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Association of Dyslexia Specialists in Higher Education




Overview of our submission to the National Audit Office in January 2010 re- The Student Loans Company
ADSHE

Our members are all dyslexia specialists working with students in Higher Education. The vast majority of members have completed post graduate training in order to do this work; others have a considerable range of experience to draw on. Almost all members are engaged in 1:1 support of students which, when carried out properly, is extremely demanding and complex (see ADSHE Guidelines*). Many members are actively engaged in research or have contributed to an extensive range of publications directly relevant to this area of work. Some members are involved in other areas working as disability officers and Needs Assessors. For this submission we wish to focus on our particular area of specialism and we are confident that we speak with authority on the experience of the dyslexic student in HE.
The views and comments we wish to submit have been much debated and duly considered over the past two years during national and regional meetings and on the ADSHE jiscmail. 
We were unable for various reasons to make a submission to the Hopkin Review (Dec 09) but have submitted a report to the National Audit Office, the main substance of which is below.

Our main areas of concern are:

1.Unacceptable time delays
· lengthy delays in processing student applications 

· lengthy delays in responding to queries 

· lengthy delays in agreeing to extending support beyond ten hours
· lengthy delays in paying tutors 
The first two points are recognised in the Hopkin Review  (Dec 09) and we have nothing to add to these points except that our first hand experience endorses the findings of the review. The latter two points have not received any formal acknowledgement and continue to have a serious and detrimental effect on dyslexic students in receipt of the DSA. They are dealt with in more detail below.

2.Communication issues
As we work with the vast majority of students who are eligible to claim the DSA we have been extremely frustrated by SLC’s reluctance, at least prior to the appointment of a Diversity Manager to engage in any meaningful dialogue. Very early on, during the pilot project, ADSHE was aware that decisions we regarded as inappropriate were being made that directly impacted on support for dyslexic students. As a response to this ADSHE set up a working party and produced a document *‘Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Specialist Support for Students with SpLDs in Higher Education’.  We asked to be involved in consultations regarding the new format for a Needs Assessment Report in the summer of 2008 but were told that the group for consultation had already been established. When we did finally manage to meet face to face with SLC in October 2008 and present the Guidelines we found that our concerns were not understood and any attempt at clarification was ignored. The appointment of a Diversity Manager allowed for a much more open dialogue and issues that we raised were beginning, it appeared to us, to be addressed. This included a meeting between the Diversity Manager, PATOSS (http://www.patoss-dyslexia.org/) and ADSHE that started a process to establish how specialist support was being delivered nationally and to instigate a series of training sessions for the specialist team at Darlington. In July 2009 PATOSS delivered training for some members of the specialist team that focused on diagnostic reports. This was to have been followed up in September 2009 by a training (delivered by ADSHE) that would focus on the nature of specialist 1:1 support. This training was put on hold by SLC. A new Diversity Manager is now in post and a meeting has been arranged with ADSHE.
3. Forms
It is well established that dyslexic students have extreme difficulty with form filling, navigating websites and reading information. In the light of this our concerns are that: 
· The forms that students are being asked to complete for their loans and then for their DSA are more complicated than they used to be. 
· Requests for supporting evidence such as an ‘assessment of impact on studies’ are confusing for students (and this is actually the raison d’être of a Needs Assessment so this feels like a duplicating of information).
· Questions on the forms are often ambiguous and it isn’t clear to the students which DSA form (long or short) they should submit. 

· Any raising of concern with SLC has been met with the disclaimer that they consulted widely (any request for clarification about their consultation process is met with silence). Amending the form which would not be difficult and would benefit all students. 
· SLC are understandably keen that forms should be completed online however this poses additional problems for the majority of dyslexic students who often prefer to use a paper copy for many valid reasons that are linked to their profiles. 
· Paper copies are supposed to be available but most dyslexic students are unaware of the direct.gov site (where it can be downloaded – although this doesn’t always work). The direct.gov site itself is not dyslexia-friendly.
4. Application process

· Advice offered by the specialist support team at SLC – both on the switchboard and from the more specialist teams has been inconsistent and is often only resolved if the student involves their tutor in the process. It frequently appears that SLC staff are not clear what correct procedures are and, whilst such conflicting information is frustrating for all, many dyslexic student experience a higher degree of distress and raised anxiety levels that significantly impact on their study and wellbeing.
· There is little or no awareness amongst SLC support staff of the difficulties dyslexic students are likely to have with processing information given verbally and many students feel they have been dealt with inappropriately. In addition this group of students are those most likely to have no credit/lost their phone/ lost their ‘customer’ ID etc and they would benefit exponentially from a more supportive reception to their enquiries.
· There is an increasing perception amongst students and support staff that SLC are using "lost" documents as a way of clearing the backlog - people have sent documents by recorded delivery and have evidence from the PO that the ‘lost’ documents were signed for. This has resulted in a significant loss of confidence in SLC (also noted in the Hopkins Review). Again the effect on dyslexic students who struggle to organise themselves in the first place is much greater than for the majority of students.
· There has been a lack of clear accountability at SLC - many people have complained that letters from SLC are signed by a first name only which makes it hard to track the writer and again results in frustration.
5. Needs Assessment
The introduction of two quotes for Non Medical Help, which predominantly refers to dyslexia support, has been unclear. It was imposed on the sector without adequate consultation and has resulted in unnecessary confusion. Furthermore it has destabilised employment for tutors and may result in less tutors being available to the sector. 
6. Recommended support – our major concern
· As far as we are aware the introduction of Independent Learning Plans (ILPs) was made without any consultation with dyslexia specialists. ILPs are in common usage in Further Education but have rarely been considered appropriate in HE. ADSHE members have found this a particularly unwieldy and time consuming ‘tool’ for the work we do. Again the problem stems from a lack of understanding about what specialist support at this level entails. ADSHE has always believed that accountability and transparency are essential to professional practice but an ILP is not necessarily the best way to ensure this.
· The infamous ’10 hour rule’ (now renamed a ’10 hour quota’ but essentially the same thing) for support is causing high levels of stress to all involved in 1:1 support; it is costing a considerable amount of money in administration time and more importantly it is actively disadvantaging students and can be linked (through our informal case studies) to students dropping out and/or failing modules. Some students are taking this to mean they only have 10 hours and they are then reluctant to use the allocation in case they are in greater need later in the course. 

· The delays to agreeing more than the initial ’10 hours’ mean that self employed tutors have to make decisions about whether they can afford to risk carrying on tuition beyond 10 hours when they may never be paid for it. If they stop tuition students are left unsupported, often at critical times. 
· The refusal for support beyond 10 hours by SLC is in our view unacceptable in almost all cases. Although tutors aim to enable students to become independent learners the reality of the situation is that HE courses inevitably become more complex throughout the three years and so new strategies and techniques need to be learned and furthermore, due to their cognitive profiles,  a  proportion of dyslexic students will need support throughout their educational life and in the workplace. They may never be truly independent. Again SLC’s lack of understanding of what support actually involves and how a dyslexic profile affects student is at the heart of this problem. 
7.Student complaints
Case histories indicate that dyslexic students who feel failed by SLC simply do not have the energy or resources to make the appropriate complaints. Many of them are struggling to keep their head above water and the idea of filling in any more forms or making any more phone calls is simply too much. Many dyslexic students are determined and focused but everything they do requires so much more effort. Survival is the priority and when dyslexic students have grounds for a formal complaint they frequently do not follow the process through simply because they cannot face the additional hassle involved.
Our concerns about SLC could broadly be summarised as
· The lack of awareness within SLC of the effects of dyslexia and how this impacts on the application process and on the support needed

· The lack of knowledge of SLC staff of their own procedures and an inability to deliver within an acceptable time frame 
· The reluctance of SLC to research the most appropriate groups they should consult with and then to engage in meaningful dialogue
We would welcome 
· Dyslexia awareness training for all staff at SLC
· Clearer guidelines for SLC staff on responses that are appropriate to dyslexic students.

· Revision of application forms and how information about the application process is presented to ensure that they are accessible.
· Consultation on what constitutes specialist support and how best this can be delivered to students in an efficient, effective and economic way 
· Setting up of regular meaningful consultations between SFE and stakeholders/experts in HE 
*‘Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Specialist Support for Students with SpLDs in Higher Education’  (Revised July 2009)  Association of Dyslexia Specialists in Higher Education available from adshedyslexia@yahoo.co.uk
Ros Lehany

Chair

08.03.10
_1118488536

