Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities

Equality and Human Rights Commission Equality Scheme consultation

Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities is a national charity that 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.

Section One: Who are you (external organisations and individuals only)?

Your organisation: Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities

Your address: Unit 3, Floor 3, Radisson Court, 219 Long Lane, London SE1 4PR

Country/English region: UK

Your contact number: 020 7450 0620

Your email address: ellen@skill.org.uk

…and how would you like us to treat your feedback? 

Happy to be contacted in response to my comments

What interests does your organisation and/or you represent?

Disability 

What sort of organisation is this?

Not for profit/voluntary

Section two: Response to questions

1. Do you have any comments on the general approach to the three year equality scheme? 

Skill welcomes the EHRC’s review of its 2008/2009 Equality Scheme, in particular the review of the Commission’s priorities within the Scheme.  Skill is concerned that the 2008/2009 Scheme only mentions education six times and that two of these times are in relation to the names of organisations.  Where education is mentioned in the action plan of the Scheme it is in the context of the content of the national curriculum for schools and the action point is specific to young people’s education
.  

While further mention of education is made in the Commission’s 2008/2009 Business Plan the references are general and only one specific reference is made to higher education in relation to young peoples’ successful transition.  

Skill recognises that access to post 16 education is important to all disadvantaged groups.  However, data shows that access to post 16 education is particularly important for disabled people. Disabled people are only half as likely as the general population to be qualified to degree level. At the other end of the scale, 26% of disabled people have no qualifications at all, compared to 11% of non-disabled people
.

Although all adults of working age attain higher rates of employment the more highly qualified they become, there is an especially strong link between qualifications and employment rates for disabled people.  Data from the Disability Rights Commission’s briefing
 shows how the gains for disabled people are more dramatic the further they progress with their education. As the graph below shows, the gap in progression rates narrows at every qualification stage:
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Skill recommends that the EHRC recognises the particular importance of access to post-16 education for disabled people in its work.

Skill recognises the importance of transition for young people into higher education and for the past three years has been Action on Access’s Lead Advisor on Disability.  However, it is vital that the EHRC consider the experiences of people from disadvantaged groups in higher education as well as other forms of post 16 education and the impact that this has on their successfully attaining qualifications.  While people from disadvantaged groups may successfully transfer into higher education they may not continue or may not achieve results that reflect their ability if they cannot access facilities and teaching methods and join in ‘university life’.  Therefore, Skill recommends that within its action plan the EHRC commits to improving disadvantaged groups experiences in post-16 education.

It is also important for the EHRC to recognise and embrace the changing face of the higher education sector in its work.  In March 2008, Universities UK published a report entitled ‘The future size and shape of the Higher Education Sector in the UK: Demographic projections’.   The report forecasts a substantial decline in people aged 18 – 20 entering higher education and undertaking full time courses by 2027 and an increase in over 21s and 30 – 39 year olds undertaking part time courses.  

The accessibility of higher education for older disabled people is a particularly important issue as at present, if you become disabled during your career and need to embark on an alternate career path, you are unable to get a loan for maintenance or tuition fees from the government.  In addition, Disabled Students Allowances for postgraduate students are considerably lower than those for undergraduate students and yet postgraduate courses are likely to be more intensive than undergraduate courses.  

Postgraduate DSA is partly designed on the assumption that recipients will have recently undertaken an undergraduate qualification.  For the academic year 2008/2009 postgraduate DSA is £10,000 per year whereas undergraduates can claim £5,030 for specialist equipment and up to £20,000 per year for non medical help. In addition they can claim up to £1,680 year for general costs arising as a result of their impairment and travel, for which there is no limit.  The difference between postgraduate and undergraduate DSA has been recognised in Scotland and postgraduate DSA rates are now the same as undergraduate DSA rates.  Research Councils also award DSA at the same level as the undergraduate rates.

Subsequently, Skill recommends that the EHRC expand on its priority to improve access to higher education to people from disadvantaged groups of all ages.  

The education sector has made significant progress in improving access for disabled people since the introduction of the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001, which is now Part 4 of the DDA.  In the case of the higher education sector in 2006/2007 6.6% of first year UK domiciled students had a disability compared to 4.2% 1999/2000
.  The increase in disabled students is particularly evident at the institutional level (see graph below). 

Graph Illustrating Numbers of Students Declaring a Disability at the University of Manchester since 2001. 
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In Skill’s experience, much of the progress made for disabled people has been as a result of dedicated individuals working within institutions to bring about change.  Skill’s experience is supported by a study currently being undertaken by the Higher Education Funding Councils for England and Wales which is due to be published in March 2009.  

These individuals have relied significantly on the information, advice and guidance provided by the legacy commissions of the EHRC as leverage for change.  In addition, they have welcomed the legacy commissions’ enforcement of legislative duties.  For example, individuals working in the higher education sector approached Disability Rights Commission staff working on Bradford University’s Section 5 Agreement under the DDA as they wanted to know ‘how they could get a Section 5 for their institution’.

Skill is concerned that the EHRC’s omission of post 16 education in its Equality Scheme will result in some of the progress that has been made in the post 16 education sector being lost. Already, attendees at Skill’s network meetings for providers of higher education have informed Skill staff that they have been told by their senior managers not to worry about the requirements of the Disability Equality Duty of the DDA, as their managers believe the Equality Bill will shortly replace the DDA.  While this may be the case, the Government does not expect the Equality Act to be in place until 2010/2011 at the very earliest. Also, specific encouragement to HE providers would support initiatives currently being taken by the higher education funding councils (in terms of funding) and by the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (in relation to the disabled students’ learning experiences). 

When referring to education it is also important that the EHRC refers to specific areas and initiatives within the education sector within its Equality Scheme and Business Plan.  Skill is aware that the EHRC is undertaking work on barriers to young people continuing in compulsory education until the age of 18 and has produced an excellent publication on apprenticeships. 

2.
Are there any new and/or emerging priorities within the areas of employment, service delivery and representation that we should include in our equality scheme?

Skill is disappointed that this question does not also ask respondents about new or emerging priorities in the education sector and subsequently calls on the EHRC to conduct a further consultative exercise on what its priorities should be in relation to education. 

In addition to the points raised in our response to Question One Skill would like to highlight the following issues:

Enforcement of existing legislation

Skill recommends that the EHRC:

· Reminds the post 16 education sector that their duties under the DDA and other anti discrimination legislation will remain in force until the Equality Bill becomes law. 

· actively publishes and disseminates information on cases that it has supported against post-16 educational institutions.

Skill is pleased that the EHRC has published the revised Code of Practice for Trade Organisations, Qualification Bodies and General Qualification Bodies.  Skill recommends that the EHRC raises awareness of the new code and prioritises cases that arise as a result of the new regulations.

Foundation Learning Tier and post 16 funding:

The Foundation Learning Tier Framework being implemented by QCA and LSC  for post 16 learners working under level 2 will provide clear pathways for disabled learners. However this is still much to be resolved around transfer of entitlement from school to post 16 provider and to ensure the funding methodology is compatible with disabled learners needs and ensures sufficient providers are on board. Otherwise disabled learners will have an inequitable service.

Machinery of Government Changes  - Children, Skills and Learning Bill 2009

This Bill will transfer the funding for 16-19 year olds and 16-25 year olds with disabilities to Local Authorities. This is a significant change and Skill would welcome the EHRC’s support in ensuring that the entitlement of disabled learners is not adversely affected by the changes. 

Apprenticeships:

Skill is aware that the EHRC is working on apprenticeships and recommends that the EHRC make this area of its work an explicit priority given the Government’s commitment to doubling the number of people on apprenticeships to 400,000 by 2020
.  On 27 November 2008 the Department for Children Schools and Families announced that Sir Alan Sugar will front the new apprenticeship drives.  Skill is concerned that such a controversial figure with respect to equality has been asked to head the drive.  

Funding:

As highlighted above in relation to postgraduate Disabled Students Allowances, funding can prove a real barrier to education for people from disadvantaged groups.  Skill is currently lobbying for the Children, Skills and Learning Bill to include a duty on local authorities to fund transport provision for disabled learners in further education and work based learning aged 19 – 25.  At present the lack of consistent funding of transport provision for these learners means that some are forced to withdraw from education simply because they cannot get to their College.   Skill calls upon the EHRC to interrogate the level of funding available from the Government for disabled people to access post 16 education. 
Section Three: Other information

Please indicate whether your responses can be made public.

· Yes

We will be carrying out further consultation on our equality scheme during 2008 and 2009, so can we contact you for additional feedback?

· Yes

Would you like to be sent email updates about further developments to the Commission’s equality scheme? 

· Yes

= Introduction of SENDA 2001


= Introduction of DDA 2005 extended duties December 2005








� Page 148 of the 2008/2009 Equality Scheme


� Disability Briefing, Disability Rights Commission, 2006.


� ibid


� Source Higher Education Statistics Agency.


� Prosperity for all in the global economy – world class skills, 2006, Leitch
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