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GOOD PLANNING GUIDE 

FOR YOUNG PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

 NOT IN EMPLOYMENT, EDUCATION OR TRAINING (NEET) 

A Good Planning Guide for NEET Planning Partnerships

The Scottish Executive’s NEET Strategy, More Choices More Chances
, provides an opportunity to review how we support young people to make a successful transition beyond school. What will this mean for young people with learning disabilities?

We would hope that as you prepare and implement your Action Plans, local NEET partnerships will demonstrate awareness of the particular issues faced by young people with learning disabilities. Critically, we would want to see partnerships recognising the benefit of investing in the future of these young people, and having a clear understanding of the benefits to be gained through this. 

We believe young people should be at the centre of this and ask local NEET planning partnerships to:

· Establish a specific measurement framework to track the experiences of young people with learning disabilities


· Develop processes to prove that supporting young people with learning disabilities is cost effective for the tax payer


· Map and disseminate the current range of pathways and options – ensuring that these are tested against the experience of young people with learning disabilities 


· Establish a disability consortium within the partnership – and allocate responsibility for leading on learning disability and NEET issues to a named young person or officer


· Develop a joint training and development programme on the challenges and opportunities of young people with learning disabilities – which should involve young people and employers


· Create a bank of positive case studies where young people with learning disabilities have made a successful transition from school into a positive outcome

Introduction

Young people with a learning disability have the same right to learning, training and working opportunities as their peers. At sixteen, they share the hopes and fears of most young people making the transition beyond school towards adult working life. They look forward to improving their skills, developing careers, becoming financially independent and enjoying the wider economic and social benefits that come from working. 

Yet, high proportions of young people with learning disabilities never realise their working potential. Many who are willing and able to work will spend a lifetime claiming benefits, despite their best efforts to become economically active. This is a wasted opportunity for everyone. For the young people themselves, for their families and communities, and for society as a whole. 

The national NEET strategy, ‘More Choices More Chances’, sets out a vision where all young people can establish a pathway leading from school towards employment. It promotes the value of joined up working, and highlights the importance of connecting services aimed at young people pre and post sixteen. Critically, it places a responsibility for partnerships to set out a strategic approach to tackling this problem at a local level. 

This good practice guide is aimed at the NEET planning partnerships. Its aim is to ensure that they are aware of the distinctive issues facing young people with learning disabilities. Most importantly, it aims to provide practical suggestions to ensure that local NEET Action Plans support young people with learning disabilities to reach their full potential. In doing so it reflects the Scottish Executive’s acknowledgement that young people with learning disabilities are more likely to be NEET. It also emphasises the opportunity the NEET strategy offers in making a real sustainable difference to the lives of many of Scotland’s most vulnerable young people. 

Young people with learning disabilities – who are they?

The issue of definition is important in two respects. Firstly, it is only by identifying people with learning disabilities that we can measure progress and gauge the service available to them. Secondly, there is a great deal of misunderstanding about learning disabilities – for example amongst employers – so it is important to be clear about who we have in mind. 

‘The Same As You’
 describes people with learning disabilities as people who have a significant lifelong condition that started before adulthood and affects their development so that they need help to:

· Understand information

· Learn skills

· Cope independently

It is estimated that 20 people in every thousand has mild/moderate learning disabilities whilst up to 4 in every 1000 has profound/multiple learning disabilities. This provides an estimate of around 120,000 people in Scotland. Since 1965 the number of people with severe learning disabilities has grown by 50% and over the next ten years we anticipate a growth rate of 1% per annum.  

Disabled people are two to three times more likely to be unemployed than the national average. For people with learning disabilities the situation is far worse. Due to the lack of official baseline data it is hard to be precise, but the generally accepted statistics are those from The Same As You? 2005, A Scottish Executive National Statistics Publication.  They state that there are 20,288 people with learning disabilities (16–64) of working age, of which 1,133 are in non-open employment and 866 are in open employment.  

What works?

Successfully tackling the NEET group challenge requires us to understand what works and to develop it further. Equally, it means doing less of those things that have been proven not to work. 

Fortunately, we now have a good understanding of what works in terms of employability support for young people with learning disabilities. They tell us that the characteristics of good provision include:

· Person centred approaches where the young person is empowered to make their own decisions – based on real choices and continuity


· High expectations and positive attitudes


· Clear financial support arrangements


· Effective assessment


· Real integrated service provision – based on trust and clearly defined roles 


· Access to an appropriate range of outcomes – work experience, training  and  employment


· Employer engagement

· Ongoing support and assistance at points of transition

The good news is that good practice is spreading, and we consistently see organisations which are making the grade. The bad news is that the spread of good provision remains uneven across the country.  For many young people with learning disabilities, access to good employability support is a lucky dip. 

Where are the barriers?

The employability barriers faced by young people with learning disabilities are cultural, financial and statistical. 

Listening to their experiences, it often seems that the default position is that these young people will never be capable of work. Feedback is consistently focussed on what they cannot do rather than what they can do. Key figures – parents, teachers, care professionals – the very people who are closest to and have most influence over them often underestimate what these young people can achieve.  

Joint working between agencies remains hit and miss, and effective relationships between health, care and employability agencies too often relies on personal chemistry rather than well defined shared approaches. Young people tell us that many health and care professionals continue to underestimate the importance of employability. 

Employer attitudes are also an issue. Across the country young people and providers talk about the difficulties faced in gaining access to opportunities with employers. Public sector organisations – often the biggest local employer – are amongst these. Despite many individual success stories there is work to be done to raise awareness amongst employers of the potential value these young people can bring to their organisations. 

The complexity of the financial support arrangements is another significant barrier. The benefits system is complex and often acts as a disincentive for young people with learning disabilities – particularly where a family is reliant on an established income level from the state. Lack of clarity around financial options is another factor which inhibits the making of informed decisions around future options. 

The culture of short term funding exacerbates the problem. Too frequently, funders consider the cost of supporting a young person into a sustainable outcome to be too expensive. The money is seen as a cost  rather than as an investment. Yet, the opportunity cost of supporting a young person to avoid a lifetime of benefits is significant – and often overlooked. 

For those designing and managing services one of the biggest barriers is the lack of reliable statistical information around young people with learning disabilities. Around us there is no shortage of data, yet we know next to nothing about their employability experience. Young people with learning disabilities are the least visible sub-group within the entire NEET cohort. 

School Leaver Destinations do not include information on these young people, as special schools provide this but it is not made available. In addition, one of the bi-products of mainstreaming means that it is difficult to identify these young people within the overall school statistics. It is hoped that the Additional Support for Learning Act will make a difference in tracking the young people.

The NEET Strategy, More Choices, More Chances creates a real opportunity to address these issues and we believe the six recommendations in this guide offer a practical and achievable way forward.  ENABLE Scotland commits itself to working constructively with Local Authorities to take this forward.
Further Information can be obtained from : a 
Supported Employment DVD from ENABLE Scotland /
 A Blueprint for Supported Employment in Scotland from Scottish Union of Supported Employment
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