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SLC Vulnerable Students Stakeholder Group 

Tuesday 12th September 2023

Operational Update

Processing performance remains positive. Overall, application volumes are down by 1-2% across the business.  Some catch-up in volumes of applications received and processed was observed since the last reported figures, and assessed and ready to pay applications are now in line with expectations.
Department for Education and Welsh Government Update 
In SFE, the Care Leaver Apprenticeship Bursary was increased from £1k to £3k on 1st August, and 970 new Care Leavers were recruited through the Care Experienced Accreditation Scheme, developed and launched by DfE in collaboration with The Unite Foundation.  The scheme will run in conjunction with Barnardo’s to test its outcomes.

Following changes to applications for part-time students in Wales from 24/25, Notices of Entitlement will include a full breakdown of the student’s entitlement.  WG is looking at how to empower frontline staff to make recommendations around reasonable adjustments.
SLC Vulnerable Customer journey update

i)  Evidence reduction working group

Technical teams concluded that more evidence than usual is being requested in the most complex cases, many of which come from students who are considered more vulnerable.  The regulatory intent and its impact on this will be re-reviewed.

Upcoming updates include:

· three possible solutions to the medical evidence required for distance learning due to disability

· an initiative to move from physical to digital evidence

· evidence requested for migrant journeys.
ii) Channel Optimisation
Improvements are being made to the online service to streamline the application process, including digital evidence upload, enhanced notifications, timescales for evidence review, and better evidence bundling. SLC is considering ideas to facilitate more efficient processing.  New articles on common questions are due to be published.  During peak periods, customers will be given more information and support.  Opportunities to improve the customer journey continue to be identified.
iii) Customer Indicators

Launch of the functionality associated with SLC’s charter for customers with additional support needs is scheduled for week commencing 23rd October.  This will include the implementation of customer indicators. SLC’s Learning and Development team will deliver training.  

The final version of the charter will be launched at the same time.  Sub-policies are being drafted, and an internal colleague network specialising in Vulnerable customers is being planned.  These enhancements will be balanced against regulations.

DSA Procurement update

The procurement activity was triggered by a Departmental decision to improve the supply of DSA services.  The new model will deliver benefits in terms of the application journey, contractual controls, value for money, and the widening of access and participation.  Following a long and robust process, Capita and Study Tech were announced as the new suppliers.  Commitments to existing suppliers and customers will be honoured throughout the transition to the new model.  

The new suppliers represent a one-stop shop for needs assessments, delivery and support, and aftercare.  

The introduction of the new model will have no impact for 23/24 students or for continuing students.  Existing suppliers are expected to fulfil their ongoing commitments.  Any suppliers leaving the market must notify SLC, DfE and WG, at which point their customers will be guided to an alternative supplier.

Launch of the new model is scheduled for Q1 2024, in alignment with the 24/25 application cycle launch towards the end of February.  SLC will monitor customers at various stages of their journey to ensure that they are guided towards the appropriate support, and measure supplier performance closely in the three months immediately following the launch.
DSA Quality Committee

SLC’s active involvement in the procurement activity will continue beyond the introduction of the DSA reforms.  Previous inadequate digital provision will be remedied via the self-service facility which will simplify the application and evidence submission processes.  Customer Journey Surveys will gauge student satisfaction, in tandem with the DSA Customer Panel whose members include prospective, current, and former students in receipt of DSA.  The DSA Quality Committee will support supplier management and offer independent validation, driving the intended outcomes of the new model.  Robust supplier management activities, comprehensive reporting, and account reviews will further bolster the process.

CCG 8-week Extensions

SLC recently received policy clarification from DfE on CCG extensions.  Students will receive either the full or final year rate, but must be in some kind of attendance to qualify.  The CoC guidance chapter has been updated to reflect this and will be communicated to the sector.  SLC is working to understand the historical impact, and will remain in touch with DfE while analysis continues.  SFW policy is different and therefore only SFE students are affected.

60-day Additional Maternity Leave for Pregnancy-related LOA
No guidance was available for students going on maternity leave or around the additional 60 days’ leave for pregnancy-related illness.  Leave must be illness-related for students to qualify.  Some courses may include placements which may be unsuitable for the student to complete.  Members referenced equality impact assessments and protected characteristics in support of these students.
In some cases, the student must apply for hardship funding as a last resort, which involves a subsequent evidence burden.  Further discussion is needed before SLC can offer clarification.

Next meeting: Tuesday 28th November 2023.

