Response from the Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities to call for evidence:

 Opportunities for All: Specialist Disability Employment Programmes
The Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities (see Appendix) is pleased to have the opportunity to comment on this consultation, which is very important to people with learning disabilities and their families. Latest estimates suggest that there are just over 1 million people with learning disabilities in England (www.improvinghealthandlives.org.uk).

Overview

Summary

What we want to see evolve is a system that empowers people with learning disabilities (and their families) by offering the help and guidance that fits their needs. This needs to dovetail with other support (such as welfare rights, health and social care). In accordance with other social policy developments, support should be self directed as far as possible, local, and able to flex between low level, short term support to for some and intense, long term and specialist for others.  We think an updated system should assume (and expect) economic activity at some level for everyone – provided they are given appropriate support and that even very modest work (such as an hour a week for someone who is profoundly disabled) is recognised and encouraged. An updated system needs to recognise that many people with learning disabilities have not been encouraged and supported to work. Government statistics show that fewer than 7% of those known to social services have a paid job, though our research demonstrates that two-thirds of people with learning disabilities want to work. The system needs to support people who have missed out on the early expectations and experiences of work that most young people have; it needs to enable them to pursue a sustained journey to work.

Barriers to work
A key barrier to people with learning disabilities obtaining paid work is a system failure that means children and young people with learning disabilities (and their families) are not routinely encouraged to expect to work. From a very young age other children are encouraged to play with ideas about work roles, from dressing up games to stories about role models. As their education progresses they are encouraged to think about what they should study in order to get the type of work they might want to do eventually. Yet children and young people with learning disabilities too often still miss out on this expectation and support. So they arrive in adulthood with low expectations themselves, and low expectations of them by others (including potential employers). Further, the design of welfare benefits means that many disabled people and their families are very fearful of trying employment in case it does not work out and they end up much worse off. General and specialist disability employment services therefore start with a big hill to climb.

 

Young people with learning disabilities are not routinely referred to specialist services (including supported employment agencies). People with learning disabilities who come into contact with JobcentrePlus face differing difficulties, depending on their disability. People with mild learning disabilities may not be recognised as needing extra support (for example, with travel or punctuality or communication) and therefore do not get the help they need. There is often poor communication between different services that support people with learning disabilities and failure to agree on terminology and criteria for support. People with more severe learning disabilities may be 'written off' as unable to work or as 'too hard' to support into work. In many areas the social care services (such as day centres) have been expected to help people with learning disabilities into employment, but with little or no expertise in this.
People with learning disabilities are at increased risk of poor health, compared to the general population, and some health problems can be barriers to employment (e.g. weight problems or undiagnosed problems with sight, hearing, or thyroid function – all common in people with learning disabilities). Recent research
 shows that employment support programmes have a valuable role to play in relation to health, but they do not always recognise or act on this.

 

There often seems to be little thought given to the types of further education and training that will help young people with learning disabilities get a job. Courses have too often been used as a substitute for more active support and people with learning disabilities continue to describe a 'revolving door' that means they are offered similar courses again and again without them leading to a job (and indeed without consideration of the types of work available in the local area and the courses that would link to this). People with more severe learning disabilities and people whose behaviour challenges others are at particular risk of being sent away to residential colleges for lack of robust local services. This makes it even more difficult for people to find out about the local employment market and find a route into it.

Despite good practice guidance, it is unfortunately still common to hear from family carers that they have been insufficiently involved in efforts to get people with learning disabilities into work. This has several adverse consequences:
· natural connections and opportunities are missed: lots of us get our first work experience via family and friends

· the interests, skills and talents of individuals (as well as the barriers they face and the support they need) may not be so well understood

· families who are not involved, or who feel excluded, may resist efforts to get a person with learning disabilities into work, particularly if they think the consequences for the family or household as a whole have not been thought through.

The current programmes that support people into work have been designed in a way that incentivises the service providers to focus on the people who are easiest to get into work. It is too early to tell whether Work Choice and the Work Programme will offer better support to people with learning disabilities, but they will need to include sub-contracts with specialist supported employment agencies as well as ensuring that the mainstream programmes make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to be properly inclusive of people with learning disabilities.
The Equality Act bans discrimination by association and employment programmes will also therefore have to give careful consideration to the support they can offer to family carers to enable them to combine work and caring. Our ‘Recognising Fathers’ research shows that fathers of children and young people with learning disabilities pay a heavy price in terms of reduced employment options, reduced pay and reduced promotion opportunities
. Whilst this issue may be beyond the strict scope of this Review, it is nevertheless an important work-related issue in the lives of people with learning disabilities and their families.
Detailed comments on specialist disability employment programmes

Remploy

Anecdotally, the experience of referring people with learning disabilities to Remploy to access employment support (mainly under the previous Workstep contracts) has been very mixed, with different Advisers dealing very differently with people with learning disabilities. There are examples where people have been refused support despite the person who was being referred meeting all their referral criteria and having held down paid employment previously. In this case the Remploy Adviser suggested revisiting the local Disability Employment Adviser or to try the Pathways to Work route.

 

However, other Advisers have been very receptive and great effort has been made to record accurately relevant information about the service users’ employment requests, skills, etc. in order to job-match them to vacancies. Despite this, we are not aware of any job outcomes for the people we know who were referred to Remploy for support into employment over the past few years. This is clearly disappointing, especially as their service is advertised as one that “provides a comprehensive range of employment services to support disabled people and those experiencing complex barriers to work into gaining and retaining sustainable employment”.

 

Experience of dealing with Remploy for retention support tells a more favourable story: one of generally being dealt with by a named Adviser who has usually responded promptly to requests and one where the support to individuals has been timely and appropriate.  

 

This may show that larger organisations such as Remploy are not adequately equipped to provide the required level, depth and intensity of support for people with learning disabilities who request support into work through supported employment/coaching/mentoring, etc. The processes are simply not flexible or holistic enough to meet the needs of individuals who have a multitude of varying support requirements, from intensive travel training and job coaching, to emotional support and family support. Where Remploy have reported successes, there have sometimes been comments from colleges that the young people involved would have got work anyway. Further, some supported employment agencies to whom Remploy have referred people with learning disabilities have commented that those people seemed quite able and it should have been possible to support them through mainstream programmes.
 

This is not to say that Remploy does not work hard to develop good links with local businesses. For example, they have until recently employed an Account Manager at the Bristol branch who successfully secured many vacancies with local employers. Representatives from HR departments were invited to give mock interviews to candidates. They are always keen to maintain and develop new partnerships and programmes and have been involved with some of the learning disability employment demonstration sites (especially Project SEARCH in Bath and North East Somerset).  However, even then, their involvement to support the interns’ access to paid employment opportunities is minimal owing to recent staffing and budgetary constraints. 

 

Access to Work

Access to Work (ATW) has for many years been the quiet secret within the specialist employment world.  Despite being full of regional variations, and the rules subject to a wide range of interpretations, it remains one of the most useful routes to employment support

 

One example we know of involves an employee applying for ATW to fund his support whilst in work. We dealt with a local Adviser who was extremely helpful and flexible around his claim. A reasonable fund was made available to help the employee settle into his job and the ATW paperwork was straightforward.

 

In another case ATW was claimed for an individual with learning disabilities who needed sign language support.  The employer was providing support to learn the tasks, but needed an interpreter to assist.  This was funded by ATW, but only for one year.

 

A third case involved being able to assess the needs of a small group of workers with learning disabilities, each requiring about an hour a day support to work.  We were able to arrange for the budgets to be pooled in order to employ one support worker.  This model was based on similar circumstances within the local University Centre for Deaf Studies where a sign language interpreter was again required by a few of members of staff who pooled their budgets.

 

However, one of the main issues with ATW is the inflexibility in how its funds are allocated to job seekers. The guidance is very clear that only applications for support in paid employment are allowed; there continues to be a gap in funding for decent pre-employment support.   This is especially true of people seeking support to establish their own business to become self employed.  Outside a few start up courses aimed at the general public, there is very little support available to explore business propositions, test markets and develop business plans. Our ‘In Business’ project has demonstrated that self employment is a viable option for some people with learning disabilities – and in some cases may be their only option for obtaining paid work.
 

Residential colleges

We know that specialist residential colleges fulfil a valuable role for some disabled people. For example, in our ‘Developing Connexions’ project we heard from some young people with impaired sight or hearing that they valued the specialist expertise available and the chance to leave home like their non-disabled siblings. We do not wish to detract from this, where a placement is a positive, reasoned choice for a young person. However, we have a number of concerns based on our considerable experience of working with young people with learning disabilities in transition to adult life:

· as noted in our overview section, residential placements are too often the default option for people who are seen as ‘too difficult’ to support locally, for lack of investment in strong local services

· people who are sent away to college can find it hard to return, as they are still seen as ‘too difficult’

· it is hard for families, friends and local services to keep in touch with someone who is in a distant placement. Social networks dwindle, links between the residential college and local employers are inevitably less well developed, and it is not always clear that the skills being developed at college truly reflect those required by an employer
· there are of course exceptions, but people with learning disabilities often find it hard to transfer skills learned in one location and apply them in another, which is why supported employment techniques have been developed to teach ‘on the job’.
Conclusion

Much still needs to be done to support people with learning disabilities to expect (and be expected) to work. Specialist disability employment programmes have important roles to play in this, but they must be set in the context of a system that is better designed as a whole. Expectations about work are formed early and specialist programmes could perhaps do more to support families, schools, colleges and mainstream employment programmes to make employment (and the support required) the norm for people with learning disabilities.
Alison Giraud-Saunders, Co-Director
Keith Bates, Head of Employment
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Appendix

About the Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities

We work with people with learning disabilities, their families and the people who support them. 

We: 

· Do research and projects that help people be included

· Support local people and services to include people with learning disabilities 

· Improve services for people with learning disabilities 

· Spread knowledge and information

Over the last five years we have worked with over 130 local organisations and services to help them improve the services and opportunities they offer. For several years we have pursued a specific stream of work on employment and self-employment for people with learning disabilities.

� Vigna, E., Beyer, S. and Kerr, M. (2011) The role of supported employment agencies in promoting the health of people with learning disabilities: A briefing report for Department of Health and Agencies. Cardiff: Welsh Centre for Learning Disabilities, Cardiff University


� Towers, C. (2009) Recognising Fathers: a national survey of fathers who have children with learning disabilities. London: Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities
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