A Briefing on Competency Standards and Admissions to Higher Education

This briefing has been produced by Skill at the request of SPA, the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme, in the light of amendments to Part 4: Education of the Disability Discrimination Act (1995).  The amendments came into force in September 2006 and introduced the principle of competency standards. 

What is a competence standard?

The Disability Discrimination Act defines a competence standard as:

‘an academic, medical or other standard applied by or on behalf of an education provider for the purposes of determining whether or not a person has a particular level of competence or ability.’ 

Applicants to higher education are required to meet a range of criteria, skills and requirements for entry to a course or programme, which are indicated in prospectuses, Entry Profiles on UCAS Course Search, and in a university’s or college’s own online course information.  However, entry criteria and requirements only amount to competence standards if their purpose is to determine an applicants’ competence or ability.  To ensure that they are not discriminating against disabled applicants, higher education institutions must be able to demonstrate that the competency standards that they use for admissions decision-making are:

· appropriate and necessary (see below);

· applied equally to disabled and non disabled applicants; and

· are a proportionate means to achieving a legitimate aim.

For the purpose of this briefing competency standards that meet the above criteria are referred to as genuine competency standards. 

Competency standards are different to the fitness to practice standards that exist in certain professions such as teaching, social work and medicine. 

Competency standards in practice - some examples:

Applicants to foreign language degrees are required to achieve a grade C at A’ Level or equivalent in a foreign language.  This is a genuine competency standard as having a particular level of knowledge of foreign languages would be necessary to undertake a foreign languages degree.  However, if other courses were to apply the same condition it is unlikely to be a genuine competency standard.  If an institution has a matriculation requirement for all applicants to have a foreign language at GCSE or equivalent, it is not a genuine competency standard, so it would be regarded as a reasonable adjustment to exempt an applicant who for reasons relating to their disability has not been able to take such a qualification.  

Applicants to a Drama and Theatre Studies degree are required to undertake an audition as part of the admissions decision making process.  If the course is predominantly practical and students’ have to act and perform to successfully complete the course then this is likely to be a genuine competency standard.  However, if the course predominantly offers a range academic and theoretical modules designed to enable students to progress to a range of careers then it is unlikely to be a genuine competency standard. 

A university requires applicants to its Veterinary Science degree to have the physical strength to lift large animals.  This is not likely to be a genuine competency standard as mechanical hoists or lifts are often required for the lifting of large animals and not all applicants will want to practice large animal veterinary science. In addition, health and safety at work requirements are likely to have changed practice in the profession.

Applicants to an Aviation and Pilot Studies degree are required to meet eyesight standards for pilots.  This is likely to be a genuine competency standard as good eyesight is a requirement to qualify as a pilot.  Applicants with eyesight that fails to meet the standards for pilots will not be able to undertake the Aviation and Pilot Studies Degree but are likely to be able to read for a degree in aviation. 

An English course requires students to have a high level of spoken and written English.  The spoken English requirement is not likely to be a genuine competency standard as an applicant’s ability to speak is not necessarily reflective of their knowledge of or ability to communicate in English.   For instance, a deaf applicant may communicate through an interpreter. 

Students may be required to undertake practical laboratories and/or tests to successfully complete some courses, for example medicine, dentistry and mechanical engineering.  The requirement to take a practical test is likely to constitute a genuine competence standard if it is to ascertain whether or not a student has the ability to perform a certain task.  Different methods of achieving competence in the task e.g. through the use of assistive technology must be taken into account. Admissions staff need to be aware of these issues and liaise with the Disability Officer who can liaise with the relevant academic department to ensure reasonable adjustments are possible for the whole course prior to the applicant being made a firm offer.

Meeting competence standards

Under the DDA higher education institutions are required to make reasonable adjustments to enable disabled students to meet competency standards.  Admissions staff should always seek advice from their institution’s Disability Officer on making reasonable adjustments for applicants who declare a disability.  Reasonable adjustments must be made for applicants during the admissions process for example for at interview or for admissions tests.  The reasonable adjustments that applicants require should be explored separately to the decision making on the application.

There may be a small number of cases where reasonable adjustments are ineffective and in such cases applicants can be rejected for reasons relating to their disability.  However before rejecting an applicant for reasons relating to their disability, reasonable adjustments should be fully explored with the applicant and external specialist organisations such as the Royal National Institute for the Blind.  If this is done in a timely fashion those applying via UCAS will be able to substitute another institution in place of the one that is unable to make an offer to the applicant.

Implications for Admissions Staff

For an institution to ensure that it is not discriminating against disabled applicants under the Disability Discrimination Act it must ensure that admissions staff understand the competency standards required for entry to courses.  

· Entry Profiles, HEI websites, prospectuses etc should therefore reflect the required competency standards for undertaking the course such as the need to undertake a practical test or tests as part the course.

· Entry Profiles, HEI websites, prospectuses etc should therefore state that reasonable adjustments will be made for disabled applicants to enable them to meet the required competency standards.  This may increase applicants’ disclosure of disability and enable reasonable adjustments to be made before the start of the course ensuring a better student experience from day one.  

· If the applicant has not been made an offer as they have not met a competency standard, feedback could be given, on request, as this will help the applicant with future applications. 

· Where reasonable adjustments are ineffective in enabling an applicant to meet the requirements to undertake a course and the applicant is rejected, admissions staff may want to refer the applicant to appropriate careers or guidance services, either locally or at the HEI.

Useful Resources

‘Code of Practice (Revised): for providers of Post –16 education and related services’, Disability Rights Commission (2007).  http://www.drc.org.uk/library/publications/education/code_of_practice_post_16.aspx
‘Understanding the Disability Discrimination Act: A guide for colleges, universities and adult community learning providers in Great Britain’ Disability Rights Commission in Collaboration with Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities and LSN, 2007.  Published 20 August 2007 and available free from: http://www.drc.org.uk/library/publications/education/understanding_the_disability_d.aspx 

Disability Equality Partnership Helpdesk.  Answers disability focused queries relating to higher education and widening participation activities.   Help@actiononaccess.org or 01695 650 870

Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities www.skill.org.uk.  Skill is a National Charity that provides information for disabled people.  Skill produces a range of information leaflets and publications that are designed to help disabled people overcome the financial, physical and cultural barriers that they may encounter in education and training.  
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