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Re: NMC Pre-Registration Consultation.

Members of the UK Learning Disability Consultant Nurse Network recently took the opportunity to formally meet with Garth Long (NMC Education Advisor). This provided an opportunity to consider the ongoing NMC consultation on the Review of pre-registration nursing education on how to prepare the nursing profession for the future. Prominent within this consultation is the notion of abolishing branch specific training in favour of a generalist nursing career pathway which would seek to incorporate all current branches.
The learning disability service context against which this consultation commenced has a number of unique features which, led us to question the validity of the NMCs consultation exercise at the present time. Mere statistical analyses of consultation responses must crucially be viewed against the full array background issues if people with learning disabilities are to be best supported in achieving better health.
Over the last few years a succession of high profile reports have highlighted the health inequalities experienced by people with learning disabilities when accessing primary and secondary healthcare services1,2,3. Further reports4,5 have revealed systemic failings, neglectful care and institutional abuses being perpetrated in NHS settings, where staffing levels were poor and specialist skills underdeveloped. During the latter months of 2007 the government response to these shortcomings began to emerge in the form of a succession of policy driving reports and publications6,7,8,9,10. Collectively, these documents offer a vision of the future complexion of specialist healthcare services.
NHS led, specialist healthcare services for people with learning disabilities will support mainstream health and social care practice in better understanding and meeting the healthcare needs of people with learning disabilities, as well as directly serving those individuals with the most complex healthcare needs. Specialist staff will be required take on the key roles around; health promotion, health facilitation, teaching and service development. It is against this context that the contribution of nurses should be determined. 

We feel it essential that the positive value of the contribution specialist learning disability nurses, within the healthcare economy, be measured on the basis of ‘best practice’ as comprehensively outlined in the recent Department of Health Good Practice in Learning Disability Nursing Document11. This stands in stark contrast a narrow focus on examples of ‘worst practice’ described in recent Healthcare Commission Investigation reports4,5. It is clear that many learning disability nurses continue to drive standards of excellence, in innovative ways and that they must be better supported systemically, in order to achieve better healthcare outcomes for people with learning disabilities.
The Chief Nursing Officer recently noted11 that we should seek to consider how ‘the valuable resource of learning disability nursing is best applied to have the greatest impact in contributing to well-being…’ We feel that all too often in recent years the NHS and specialist learning disability nurses have been engaged in activity which has not, in essence, been healthcare. We feel that the focussed use of learning disability nurses would go some considerable way towards redressing the healthcare inequalities experienced by our service users and therefore allowing the NHS to honour its disability equality duty owed under recent Disability Discrimination legislation. We feel that our advocacy of the value of learning disability nursing been fully endorsed by the range of recent policy drivers6,7,8,9,10.

Given the apparent scandalous experiences of people with learning disabilities when accessing healthcare, it is essential that we maximally deploy our learning disability nursing resources rather than contemplate the consequences of the vacuum which would potentially be created by abolishing the learning disability nursing branch.

The United Kingdom Learning Disability Consultant Nurse Network applauds recent efforts made by a range of groups and individuals to expand the debate about workforce skills to include the development of recognised training and professional routes for social care workers. We feel however that the ongoing healthcare issues experienced by people with learning disabilities must be our first priority at this time and would caution against confusing these issues with broader debates around social and political policy contexts.
We believe it to be in the best interests of people who have learning disabilities for the NMC to continue to regulate the education and activities of a nursing workforce ‘trained and employed specifically to focus on health needs arising from a person’s learning disability.’ (DH 2007)
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