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Contribution of learning disability
 nursing to the health and well being of people with learning disabilities and their families

For many years there has been an unthinking stigmatization of learning disability nurses, and a cynical attitude as to the contribution they can make to the lives of people with learning disabilities.  Paradoxically examples can be found within the nursing profession itself (Turnbull 2002), as well as more widely in other literature concerning learning disability.  In a guest editorial for the British Journal of Learning Disability Jackson (2000) commented on a paper by Mitchell (2000), included in that issue that;

‘the highly ambiguous, and often uncomfortable role of nurses throughout the twentieth century. …he [Mitchell] acknowledges that nurses have been part of an oppressive system that has often denied certain rights to people with learning difficulties.’ (Jackson 2000, 47)

Such an observation is undeniably true but it fails to place learning disability nursing within a temporal context; surely it was the case that nurses, along with a range of other professionals, were the mediators of social policy and public opinion; if you will the zeitgeist of the time.  To that extent our past was concerned with, and we now know that it wrongly contributed to the segregation of people with learning disabilities away from society, and therefore from the communities where they came from.  Evidently this background is still seen by some as problematic, and our indirect association with the eugenics programme of the last century still seemingly haunts our professional status.  And as if to accentuate this past, scandals of today such as that seen in the BBC Panorama investigation into the abuse inflicted upon residents of the privately run Winterbourne View Hospital for people with learning disabilities continue to surface with unnerving regularity (BBC, 2011).  That seen on Panorama was both shocking and inexcusable; in fact these were criminal acts, and have nothing to do with the contemporary practice of learning disability nursing.     
It is time to challenge negative portrayals of learning disability nursing, and instead assert the positive contribution that we make, and to acknowledge that as a professional group we have moved forward, and others need to know this.  Much evidence exists of the positive contribution that learning disability nurses make to the lives of people with learning disabilities, and this is evidenced by people with learning disabilities themselves, parents, other members of the multi-professional team, as well as employers (Alaszeweski etal, 2000; Gates, 2010; UK Chief Nursing Officers, 2012).

Both nationally and internationally it is clear to me that learning disability nurses have much to contribute to the enormous agenda of current health and social care reforms.  We have the potential to act as agents of social inclusion, and assist in bringing people with learning disabilities away from the margins of their communities as well as promoting their health and welling, so often overlooked by others.  
We have much to tell others and this special issue will serve to inform the wider learning disability community and further beyond what we are achieving, and the enormous progress that we have made as a professional group.  For example, learning disability nursing in the UK has moved from a narrowly defined role, within long term care, to a much broader role within the NHS and beyond.  It is a health profession supported and endorsed by many as unique in its breadth of employment base, being located as it is among various sectors of service provision.  Our collective practice in the future, even more than now, will continue to transcend traditional roles and agency boundaries.  It is my contention that many learning disability nurses are working at the very heart of initiatives to develop services for people with learning disabilities.  They are now the only health and social care practitioner who spend their professional preparation specialising in learning disabilities.  The subsequent knowledge and skills, along with their positive value base prepares them to work in true partnership with people with learning disabilities, their families and, or, carers.  This is a partnership that being adopted nationally and internationally to bring about valued life styles for people with learning disabilities in the communities in which they live.  
This special issue will celebrate the contribution of learning disability nursing to the health and well being of people with learning disabilities, and their families through the publication of a series of scholarly papers evidencing this.  Also to be included are contributions from people with learning disabilities, and, or, their families that attest to this partnership approach.  
Proposed Range of Original Contributions

	Contribution
	Details
	Total pages

	Editorial - Bob Gates
	The contribution of learning disability nursing to the health and well being of people with learning disabilities and their families - an international commentary

	4

	8 papers - 7 pages each - maximum including references


	These will include; original papers, service evaluations, research papers, innovations, examples of leadership, theoretical papers and commentaries.

	56

	3/4 Reflective pieces from  the UK , Ireland and the Americas and Australasia on national initiatives to promote learning disability nursing
	The UK - Strengthening the Commitment

	2

	
	Ireland - The comprehensive review of RNIDs

	2

	
	The Americas and Australasia – DDNA and PANDDA

	2

	Contributions from ~ 5 people with learning disabilities/families

	Interviews, narratives (1 - 2 pages each), these can be submitted by people with LD or their families with the support and may include LD nurses about the role of the LD nurse in supporting them.

	12

	Book Reviews


	2 book reviews
	1

	Total


	
	79


Topics for the special issue: 

1. Innovative practice - Many learning disability nurses are engaged in innovative practice and in a range of health and social care settings, and often at the leading edge of such practice.  Specialist roles are developing for example in; epilepsy, transition, ASCs, challenging behaviour, liaison posts in acute health care settings, transition, CAMHS, Prisons, or as custody nurses, school nurses.  Scholarly papers that explore and report on such innovative practice will be welcome.
2. Supporting families - Critical to many families, where a member has a learning disability, is the support they receive from health and social care professionals.  Learning Disability nurses have a long history of providing such support, and more recently in the UK many learning disability nurses are now working for example, in CAMHS.  Scholarly papers that explore and report on family interventions, support and family oriented practice will be welcome.
3. Maintaining health and independence - It has been unequivocally established that people with learning disabilities receive poor care whilst in acute hospitals.  Also the health profile of people with learning disabilities differs from the general population, and they often present with higher prevalence of layered, co morbid physical and mental health needs.  They are more prone to a range of physical health conditions including; respiratory disease, cardiovascular disease, gastric disorders, neurological disorders, cancers, osteoporosis, sensory impairments, poor oral health, endocrine disorders, and accidents and falls.  Clearly learning disability nursing has a significant role to play in supporting health and independence in this group of people.  Scholarly papers that explore and report on health issues in contemporary practice will be welcome. 
4. Supporting people with behaviours that challenge – Many learning disability nurses work and support people with learning disabilities that are described as having challenging behaviours.  This is a highly demanding area of practice, and is characterized by contemporary approaches of support that adopt a range of positive interventions to enable such people to enjoy quality lives.  Scholarly papers that explore a range of issues in respect of challenging behaviour will be welcome.
5. Promoting practice within a human rights framework - In the past learning disability nurses have been identified with abuses against human rights of those in their care.  Contemporary learning disability nursing practice of today must be grounded within a human rights framework.  It is important that all approaches to care and support either directly or indirectly are inextricably linked to a human rights approach.  Scholarly papers this important area as well as discussing some the challenges that this present will be welcome.
6. Practice in the criminal justice settings - People with learning disabilities are disproportionately represented in the wider criminal justice system.  Learning disability nurses now work in prisons, or in diversion from custody schemes as well as forensic settings.  Scholarly papers that explore trends, innovations, new roles and report on this important area will be welcome.
7. Inclusive practice and research - The importance of inclusion in their communities of people with learning disabilities has become a well rehearsed ambition.  This also applies to contemporary practice and research.  Scholarly papers that explore inclusion in the context of practice and or research will be welcome.
Preliminary Timeline: 

Full papers due: Early June 2014
Notification of Acceptance: Late October 2014
Revised final draft due: Late of Feb 2015
Expected publication date: March 2015
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� This term will be used for the title of this special issue but MS submissions may adopt internationally used terminology, subsequently a variety of alternative terms may be sued in papers including; intellectual and developmental disabilities.  
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