibility. Assessor intervened and secured agreement of lap top 


	Student confused and stressed and without equipment.

Significant additional work for univ staff.
	CM
64691258936


� Higher Education Statistics Agency for first year UK domiciled HE students by disability see: � HYPERLINK http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php/component/option,com_datatables/Itemid,121/task,show_category/catdex,3/#disab ��http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php/component/option,com_datatables/Itemid,121/task,show_category/catdex,3/#disab�





� Disabled Students in Higher Education – Higher Education Analysis DIUS 09/06


� SLC Report “Vulnerable Groups” June 2007


� Disabled Students’ Allowances - LA Guidance Notes http://practitioners.studentfinanceengland.co.uk/portal/page?_pageid=133,4210372&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL





� Bridging the Gap: A Guide to Disabled Students' Allowances (DSAs) in Higher Education 2009/10 � HYPERLINK http://www.direct.gov.uk/prod_consum_dg/groups/dg_digitalassets/@dg/@en/@educ/documents/digitalasset/dg_174794.pdf ��http://www.direct.gov.uk/prod_consum_dg/groups/dg_digitalassets/@dg/@en/@educ/documents/digitalasset/dg_174794.pdf�





� Some doctors charge £60 – 150 for such letters as they go beyond the basic care provided through the NHS.
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