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Matthew Hall

To our session this afternoon.

My name is Matthew Hall, and this is my colleague Heather Pinder, and we are from the 
Continuous Improvements Team within the Disabled Students Allowance Department within 
Student Loans Company.

Between Heather and I, we've been at the Student Loans Company for around about 30 years, 
which is a little bit scary, and we're here today to talk to you about support available for 
disabled students through the product known as the Disabled Students Allowance.

We're going to have a look at what the Disabled Students Allowance is and what is available 
through it, and we'll take you through the DSA operation in terms of our staff and our students, 
and then Heather will take you through the application journey, and I will finish off by talking 
about some of the future improvements that are in the pipeline, and we'll try to answer any 
questions that you may have at the end of the presentation.

And if anyone's got any questions that they'd like to submit through the app during the 
presentation, feel free, and we'll check them at the end. If not, we'll just go around the room 
and see if anyone's got anything at the end.

So the Disabled Students Allowance is a non-repayable grant that covers the cost of extra 
essential costs that a student may incur due to a disability.

The product is treated completely separate from any other student finance products, such as 
tuition fees and maintenance, although, it does share some eligibility criteria, such as 
residency and identification checks. It is not based on any household income, so students are 
purely looked at on what they need up to the maximum allowance, which we'll cover in a 
second.

So what is available through DSA? DSA falls into four distinct categories. Specialist equipment 
is the first of these. This includes things like computers, which the student would be subject to 
a 200-pound contribution, specialist software, such as text-to-speech and speech-to-text, and 
ergonomic equipment, for example, adjustable desks and chairs.

The next section is non-medical help and this includes things like British sign language 
interpreters, specialist mentors, mobility support, and specialist note-taking. The general 
allowance is there to cover kind of anything that falls outside of those categories, for example, 
printing costs, where a student may need to print additional material and we'll pay for those 
additional costs that they may incur.

And finally, travel. Travel costs are where a student may need help in terms of taxi
costs, for example, when they cannot access public transport due to their
disability
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In the current academic year, the maximum entitlement for DSA students is capped at £25,000 
for the year, but this does not include the travel, which remains as a separate uncapped pot. In 
previous years, each of the above categories had their own cap, but an improvement was 
made in the 21-22 year to see the single cap of £25,000 introduced, and this allowed students 
to use their allowance more fluidly and weren't restricted by the caps in each of the sections.

The DSA operation is made up of around 200 members of staff and we sit within SLC's 
operations directorate, which also includes SLC's main contact centre pre-assessment and 
core assessing departments. Our frontline teams are split across a day shift and a back shift 
and we cover from 7 AM until midnight Monday to Friday, and we also have a shift on Saturday 
so that we can handle any additional telephone calls that we may receive on a Saturday.

Now I'm going to hand over to Heather, who will take you through the application journey for 
applying for DSA.

Heather Pinder

Thanks, Matt. Hi, everyone. I'm going to run you through the application journey, which I've 
actually split up into six sections here.

Students can apply for DSA from the launch of the new cycle

of each academic year, from around February each year, and they do have a deadline of nine 
months from the start of their academic year to apply. So this gives them about a 16-month 
window for the full application process for each year.

Around 75% of our applications were made online, which at the moment is only available to 
new full-time undergraduate students, however, Matt will have a talk later about some 
improvement projects that are underway that should be able to change that and extend it to all 
students.

A recurring question that we receive from students and stakeholders is, "Which students need 
to apply for DSA each academic year?" So students who need to apply each year are the 
DSA-only students, which are students who don't apply for maintenance and fee loans, part-
time students, and postgraduate students. The reason for this is because we need the HEP to 
stamp their application form to confirm attendance and that they've been accepted onto the 
course.

Students who don't need to apply each year at the moment are full-time undergraduate 
students who already have DSA in place and continue to apply for free and
maintenance support, and as their attendance is automatically updated onto our
system.
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As you can see here on our graph, the volumes for DSA applications have increased around 
50,000 in the last seven years. The forecast continues to show an increase for this for the next 
academic year coming up as well.

Historically, we used to see approximately around 50%

of applications being sent before their course actually started, and then 50% actually after the 
course started. However, now we've seen around 75% of people applying before the course 
starts, therefore, we've got a much higher rate of support being placed already before they 
actually start their study.

So medical evidence is something that all students are required to provide in order to apply for 
DSA. Evidence is required in the form of a diagnostic report, a letter from a medical 
professional or our Disability Evidence form, which you can see on the slide there. 

One key thing with evidence is that we do not require original documents. Copies is all that we 
ask for and that is detailed in all applications so that all students are aware that we don't 
actually require original documentation. Some students who have an online account can also 
upload medical evidence onto their online account directly to us as well.

Once the application and evidence is received, this will be reviewed to determine eligibility on 
two counts. First of all, general eligibility will consider identification, residency, and course 
details.

The second type will be based on medical evidence. Students will usually receive one of two 
outcomes. Firstly, will be a DSA1 Needs letter which will confirm they can attend a Study 
Needs Assessment and how to book that. 

The second type would be a letter requesting further evidence or explaining why particular 
evidence has not been accepted and what we would require from them in order to go forward 
with their application.

Here we just wanted to show you a bit of a split of the different disability types that we get. As 
you can see, learning difficulties, such as dyslexia and dyspraxia, is our biggest, followed by 
students with mental health. Autistic, visually impaired, hearing impaired, and wheelchair or 
mobility combined make up less than 10% of all of our applications.

Currently, it’s the student's responsibility to locate a needs assessment centre, to book their 
assessment. Prior to the COVID pandemic it was actually a requirement for needs 
assessments to all be carried out face-to-face. However, adjustments were made to enable 
remote assessments to be carried out during the pandemic and this has actually been so 
successful, students actually do prefer this. So there is an option going forward that we've 
continued to enable for them. Where a student does want to have a face-to-face assessment, 
they can use the Gov website postcode search to find out an assessment centre, which is 
located nearest to them.
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There are around 600 available across the UK. Students will attend these assessments and 
discuss their needs with the Needs Assessor, and then the Needs Assessor will compile a 
report made up of recommendations and quotes for the required support that they need for 
study. Once student finance received the Needs Assessment Report, this will be reviewed by 
the DSA team to determine if the recommendations made are acceptable and in line with DSA 
guidance and policy intent.

The DSA2 Entitlement letter is created and emailed to the student with instructions on how to 
contact their support providers and arrange equipment deliveries and things like that. If the 
student is given consent, we'll also send a copy of this letter to the HEP and also to the 
assessment centre.

Payments for DSA will come in the form of either a supplier invoice or a student claim. As you 
can see, the supply invoices make up a significant amount of our DSA work, and with close to 
half a million invoices processed each year, student claims are for those items where we have 
agreed reimbursement.

On a DSL2 letter, for example, this could be ink or paper. Students will be required to purchase 
these up front and then send in a reimbursement to the DSA team in order to get repaid for 
those purchases.

This takes us to the end of the application journey, however, something that we do want to 
highlight is the time that it takes from the application to the DSA2 letter. At the moment, 
average is around 14 weeks. we are we are looking to make some improvements to reduce 
this time, which Matt will actually be able to explain a little bit more.

So I'll hand you back over to Matt.

Matthew Hall

Heather mentioned that the DSA2 letter will contain information about how the student can 
contact their suppliers, so we wanted to give you a little bit of context about the number of 
suppliers currently involved in the DSA sector.

We've already mentioned that there are 600 assessment centre locations and these are made 
up of 70 individual companies, and these individual companies are either based within the 
HEP or are a standalone company.

In terms of equipment providers, there are 10 registered equipment providers known
to us as ATSPs, and they provide the equipment for the students. There are
approximately 500 non-medical help providers, which includes 80 equipment
training providers. 
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These are all registered with the Department for Education before they are added to the 
register to be unable to provide support to students. Again, these are made up of HEPs, 
independent companies, and sole traders. DSA administer the registration of these providers 
to ensure support workers are appropriately qualified and will check this through supplier 
audits.

Our largest supplier group is taxi companies. We have around 900 taxi companies that we 
either work with now or have worked with very recently. Although there's no official registration 
for taxi companies, we do ensure that they are appropriately licensed with their local council 
before we would refer a student to them.

I wanted to give you a little bit of context about the telephone contact that we receive from our 
customers. So in the DSA team, we're quite unique in that we handle calls directly into our 
frontline staff, and this can be from student or from suppliers. The graph shows that we 
received just over 132,000 calls

in the last 12 months, which is obviously a considerable amount of call to handle, in peak, 
taking close to 20,000 calls during September. As part of the improvement work, we're hoping 
to significantly reduce this.

As a wider project, the company ever introduced something called Self-Serve and DSA will 
look to follow suit with that, which I'll touch on in a second. So the future improvements that 
we're looking at fall under two distinct projects and DSA Reforms and DSA Assessment 
Improvements. The DSA Reforms is the first of these, and following approval by the UK and 
Welsh government, SLC is undertaking a procurement to put contracts in place for the 
provision of needs assessments, assistive technology equipment, and equipment training for 
customers in receipt of DSA through both Student Finance England and Student Finance 
Worlds.

In a previous slide, we mentioned how there were 70 assessment centres, 10 equipment 
providers, and 80 equipment training providers. This piece of work is looking to significantly 
reduce that number by bringing contracts for regional providers to deliver these services, and 
the information shown on the slide there can be found online. And we obviously know that 
working with a reduced supplier base should give benefits in terms of more consistency and, 
more importantly, a less number of supplies for the student to have to reach out to and deal 
with.

Heather mentioned that the current end-to-end is 14 weeks, which is obviously a very long 
time from application received to DSA letter sent and as part of this project, what we're hoping 
to bring in is data sharing agreements because we'll be under contract with these suppliers 
and this will allow us to make sure make the supplier be the one in charge of the contact to the 
student, rather than the student having to initiate every book-in and every order. The supplier 
will be able to do that and reach out to the student, and there's significant chunks of this 14 
weeks, which is delayed because the student has to do it themselves at the moment. DSA 
Assessment Improvements is the other project that is currently underway, and this is focusing 
on creating a digital service for all DSA students.
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We mentioned how our online application is currently restricted to full-time undergraduates. 
This project will look to bring in online applications for the remainder of DSA student cohorts, 
including part-time and postgraduate. It is also there to provide a self-service, which I've 
mentioned, so students will be able to have access to an online account where they will be 
able to see the status of their own application without having to phone us or email us. Along 
with Self-Serve, there are other parts of this, which include secure messaging to replace 
unsecured email channels that are currently in place, and also a possibility for live chat.

We wanted just to show you a couple of the user experience mock-ups of what the Self-
Service could look like for our students. So the first image here shows that the student has 
completed their DSA application and the timeline shows that their next step is to provide 
evidence. The Self-Serve will clearly explain to the student exactly what they need to do and 
provide them with links to do this. The second image shows that the evidence has now been 
received and the student is to go ahead and book their study needs assessment. As you can 
see from these screens, this is something that we currently don't have for our DSA students at 
the moment. These screens have been create and tested with our students to make sure that 
they are fit for purpose and this is something that is part of the ongoing assessment 
improvements project.

So that actually takes us to the end of the presentation, and we will have a look and see if 
we've received any questions through the tablet. Yeah, we have. Yeah. 

Do you want to read it out?

Heather Pinder

You want me to read them out?

Matthew Hall

Yeah.

Heather Pinder

So, we have a question, actually, straight at the beginning. "If a student has content to share 
with DSA, why can't the DSA1 letter be sent to the Disability Team?"

Matthew Hall

Yeah, it's a good question. So at the moment, the DSA1 letter is currently only sent to the 
student and isn't shared with third parties, and the reason for this, at the moment, is that so the 
student can have an informed choice of which assessment centre they choose to use.

We mentioned that the DSA Reforms, when we are under contract with assessment
centres and create these contracts, we hopefully will have data sharing to be
able to share it with the assessment centre directly and remove that step for
the student, having to make their book-in themselves.
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Is there one more on there?

Heather Pinder

Yeah. "Regarding specialist equipment, can you repeat the reason why students need to pay a 
£200 

contribution for a computer?"

Matthew Hall

Yeah. Yeah. So the £200 contribution was brought in in, I believe, 2015-16. This was a 
decision by the Department for Education,

and it was deemed at the time that any student that would be attending university would need 
access to a basic computer for web browsing, word processing.

So the intent from the £200 contribution was to bring that into disabled students so that we 
weren't fully paying the full cost of the laptop for the student and they contribute with the £200. 
It could be that student already has their own computer that is suitable, and therefore, they 
don't need to contribute another towards another one, but a lot of students do take up a DSA-
funded computer.

Heather Pinder

Got more. "From a CMS point of view, does only the DSA postgrad course need to be set up?"

Matthew Hall

Yeah, I think there's actually some work undergoing with Ken in regards to DSM postgraduate 
courses, so I'm not 100% sure of that. What we'll do is we'll take a note.

Does it tell us who sent that through?

Heather Pinder

Yeah.

Matthew Hall

It does. So we'll take a note of that and then get a response provided, if that's okay.

Heather Pinder

Then, the last one. "Is there a direct telephone number for the SLC DSA Team
or do we have to call the normal SLC Helpline?"
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Matthew Hall

Yeah, so for any suppliers, disability advisors, HEPs, they can come straight through to our 
DSA Team, our frontline staff, and I want to say the number off the top of my head is 01325-
215-194.

Heather Pinder

I think that’s right.

Matthew Hall

Yeah. If you want to make a note of that whoever asked the question. Yeah. So that line is 
open eight ‘til four Monday to Friday, and again on a Saturday at nine ‘til four, and you will 
reach our dedicated DSA officers that take them telephone calls.

Heather Pinder

That's it on here

Matthew Hall

So there are no more questions through the app. Has anyone got any additional questions that 
they would like to ask?

(inaudible)

That's not something that we're aware of, no.

Participant

Not at all?

Matthew Hall

Not that we're aware of. No. It's not something that's being provided to us as a frontline team to 
introduce. That would be a matter of policy further for education.

Participant

Yeah, I think, it's from Lord Holmes.

Matthew Hall

Right. Okay. No, we've definitely not heard it. There's nothing in the pipeline from our point of 
view, from the DSA team on that.

Participant

Thank you.
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Matthew Hall

Any final questions? No?

Well, thank you all very much for attending. We know it's a short session. If anyone needs to 
contact us afterwards, we'll be around for half an hour. So if anyone would like to come speak 
to us, just give us a shout.

Heather Pinder

Thanks, everyone. 

Matthew Hall

Thank you.
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For more information:

events@slc.co.uk

www.slc.co.uk
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