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Skill promotes opportunities to empower young people and adults with any kind of disability to realise their potential in further, continuing and higher education, training and employment throughout the United Kingdom. Skill works by providing information and advice to individuals, promoting good practice and influencing policy in partnership with disabled people, service providers and policy makers
1. Will disabled candidates benefit from there being greater transparency about their entitlement to access arrangements? 
Skill believes that students will benefit immensely from great transparency with regards access arrangements.
Part 4 of the DDA covers exams set by awarding bodies. This means they will be expected to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to exams in order to make them more accessible to students with impairments or learning difficulties. This could include, for example, provision of a scribe or allowing extra time.
Students are often however unaware that access arrangements are reasonable adjustments and that they are entitled to them. A significant number of calls by students into Skill’s helpline concern access arrangements for exams.
Furthermore students are often unaware that since September 2007 general examinations have been covered by the DDA. Students studying for professional qualifications may also be unaware that the relevant body is required to make access arrangements.
Transparency and promotion of access arrangements will increase participation. Skill would be happy to assist by promoting entitlement to young people and their families.
2. Will disabled students benefits from improvements in the design of qualifications to lessen the need for special adjustments? 
Skill strongly recommends that the curriculum and assessment are designed to be inclusive. Well designed inclusive qualifications will lead to:
· fewer access arrangements needed during assessment.
· better success rate for disabled students who do not wish to declare a disability and so wouldn’t benefit from access arrangements
· a better progression rate for disabled students. Students coming up against poorly designed qualifications may be dissuaded from continuing in education, and see their employment opportunities narrow.
3. What will the impact be on Disability Groups in supporting QCA and the regulator in producing and agreeing guidance on access arrangements for awarding bodies? 
Skill believes that comprehensive guidance is essential in order to create a baseline of understanding across the sector. Access issues differ from group to group and within those from individual to individual. It is vital that the disability groups are involved in agreeing guidance for awarding bodies to ensure that the views of all are represented.
The guidance should be widened to address the needs of Connexions advisors as well as advisors in the new Adult Advancement and Careers Service due to be operational in 2010. Job and transition brokers such as those working on ‘Improving Choice’ in the East of England should also be included where necessary.
Skill advises that disabled people are involved in the process either directly or through the disability groups. Skill is also happy to assist in the drafting of comprehensive guidance.
4. What evidence (or quantitative evidence, if available) do we have on the benefits of increased opportunities for disabled students to engage in education? 

4a. Quantitative evidence
Skill research has found that disabled people see learning and work as connected. Learning and work is also seen as contributing to life goals, and soft skills such as self-esteem, confidence and ability to get on with others and make friends.

Data from the Labour Force Survey illustrate how higher qualification levels lead to higher employment rates. This relationship is stronger for disabled people. However disabled people are still only half as likely as non-disabled people to be qualified to degree level and are twice as likely to have no qualification at all. This pattern of inequality has not changed over time.

Disabled people are also twice as likely as non-disabled people to be in the “Not in Education, Employment or Training” (NEET) category at 16 and three times more likely at 19.
 
This is the hardest group to reach as they may be looking for low or unskilled employment and are likely to be turned off the idea of education and increasing their skills.
The table below compares qualifications obtained by disabled people compared with their employment rate. It shows that gaining qualifications dramatically increases the likelihood of getting a job.
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4b. Qualitative evidence 
Case study 1 How achieving qualifications has made led to an improvement in the quality of life.
My name is Lillian and I am 30 years old. I attend three classes at my Adult Learning Centre and communicate using BSL.  I can also lip read quite well.  I attended a school for the Deaf as a child and then moved to a local high school. I found it quite difficult to keep up with the work at high school and only received tutorial support for French and Spanish. I left school without any qualifications. After leaving school I worked in a factory packing biscuits. However, I had to leave as the working environment was very cold and this affected my arthritis. I felt I had never had a proper job.

I remained at home to bring up my family. I have five children between 4 years and 19years. When I heard about these classes I felt very motivated to join as I wanted to achieve some qualifications. I joined English for Deaf adults, Maths for Deaf adults, BSL stage 1 and an Art class. During the last three years I have passed BSL stages 1 and 2 and achieved entry levels 1 and 2 certificates in English and Maths.

I am currently continuing with my English, Maths and Art and hope to gain more qualifications.

Joining the classes has made a real difference to my life. I have gained qualifications which has greatly increased my confidence. I have met new people both Deaf and hearing. Also my youngest child who is two has a place in the crèche. Without this support I wouldn’t be able to attend classes.

My teacher in English, Maths and BSL is Deaf and I feel she is a positive role model. My goal is to help people learn, like my tutor does. I realise now that I would like to work with disabled children or adults, helping and supporting them. 
I had no idea what I wanted to do before coming to classes but now I am very clear on the type of job I would like. My next step is to join a health studies class, to help me achieve my ambition.

Case study 2: Refusal to provide access arrangements

Skill was contacted by a parent whose son has dyspraxia and has difficulties writing. He uses a laptop in class and for his homework In the run-up to his SAT exams in year nine, there were concerns that he would have difficulties and not be able to use his alphasmart laptop (which he uses in his lessons) in his exams. The student had been supported by an excellent Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) through school, who worked hard to get him the reasonable adjustments he needed for his studies. When the student took his science SATs, the SENCO asked the exam board if they would provide the science papers (which have boxes for pupils to fill in the information) in an ‘on-line’ format, ie on a cd rom or disk. The exam board refused. 

The student was therefore required to type his answers to the questions in a blank document, cross-referencing his answers with the paper based question paper. This clearly put him at a disadvantage compared to other student who had the paper with allotted boxes and spaces to fill in their answers. He would also have found it more difficult to reference the appropriate information because of having to switch his focus from the paper to his computer screen. 

The student is now approaching his GCSE examinations, and currently his science teacher has decided that he should write his science paper by hand. If the student is required to write his exam paper by hand, he will have a number of difficulties. Firstly, his writing is illegible. Secondly, he finds it difficult to control a pen, and therefore the concentration that would be required for him to handwrite would go on controlling the pen, and he would also become very tired and so write less. Both the quality and quantity of his exam paper would therefore be affected. 

An alternative reasonable adjustment suggested by the exam board was that he could use a scribe and dictate the answers. However, the student, due to his disability, does not have good speech. In fact, his speech deteriorates when he is under stress, so he would be disadvantaged by using a scribe. Furthermore, using a scribe is a very particular skill that needs to be developed over a number of years. The alternative arrangements suggested for the exam would not enable the student to perform effectively or make appropriate reasonable adjustments for his disability.

The lack of appropriate reasonable adjustments will have a serious impact on the student’s academic success at this stage, and will significantly reduce his career choices at a later stage.

We are not aware of an explanation of why the awarding body was not able to supply the question paper in an on-line format. In Skill’s view, security of the question paper in an electronic format would not be an issue. It would be perfectly secure to send a floppy disk or cd rom with the question paper, in the same way as paper based questions are sent. The disk could be loaded and removed under supervision, in the same way that papers are given out and collected. 

(Skill helpine 2005/6)
Case study 3: An uninclusive course design.
A student with multiple sclerosis applied to do an HND in journalism. He stated on application that he would probably have difficulties with the shorthand elements of the course, although he said he would give it a go. The student excelled in all areas of the course, gaining very high marks. However, when he came to attempt the shorthand module, his disability meant that this was impossible for him to complete, and he therefore failed the module. The qualifications body (National Council for the Training of Journalists) refused to award him the qualification, despite the support of his college. They maintained that shorthand was an essential area of journalism, as it would be required if the student were ever to do court reporting. The student explained that they would never be able to do court reporting, but this should not mean that they couldn’t work as a journalist in other areas. He would be happy to have a certificate qualifying that he was not proficient in shorthand, but the qualifications body refused.

 (Skill Helpline 2005)
Case study 4: Access arrangement for assessing a student with a speech impairment.

A student with a speech impairment is on a Hotel and Tourism course. Part of the assessment relates to customer service. The assessment usually considers a number of factors including the verbal fluency of each candidate, and on grounds of academic standards, the department refuses to make any changes to the assessment practice. However, fluency is not an essential aspect of customer service, it is simply an aspect that the assessment to this course habitually takes into account. It is likely to be reasonable, therefore, to make an adjustment that allows the student to show his customer service and conversational skills without demonstrating verbal fluency
� Data taken from Labour Force Survey and used in ‘Learner Aspirations’ 2008 a report produced for Learning & Skills Network
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