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About Skill

Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities promotes opportunities to empower young people and adults with any kind of disability to realise their potential in further, continuing and higher education, training, volunteering 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.

Intro

Skill welcomes the opportunity to respond to the guidance on access arrangements, reasonable adjustments and special considerations. Skill welcomes much of the guidance within the document and appreciates the detail that is included. Skill believes it is vital that heads of centres and examination officers have high quality guidance. However Skill has serious concerns over both the consultation process and the inclusion of certificate indications.
Skill has liaised with other organisations representing disabled people and practitioners, notably NDCS, RNIB and BATOD and supports the comments they have made. 
Context
In 2007 the Disability Rights Commission identified that disabled people were twice as likely as non-disabled people to have no qualification.
  Of those disabled people without qualifications, only 23% are employed. This is in stark comparison to non-disabled people without qualifications where 60% are employed.
 Having a qualification opens the door for disabled students to go on to further study or employment.  Unfortunately recent research suggests that inequalities persist within general qualifications. DIUS has identified that disabled 16 year olds have lower GCSE attainment than those without disabilities.
  This does not mean that as a group they are all of lower ability but that they face specific barriers within the qualifications.

Skill’s response

Skill will continue to campaign together with other disabled organisations and disabled people themselves to ensure that qualifications are accessible. This includes receiving enquiries through our helpline from students who have struggled to complete qualifications due to barriers which otherwise could be removed. 
We will continue to work through the Access Consultation Forum (ACF) and the Access to Assessment and Qualifications Advisory Group as well as other relevant groups. Skill has also together with NDCS, RNIB and Afasic laid down amendments to the Equality Bill specifically on creating more accessible qualifications. The briefing supporting this is available on request. 
1. Consultation Process
Skill together with other organisations were given only seven working days to comment on the JCQ guidance, a very detailed document well over 70 pages. This timescale does not constitute best practice and Skill would have appreciated more time in order to discuss more internally and seek the views of disabled students.
Recommendation: The process should be extended to allow for appropriate detailed consultation to take place.

2. Designing inclusive examinations

Skill strongly supports the intentions set out in the ‘Fair access by design: Guidance for awarding bodies and qualifications regulators on designing inclusive qualifications.’ This guidance is being written by a sub group of the Access to Assessment and Qualifications Advisory Group and includes regulators and disability organisations. 

 The ethos of this document is that qualifications should be designed as inclusively as possible from the beginning so that the need for access arrangements, reasonable adjustments and special considerations are limited to a few cases. Furthermore by designing qualifications in an inclusive way the need for exemptions will also be limited. 

Recommendation: The JCQ guidance should make reference to the ‘Fair access by design’ document and reinforce the intention that qualifications are to be designed inclusively from the beginning.
3. Certificate Indications
Regulations brought in on 24 October 2008 amended the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) specifically on general qualifications, 14-19 Diplomas and functional skills. The regulations meant that where an exemption applies the disabled student’s mark will reflect only the parts of the examination they took. This was a welcome introduction as it meant disabled students were not penalised for not completing a part of the examination they were unable to do due to their disability. 

The regulations and explanatory notes do not include any reference to a certificate indication being applied to the certificate.
 A certificate indication (CI) is something which highlights the areas that the candidate was exempted from. Although it may be the view of the DCSF that certificate indications are acceptable (in a letter from DCSF dated 19 September 2008) it is not a view that is shared by disability organisations including Skill.

Page 25, 2.25 describes how a certificate indication will appear on the certificate for those students who have been exempted a part of a general qualification. Skill strongly opposes the blanket use of CIs as it focuses on the elements of the qualification which the student could not complete. Indeed this could be viewed under the DDA as ‘less favourable treatment’ as it may disadvantage the student when they come to progress into further study or a job.
Recommendation: Blanket requirements with regards to certificate indications for all exemptions should be removed.
4. Candidate consent form for the application of a certificate indication 
Page 25, 2.25 also describes how candidates should complete the above consent form when applying for an exemption. By signing the consent form the candidate would also allow for a Certificate Indication (CI) to be used. Skill is extremely concerned over the proposed use of this form, which has not been seen until very recently and has not been consulted on or openly discussed at the Access Consultation Forum.

The consent form could be viewed as an attempt by qualification bodies to protect themselves from legal challenges with regards unfavourable treatment through the use of CIs.
Recommendation: Further discussion is required on the purpose of the consent form. For the time Skill advises that the consent form be withdrawn.
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