Feedback on the Quality Assurance Group (QAG) papers from Disability Officers

1. activities of the Quality Assurance group

This paper is a summary of feedback from a number of Disability Officers working in a number of institutions.  

The material which has been collated was collected in three ways:

From a meeting� of the Southern Higher Education Consortium (SHEC II�) plus invited other Disability Officers held on 19th May 2003.

From e-mailed responses requesting individual comments on the QAG documents following an invitation on the dis-forum mailing list.

From the work of the SHEC II Meeting held on 20th June 2003.

Therefore the comments included here will not necessarily represent the views of every Institution / DO officer.   Instead they represent the range of views which has been expressed.�

In general Disability Officers (DOs) welcome the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) initiative to improve the quality of assessments of needs and the DSA process.   

The most frequently expressed criticism of the current assessment system is that assessments frequently contain small but important inaccuracies, because assessors have made assumptions about course content and / or Institutional facilities and have not checked their information with the Institution (either course staff or Disability Service staff as appropriate)�.  It is not that we would expect Assessors to make recommendations that fit only what the Institution can offer, as recommendations should be appropriate to the needs of the student.  Nevertheless, the way in which the Report’s recommendations are phrased may need adjustment according to the way(s) in which support workers/facilities are provided in the particular Institution.  For example: there is little point in a Report’s recommending (only) an independent Dyslexia Support Tutor if the Institution has an “in-house” tutoring service which the student would prefer to use because it is easier for her.  

However, a number of specific areas give cause for concern.

Initially it appears that the activities of the QAG have not been sufficiently transparent for all stakeholders and that the views of disability officers have not been adequately represented. In particular, there appears to be no clearly identified role for institutional DOs within the proposed procedures. 

As far as we are aware, Vice-chancellors have not been given an opportunity to comment on these proposals either. 

It appears that the QAG documents do not explicitly recognise the fact that there are (broadly speaking) two types of HEI Disability Service:

those Services which carry out their own assessments and 

those who “contract out” by referring students either to Independent Assessors or to an Access Centre (which could be within the same Institution but not within the Disability Service). 



Each section of this document will start with a (boxed) brief summary of the QAG recommendations for the new Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) followed by commentary from SHEC members and other contributors.



Assessor recommendations





All assessors will in future be licensed and must be attached to at least one Centre, which is responsible for their licence and conduct etc.   

There will be a licence fee, though Centres may opt to pay this on behalf of their assessors.    

The assessors will have to meet certain initial criteria (yet to be published) to work as assessors.

Assessors will have to demonstrate appropriate Continuing Professional Development (CPD) and an appropriate number of assessments per year (number to be agreed – 25 has been suggested) to maintain their annual licence.   

The annual licensing process will be conducted by the Assessment Centre Managers, presumably overseen by the QA team.





Commentary & questions

The proposed moves are welcome in that they are intended to ensure that assessors are appropriately qualified to undertake assessments within the HE context.  This raises a number of questions:

What will the qualifications and / or criteria for becoming an assessor be?   Will there be a consultation process prior to the publication of those criteria?

Will assessors be licensed only for undertaking assessments with students who have certain forms of impairment?  Or will all assessors have to be qualified to undertake any assessment?

Will there be different qualifications and/or criteria for assessors for different types of impairment?

How will the number of assessments per year be agreed?  What is the rationale behind the number selected? 

What will happen to the assessors who do not undertake 25 assessments per year?

Is the licence fee paid only if the assessor is successful in gaining their licence? Or is this a charge for the process of checking qualifications etc?

Are assessors permitted to recommend/provide equipment/support quotes from their own companies, or are they subject to similar “conflict of interest” requirements to those mentioned for Assessment Centres?

It appears that as the recommendations stand, DOs will be discouraged from acting as DSA assessors for their students.  Was this intentional?  What steps will be taken to ensure that enough assessors will be trained to meet the shortfall?

Those HEIs which provide assessments for their own students but would not conduct enough assessments to become licensed Centres under the new proposals, feel that there is no provision in the new guidelines to allow a role for such HEIs (assuming that they do not wish to establish a “satellite” relationship with an Accredited Centre and/or to obtain licensing for their Institutional Assessors through an Accredited Centre).  They do not feel their position has been fairly represented, since the membership of QAG does not include  anyone from HEIs which do their own assessments.

We understand that John Joseph (DfES) has confirmed that there is still no statutory requirement for a student to be assessed at an approved centre and that HEIs will still be allowed to carry out assessments as shown in the regulations (i.e. there has been no change in the law relating to this process).   Therefore this point should be included in the QAG’s Executive Summary.



Assessment report recommendations

In writing reports, assessors will be required to meet “a number of competencies” (criteria) including requirements that: 

the Institution has been contacted,

the report reflects an understanding of the precise programme of study that the student will be undertaking,

the report reflects the provision that exists in the Institution and 

the student has consented to the report.



Commentary & questions

The requirement for assessment reports to demonstrate contact with the institution is a welcome inclusion. A similar recommendation is already in place but in practice assessors rarely contact institutions to obtain course-specific information. The lack of reference within the documentation to the role of the DO within this process will probably mean that future assessment reports will fail to display vital knowledge specific to the institution/course. 

There are various concerns about the workload that this additional contact may impose on Disability Officers, although that does not reduce the importance of establishing that contact.

Assessment centres have apparently commented that they find DOs difficult to contact. It is acknowledged that the difficulty may be greater in larger institutions.   However it can be equally difficult for DOs to contact Assessors, especially if they work part-time in each case.







Assessment centre recommendations





Centres will have to be “accredited” through a new QA process. 

The QA accreditation criteria will include: 

accessibility

equipment resources

appropriately qualified personnel, including generic and/or specialist assessors 

commitment to equal opportunities and staff development 

having an effective complaints procedure 

having an appropriately qualified Centre Manager 

Assessment Centres should not have any potential conflicts of interest such as financial or familial links to related services, such as assessors or equipment suppliers.

Each Assessment Centre will have to demonstrate that:

they meet regional demand 

they have access to a team appropriately qualified to assess the full range of disabilities 

they have on-going viability and commitment (normally by ensuring that they are resourced to undertake, through their assessors and satellite centres, a minimum of 200 assessments per year). 

NB: in the documents there is encouragement for centres to develop “satellite” arrangements such that one or more assessors licensed by the centre, might be “permanently” located at other HEIs in the region, at least for a fraction of the week.  This has the benefit of someone being able to develop local knowledge and retaining a link to the centre.



Commentary & questions

How was the number of assessments for an accredited centre decided?  What is the rationale behind the requirement to undertake 200 assessments a year?

Will regions where numbers of students to be assessed are relatively small be permitted to group institutions / centres together to form an accredited Centre?

Must all centres be accredited for all forms of impairment?  Or can centres specialise in some forms of impairment and not others?

How will individual assessments be monitored and the associated reports be quality assured?  If not externally validated, monitoring would be pointless. 

For example: one University requires that all assessments for students whose first language is BSL should involve a BSL interpreter. Would such a requirement apply to all assessment centres?

What will be the criteria for the establishment of a “satellite” to an assessment centre?  Will these be consulted upon and agreed before the QAF goes ahead?

There should be an explicit recommendation that assessment centres must factor into their business plans the cost of fully training assessors. 

The QAF should include a requirement that Institutions make a clear financial statement showing how the income generated from their Assessment activities is used.  For example, some Assessment Centres generate income which is then used solely to fund the activities of the Centre; other Centres’ income is used to fund certain aspects of the Institution’s disability provision (e.g. additional specialist posts); other Centres may find that their income is simply “re-absorbed” into the central institutional funds.



Centre Managers





Centre Managers must be appropriately qualified; QAG have agreed a number of criteria for Centre Managers (yet to be published). 

Centre Managers will be responsible for all aspects of managing the assessment centre including: 

licensing assessors annually 

ensuring the centre is accredited 

ensuring that the centre meets all quality assurance criteria 





Commentary & questions

Will the proposed qualifications of the Centre managers be put out for consultation?

What happens if existing Centre managers do not meet the proposed qualification criteria? 

Operation of the Quality Assurance Framework





A Central Administration Unit, comprising of two staff, will be established to run the Quality Assurance Framework. There will be a QAF co-ordinator and administrator to co-ordinate all aspects of the scheme. 

A suitable venue for this unit is currently being sought and it is hoped that a venue independent of all sectors involved will be found (DfES Runcorn has been suggested). The Quality Assurance Scheme is expected to be self-financing. 

All Accredited Assessment Centres will be charged an annual fee, which will be based partly on the number of assessments that they carry out each year and partly on a fixed charge. This will be used to cover all the costs of the scheme.

Once the framework has been implemented, the Quality Assurance Group will oversee the scheme and monitor the progress of centres. 





Commentary:

The appointment of administration staff to run the Quality Assurance Framework is a welcome development. There is a concern that proposed staffing levels are insufficient.

The proposed location should be more geographically central. 

The proposal to pay the auditors is regarded as appropriate.



The continuation of QAG





It is expected QAG will meet 2-3 times per year. 

It will consist of representatives from the following stakeholders: Assessment Centres, Disability Officers, Funding bodies (including LEAs, the OU and NHS), Skill and the NUS.  

Most members of the group will be supported by their respective employers to enable them to participate; however, some members may receive a small fee for their contribution to the group.





Commentary

Future membership of QAG should include a range of professionals working in the Disability Services e.g. Disability Officers and Dyslexia Specialists.  

Travel expenses should be provided for all members involved in the QAG and other DFES working parties. 

QAG should produce a published annual report.



Audits of Assessment Centres wishing to be accredited





Each Assessment Centre will be audited every three years. 

QAG will appoint and oversee an audit panel of 12 people drawn from the various sectors involved (four LEA Awards Officers, four Disability Officers and four Assessors/Centre Managers) who will serve for two years each on a rolling basis. 

Each audit team will then consist of two independent auditors drawn from the panel, with a third regional representative if necessary. 

It is anticipated that each team will conduct three audits per year and that each year six teams will be appointed. Therefore it is expected that around 18 audits will be carried out each year. 

Should the number of centres increase, the number of audits will increase also.  

Auditors will be paid a set rate per day of the auditing process.





Commentary & questions

If the process is to involve feedback such as conditions or recommendations as pre-emptive requirements for continuing accreditation, the levels of administrative support required will be significant. See previous comment concerning staffing levels. 

The audit panel will require a QAF officer to record the process and outcomes and distribute minutes and advise on technicalities and follow up procedures.

The panel should endeavour to represent a range of specialisms within the HE sector e.g. Disability Officers, Dyslexia tutors, Mental Health Support Workers. 

We are concerned that the audit teams of two people are too small and insufficiently representative. It is therefore recommended that the Audit team should usually consist of a representative from each of the three groups (LEA, DO & Assessor) with a fourth as a regional member when appropriate. Therefore logically if the proposed workload is to be maintained, the standing panel would be increased to 18 members.  

Clarification is needed of the procedures to be followed in the event of shortcomings being identified during audit.  This should be agreed as the QAF is established and not left until it occurs. 

Procedures should be developed for ensuring any remedial actions identified during audit are completed. 

Transparent procedures for the selection and rotation of the audit panel members should be produced. 



Transitional phase



Commentary

We would like to see the new system gradually rolled out once the final form of the documentation has been agreed. This would allow the existing assessment centres and HEIs to make the necessary changes, which should be more beneficial for all involved. There is a concern that if the proposed changes are rushed through too quickly, it could be detrimental to student experience e.g. students may have to wait longer for an assessment. 

Summary of recommendations 



Recommendation 1�The role of disability specialists within the proposed procedures should be more clearly defined and the views of those specialists should be more appropriately represented on QAG.��Recommendation 2�A single, national, standardised questionnaire / checklist� should be developed for either: 

Assessors to send to the HEI before the assessment for completion by the Disability Service / other institutional staff.

Or: 

For Institutions to use the checklist as a template to encourage course teams to provide standardised material to all students which will provide information about the Course, its curriculum, activities, assessment strategies and other relevant information.  (DOs could then keep a copy for each course in their Institution and provide copies  to assessment centres on request or when the student is referred).���Recommendation 3�The QAG recommendations should include an explicit instruction that Assessment Centres should factor into their business plans the cost of fully training assessors.��Recommendation 4�The QAG should reconsider the proposed staffing levels for the operation of Quality Assurance Framework.��Recommendation 5�The QAG should reconsider the proposed location of an administration centre for QAF, it should be geographically central.��Recommendation 6�A range of disability professionals, representing the various specialisms (e.g. dyslexia, mental health, sensory impairment, etc), should be involved as future members of the QAG group and the audit panels.��Recommendation 7�Travel expenses should be provided for all members of the QAG and other DFES working parties. ��Recommendation 8�QAG should disseminate widely an annual report, including commentary on progress on the issues already identified and any new issues which may arise in future.��Recommendation 9�VCs should be briefed about the proposed changes before they are finalised.��Recommendation

10�The DfES should develop and produce a national standard DSA application form, which could be downloaded from the DfES website and used for all LEAs / NHS / OU applicants.  This could then be accessed either by the student, or the DO, or the LEA / other funding body. ��Recommendation 11�All parties should be encouraged to use more “user friendly” language in literature and reports – many students dislike the term “disability”.��Recommendation 12�Clarification is needed of the quality assurance procedures to be followed if the Assessment Centre is audited and found to have “shortcomings” and for the subsequent “remedial actions”.��Recommendation 13�The part-time DSA should be extended to include students on HEFCE Funded Continuing Education (sub-degree) courses.��Recommendation 14�The QAG Summary should make explicit reference to those HEIs which provide assessments for their own students but would not carry out enough to become accredited Centres under the new proposals, in order to make it clear what role those Institutions will have.   ��Recommendation 15�The Summary should include a comment that there is still no statutory requirement for a student to be assessed at an approved centre and that HEIs will still be allowed to carry out assessments as shown in the regulations (i.e. there has been no change in the law relating to this process).��Recommendation 16�The membership of QAG should be extended to include a representative of those HEIs that do their own assessments.��Recommendation 17�It is recommended that the QAF audit teams should each have a member of the permanent QAF administrative staff with them, to make the formal records and advise on regulations. ��Recommendation 18�The QAF should include a requirement that Institutions make a clear financial statement showing how / where the income generated from their Assessment activities is used.�����Recommendation 19�QAF audit teams should not be members of QAG.  This would help to maintain independence and transparency of the inspection process. ��











� Institutions represented at that meeting on 19th May 2003 were: Bournemouth University; University of Bath, University of Bristol; University of the West of England; University of Exeter; Yeovil College; University of Manchester; University of Southampton; Southampton Institute; University College Chichester; University of Portsmouth; University of Surrey; Birkbeck College, University of London.  



�  SHEC II member Institutions are: Bournemouth University; University of Southampton; Southampton Institute; University College Chichester; University of Portsmouth; University of Surrey; King Alfred’s College, Winchester.  



� The feedback paper has also been sent to some members of the South Coast and South West DSA groups to see whether or not they would be prepared to support the proposed feedback. The paper has been sent to the University of Brighton and the University of Sussex. 

� For example: Reports have been known to arrive with wholly incorrect details about the duration of the course, or the number of written assignments to be completed per year.  These are not minor errors and they could easily have been addressed by contacting the Institution. 

� The SHEC II group (chair: Dr James Palfreman-Kay, University of Bournemouth) has begun work on a first draft of this questionnaire / checklist.



Draft Feedback on the Quality Assurance Group (QAG) papers 



SHEC/� CREATEDATE \@ "d MMMM yyyy" \* MERGEFORMAT �24 June 2003�/ vx.x	Page � PAGE �9� of � NUMPAGES �1�



Draft Feedback on the Quality Assurance Group (QAG) papers 



SHEC/� CREATEDATE \@ "d MMMM yyyy" \* MERGEFORMAT �24 June 2003�/ 	Page � PAGE �1� of � NUMPAGES �1�








